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  Guan He Bi Ji – Prologue
Is there such a thing as a perfect transmigration in this world?

Yes, and Yang Wan was that lucky person.

They say a decade of academia is a decade of blood and tears. Yang Wan chose an inhuman path and single-mindedly pursued it to the darkest depths. She spent ten years in a one-sided battle among dusty documents with a Ming Dynasty eunuch named “Deng Ying.”

Deng Ying was a mysterious figure in Ming Dynasty history. It was said he possessed refined and handsome features, though he had an injury on his leg from punishment that, when acting up, often made it difficult for him to walk.

However, except for the overflow of praise regarding his appearance, this person was described in other aspects as worse than a beast.

When the Qing scholars compiled the “History of Ming,” they practically ascribed every vicious description of flesh-carving and bone-picking malice to him.

Yet Yang Lun, a cabinet minister during the Ming Dynasty’s Zhenning period, later referred to Deng Ying as a “close friend” in his writings.

Indeed, while historical materials are as vast as smoke and clouds, the deceased forever remain as mere shadows.

Yang Wan’s academic career was one of painstaking effort. Finally, in her twenty-eighth year, she completed her doctorate and finished her academic work, “The Biography of Deng Ying.”

But this process was extraordinarily difficult.

Deng Ying had always been grouped with Wang Zhen and Wang Zhi as corrupt eunuchs of the Ming Dynasty.

The academic world’s characterization of this person had been established since the Republic period’s historical research, with later scholars largely following this perspective, continuously expanding upon it from their own angles.

But Yang Wan didn’t agree.

Using Yang Lun’s assessment of Deng Ying as a breakthrough point, she consistently attempted to find traces of this person’s true essence within the already rigorous historical materials and discourse.

His architectural achievements, his life within the inner palace, his personal beliefs… in every aspect, she not only supplemented previous research but more often overturned it.

In over ten years of academic research work, she worked in particular solitude.

When writing “The Biography of Deng Ying,” she was practically fighting against the entire academic world’s notions with her strength alone.

The manuscript was rejected time and time again, and her dissertation faced numerous hurdles before and after submission.

Fortunately, she finally graduated with perseverance.

Like many female doctoral students who lay kicking their legs in academia’s embrace, this self-torturing process let Yang Wan taste the ultimate pleasure of communicating across time with a paper character, and through this, she had nearly stripped Deng Ying’s life bare to his underwear.

Yang Wan also believed that while his official career ups and downs and social interactions had been thoroughly covered in her book, it regrettably lacked a romantic history. Though glimpses of romance flickered through various unreliable documentary materials, no true account could be found.

Yang Wan regretted this, and it seemed heaven regretted it too.

Thus, on the day “The Biography of Deng Ying” was published, Yang Wan very simply transmigrated during an academic conference.

It was the twelfth year of Zhenning, exactly the year that opened “The Biography of Deng Ying.”

In Chapter One, Yang Wan wrote: “The twelfth year of Zhenning was a pivotal year in Great Ming’s history. With the beheading of Cabinet Chief Minister Deng Yi, the Great Ming Dynasty, which had been like a long night, finally saw a glimmer of dawn. It’s hard to say whether Deng Ying’s life ended or began in this year.”

If Yang Wan had another chance, she would not write such a pretentious and boring opening.

She would change her writing style and begin as follows:

“In the twelfth year of Zhenning, in the torture chamber at Nanhaizi, Deng Ying developed a huge misunderstanding about me. He thought I was the only woman in the world at that time who hadn’t given up on his remaining life. I was just a female academic deviant trying to extract first-hand materials from him.”

Chapter 1: The Wounded Crane and Lotus (Part 1)
In the deep winter of the twelfth year of Zhenning, the snow season arrived nearly a month later than the previous year. The cold air gathered with the biting wind across the land, causing people to hunch their shoulders against the chill. Outside the palace walls on the southeastern side of the capital, in the imperial hunting ground of Nanhaizi spanning twenty thousand square meters, all the sea households were anticipating the year’s first snow.

Deng Ying leaned against the stone wall, facing a large group of people as thinly clothed as himself.

They huddled in different corners in small groups, silently staring at Deng Ying with complex emotions. Deng Ying pulled back his shackled leg a few inches, letting his trouser leg fall to barely cover the abrasions on his ankle. Under everyone’s gaze, a young man tore off a piece of cloth from his clothes and timidly offered it to Deng Ying, saying, “Use this to wrap your ankle.”

Deng Ying looked down at the grayish-white rag and suddenly felt a connection to these people’s circumstances.

They were in the storehouse of Nanhaizi, typically used to store grain and meat for the palace, but now it was almost empty, with only a few pieces of dried meat hanging desolately from the ceiling.

Due to poor autumn harvests, the Sili Jian had converted this place into a temporary detention camp. The warehouse housed eunuchs without household registration. In the early years of Zhenning, the court had banned the unauthorized castration of males and severely punished those who self-castrated to evade corvée labor and taxes. However, as royal offspring increased and the affairs of the Twenty-four Bureaus grew more complex, the demand for eunuchs grew larger, rendering the early prohibition essentially meaningless.

The people in Nanhaizi were mostly self-castrated eunuchs, some barely fifteen or sixteen, others elderly. They worked in Nanhaizi during the day and crowded into the warehouse at night, each harboring hopes of being selected by the Sili Jian and Twenty-four Bureaus.

Deng Ying was the only “man” among them.

Perhaps the arrangement was intentional.

Ants surrounding a wounded crane.

This was indeed the finest humiliation before execution.

“This isn’t… oh my goodness…”

The wind lamp at the door cast fuzzy-edged shadows.

Deng Ying raised his head as Yang Wan slipped in through the side door carrying a large bundle of medicinal herbs, her words were cut short as she fell right in front of him.

The ground was covered with dry grass and wheat bran, which immediately drew blood when it scraped against the skin.

Yang Wan squinted in pain, struggling to sit up as she examined her scraped palm, helplessly blowing on the wound several times.

After half a month, she still hadn’t grown accustomed to this body.

No one in the warehouse made a sound, clearly not their first time seeing Yang Wan.

After a collective glance at her, they each retreated to their corners.

Yang Wan coughed, spitting out a grass root that had gotten into her mouth. Just as she was about to stand, her forehead met Deng Ying’s cold fingers.

She quickly looked up. The man before her still sat silently against the wall, his clean hand extended toward her, shackles binding his wrist, the thin sleeve of his prison garment now slipped to his elbow, revealing old and new scars crisscrossing his arm.

What a devastatingly beautiful person.

Yang Wan marveled inwardly at this perfect brokenness after torture; bearing the pain of a ruined family above and enduring the shame of a crippled remaining life below, yet still maintaining his dignified composure—if brought to modern times, how many young women’s hearts would he break? Moreover, he remained silent, his expression peaceful, his conduct measured, maintaining his initial mysterious appeal as Yang Wan’s research subject while never losing his scholarly refinement.

“It’s… it’s fine, I can get up myself.”

She rose, brushing off the grass ash from her body, carefully piling the herbs by Deng Ying’s feet.

“If you keep rubbing that ankle wound, it’ll show bone soon. You’ll end up limping from this ordeal. I’m not a proper doctor, you know. This herbal remedy is something my grandmother taught me when I was little, and I’m not even sure if I remember it completely. If it works, no need to thank me, if it doesn’t…”

She reached out to lift his trouser leg, “If it doesn’t work, don’t blame…”

As her hand grasped his trouser leg, Deng Ying suddenly pulled his leg aside, causing Yang Wan to lose balance from the unexpected force and fall solidly once again.

“Good grief…”

Deng Ying still didn’t speak, his gaze showing no wariness, just confusion.

Yang Wan lay on the ground, rolling her eyes. She straightened up on her own, settling cross-legged in front of him, calmly fixing her disheveled hair. She spread her hands, trying to make her voice sound as sincere as possible, “Look, let me be frank with you, I just want to apply some medicine. You be straight with me too—it’s been half a month, what will it take for you to let me touch you?”

Deng Ying hugged his shackled arms, bending to lower the trouser leg Yang Wan had lifted, then rested his hands on his knees and silently closed his eyes.

Just as she had previously devoted all her patience to original documents, Yang Wan found her current temperament so good it felt almost unreal even to herself.

“Deng Ying.”

She stared at his face, adjusting her tone as she called his name.

The man before her merely twitched his eyelids.

An elderly eunuch sitting beside Deng Ying couldn’t bear to watch anymore and advised Yang Wan, “Miss, since he was brought here to us, he hasn’t opened his mouth once, perhaps…” he gestured at his throat.

Yang Wan couldn’t help but laugh, “Ha, he can talk plenty. He’ll end up infuriating quite a few people later.”

The old man smiled at her bright voice, “Miss, you have such an interesting way of speaking.”

Compliments were pleasant in any era.

Yang Wan separated some herbs and handed them to the old man, “Uncle, I see you have wounds on your hands too. Crush these and apply them, they’ll help.”

The old man dared not take them, asking instead, “Miss, where did you get these herbs?”

“Scraped them from the small drying yard in Eunuch Li’s compound.”

At this, even Deng Ying opened his eyes.

The old man lowered his voice, shrinking back into his corner half an inch, “St… stolen?”

“Mm-hmm.”

She winked at Deng Ying, “When you have money later, you can pay Li Shan back yourself.”

The old man’s eyes grew anxious as he asked Yang Wan uneasily, “Miss, aren’t you afraid of being beaten for stealing Master Li’s things?”

Yang Wan looked into Deng Ying’s eyes with a smile, casually responding to the old man, “It’s fine, I’m quick on my feet.”

Just as she finished speaking, a series of dry grass-stalk-crushing sounds came from the muddy ground at the entrance.

Yang Wan quickly crouched beside Deng Ying.

Deng Ying shrugged his shoulder to one side and looked up toward the window.

Seven or eight people wearing felt cloaks approached carrying wind lamps, with Li Shan, the managing eunuch of the Imperial Garden Bureau, leading the way.

The weather was too dry and cold for even refined people to avoid chapped hands. Li Shan removed his hand warmer, scooped some hand cream, and applied it while asking the guard at the door, “Why isn’t the door locked?”

“Master Li, we left it open so they could relieve themselves at night.”

Li Shan rubbed his wrist, “Where is that person?”

“Oh, that one? He’s been without food for two days now, probably too weak to even move at this point.”

Li Shan nodded, “Has he said anything?”

“No, since the Ministry of Justice brought him here under our watch, he hasn’t opened his mouth once. Master Li, are you worried he might harm himself?”

Li Shan laughed, “It would be better if he did harm himself, then the ancestors wouldn’t have to take on this matter. Does he look like someone seeking death to you? If he wanted to die, he would have followed Jiang Ming and Guo Ding’s example of starving himself to death when he first arrived.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan couldn’t help but turn to ask Deng Ying, “You never went on a hunger strike?”

Naturally, she was met with silence.

But Yang Wan wasn’t discouraged. She released her grip and sat beside Deng Ying, pulling out a small notebook from her bosom. She casually plucked a wheat stalk from the ground and thoughtfully poked her chin, muttering to herself, “The people who compiled the ‘Ming History’ really had it in for you, writing that you went on hunger strikes in Nanhaizi but didn’t follow through, later begging for food like a dog wagging its tail. They weren’t satisfied until they completely ruined your reputation.”

She finished speaking and gently bit the wheat stalk, “Hmm… this part should be revised.”

Deng Ying lowered his head to look at the notebook spread across her knees, filled with neat rows of writing he couldn’t understand.

For these past ten-odd days, she would occasionally poke and mark things in it.

As she had said, she had suddenly appeared in Nanhaizi half a month ago. No one knew who she was. Initially, people noticed her wearing finely embroidered silk clothes of considerable value and suspected she came from an important background, mostly avoiding conversation with her for fear of trouble. However, after crawling and tumbling around Nanhaizi for over ten days, her clothes no longer showed their original quality, hanging in tatters and tangled with her loose hair. Her appearance now resembled the other suffering souls in Nanhaizi, and these eunuchs finally let down their guard around her.

Moreover, they gradually discovered that this young woman’s attention was always focused on that severely punished man.

Unfortunately, Deng Ying wouldn’t let her get close.

Neither wife nor concubine, yet eagerly trying to show kindness to a condemned man who would soon be without descendants.

The criminal’s excessive coldness and aloofness only made the young woman seem more pitiful.

Just as some were sighing in sympathy for her, footsteps suddenly approached the door. Yang Wan quickly tucked away her notebook and nimbly ducked behind a pile of hay.

Li Shan and several eunuchs entered the storehouse, continuing their earlier conversation as they walked.

“How many more days should we keep him without food and water?”

A eunuch behind him responded, “Two more days.”

Li Shan stopped in front of Deng Ying, looking at him with disgust, “Fine, one more day, then we’ll proceed with the torture.”

He pressed his neck and continued, “Let’s finish this quickly, hand him over to the Sili Jian before the new year, and we won’t have such a troublesome matter anymore. In this cold weather, carrying such an icy burden in our hearts is quite unpleasant. Go tell Zhang the Bearded to prepare the blade—since this is Sili Jian’s business, tell him not to drink these next few days.”

The person who responded showed difficulty, “Zhang the Bearded is currently fooling around in the temple outside, the other day I even saw him looking for someone to give him a back scrub by the lake entrance.”

“Pah!”

Li Shan spat, “Damn him, showing off that he still has a soft worm down there! Quickly get him back to prepare the blade!”

These words struck a nerve with everyone present except Deng Ying.

Li Shan himself felt uncomfortable and changed the subject: “Also, regarding his shackles, we can’t handle them here. Tomorrow morning, go get an opinion from the Ministry of Justice, see whether he should wear them during the torture or if they should be removed.”

The person responding made a long face, “Master Li, do we need to get the Ministry’s opinion even for this?”

“Ah.”

Li Shan responded impatiently, looking at Deng Ying with a cold sneer through his nose.

“Minister Deng’s entire family has been executed, leaving only this person. His matter is quite complicated.”

Chapter 2: The Wounded Crane and Lotus (Part 2)
After Li Shan finished speaking, he suddenly noticed Deng Ying watching him and found himself momentarily stunned, unable to clearly describe the feeling of being gazed upon by those eyes.

To say he pitied Deng Ying—he didn’t seem to have such a soft heart, but to say he despised him—there wasn’t a proper reason either. After all, during those three years when Deng Yi had corrupted the cabinet with his power-grabbing and official killing, Deng Ying had replaced his teacher Zhang Chunzhan, immersing himself in designing and supervising the construction of the three main halls of the Imperial City. Until the moment the Ministry of Justice came to arrest him, he had still been on the roof of the Shouhuang Hall with craftsmen, correcting the slope of the eaves.

So no matter how one calculated it, Deng Ying had nothing to do with his father’s crimes.

But as Deng Yi’s eldest son, Deng Ying was still imprisoned. The Three Judicial Offices of the court were truly troubled when deciding his punishment. The Imperial City’s construction was not yet complete, and Zhang Chunzhan, who initially led the project, was now elderly and confused, no longer capable of the task. Deng Ying was Zhang Chunzhan’s only student, having passed the imperial examinations the same year as Vice Minister Yang Lun of the Ministry of Revenue. He was one of the few practical-minded officials among the younger generation, not only well-versed in poetry and literature but also an expert in the classics and engineering. If he were to be executed along with the other Deng clan males, the Ministry of Works truly couldn’t find someone to replace him at such short notice. Thus, the Three Judicial Offices and the Sili Jian repeatedly debated his case, unable to decide how to handle him.

Finally, He Yixian, the seal-holding eunuch of the Sili Jian, suggested a solution.

“His Majesty executed Deng Yi’s entire family because after years of being deceived by Deng Yi, once everything came to light, His anger and hatred accumulated, leading to this fury. However, the Imperial City is the royal residence, and its construction concerns the foundation of the state—it cannot be abandoned. To appease His Majesty’s anger, besides execution…”

He put down the memorial that the Three Judicial Offices had drafted several times but was still in rough form, saying with a smile, “Isn’t there still the punishment of castration?”

This solution, hard to say whether cruel or merciful, gave Deng Ying a path to survival while ending his originally upright life. This was why Yang Wan wrote in the opening of “The Biography of Deng Ying”: It’s hard to say whether Deng Ying’s life ended or began this year.

Of course, people like Li Shan didn’t have Yang Wan’s god-like perspective.

They simply didn’t know how to treat this relatively innocent descendant of a treacherous official.

“Looking at me won’t help.”

Li Shan could no longer maintain eye contact with Deng Ying. Walking to his side, unconsciously flicking at the dry skin on his fingers, he continued speaking: “Though I also think it’s somewhat regrettable you’ve ended up in this situation, your father truly committed heinous crimes. Now you’re like a crippled rat in the street—whoever touches you meets misfortune. No one dares sympathize with you. You might as well accept it, consider it bearing your father’s sins, fulfilling some filial duty, earning him some karmic merit.”

His words weren’t wrong.

If Deng Ying had died, that would have been the end of it, but alive he became a political symbol, his life constantly used by the court to test people’s stance and loyalty.

Although Deng Ying himself had never made enemies before, his current situation was truly miserable.

His former close friends remained silent about his fate, while those who held grudges against the Deng family couldn’t wait to step on him further.

From his imprisonment to his transfer to Nanhaizi, more than a month had passed. Counting it up, only Yang Lun had secretly given Li Shan a silver ingot, asking him to look after Deng Ying.

After speaking those boundless words, Li Shan thought of that silver ingot and looked at Deng Ying’s wounds all over his body. Feeling some pity, he coughed a few times and was about to say something conciliatory when he suddenly noticed the pile of medicinal herbs beside Deng Ying’s leg, which looked strikingly familiar.

“Hey…”

Li Shan lifted his robe to crouch down and grabbed a handful, “Which castrated rat brought these here?”

The eunuchs in the storehouse trembled and lowered their heads, none daring to speak. Several sitting near Deng Ying even feared Li Shan’s attention and quietly moved to sit elsewhere.

Li Shan swept his gaze across these terrified faces, dropped the herbs, and stood up, clapping his hands as he looked at Deng Ying. Somehow, he suddenly laughed, “Looks like I was wrong—people are thinking of you after all.” He kicked at the pile of herbs and continued, “Stealing medicines from my yard to treat your wounds.”

As he spoke, he turned around, pointing at the eunuchs in the storehouse, “Among you lot, there’s someone who’s not afraid of death. I admire your guts—I’ll let these herbs slide today, but if I find out about this happening again, forget about leaving Nanhaizi.”

Having said this, he truly didn’t pursue the matter further. He cleaned his hands and strode out with his men.

Yang Wan waited until the footsteps were far away before crawling out from behind the haystack. She cautiously peered out the window, when suddenly she heard the sound of the door being locked behind her. She couldn’t help but roll her eyes, her face falling as she self-mockingly said, “Oh great, can’t get out tonight.”

Unexpectedly after she said this, the way the people around looked at her and Deng Ying suddenly became particularly complex.

Yang Wan turned around, looking at the people in the storehouse in surprise, then looked down at Deng Ying, suddenly recalled Li Shan’s earlier words, and immediately understood.

At this moment, the room contained three types of people: one man, one woman, and a group of eunuchs.

Of course, according to Li Shan, after tonight this man would no longer be a man.

So, should something happen tonight?

If she were merely an observer, Yang Wan would probably sit down and thoroughly analyze this extreme environment from both literary and sociological perspectives. However, at this moment, she was genuinely unsettled by the gazes of those around her. She still didn’t know whose body she was in, nor whether this body’s original owner had someone they liked. Although Yang Wan believed she was just a consciousness from the 21st century, transmigrated here to observe history and record events related to Deng Ying, since she had taken over someone else’s body, she felt somewhat responsible for protecting the vessel supporting her consciousness.

Thus, she fell into a seemingly logical loop, imagining all sorts of inner dramas, unconsciously covering her chest, completely forgetting that before her was a man who wouldn’t even let her touch him.

Deng Ying, seeing her somewhat anxious face, straightened his back and sat up, supporting himself with his hands on the ground.

Yang Wan, seeing him move, quickly stepped back again.

“What are you going to do now?”

‘Do what?’ The tonal inflection made it sound questionable!

After hearing these words, Deng Ying gently pinched the ground, and Yang Wan instantly retreated into embarrassed silence.

She was from Sichuan, and when nervous, she had a habit of verbal slips.

In an era where homophone jokes could cost you money, this might have been the only remaining cute contrast to her otherwise perfectly fitted doctoral persona, but the people before her, including Deng Ying, couldn’t understand such sophisticated humor.

“I mean…”

“Ahem.”

Deng Ying coughed, seemingly deliberately. However, after interrupting Yang Wan’s words, he made no other response, instead withdrawing any hint of “offensive” intent from his actions. He stopped looking at Yang Wan, bent down to pick up the herbs from the ground, and casually braided them on his knee.

After Zhang Chunzhan’s retirement, this man was considered the pinnacle of engineering expertise in the early Ming Dynasty.

So even something as simple as weaving grass was done with precise efficiency.

However, Yang Wan thought Deng Ying’s hands weren’t particularly beautiful—the skin was somewhat rough from years of handling wood and tiles, but they had well-defined joints and appropriately placed tendons. They weren’t particularly fierce-looking, yet different from a youth’s hands. There was a small reddish old scar on the back of his hand, shaped like a crescent moon.

Yang Wan watched him weave the herbs she had brought into a grass pillow, and only then realized she had been overthinking earlier. From their interactions these past few days, Deng Ying was a proper gentleman; she was the one with impure thoughts, always wanting to touch him like some female hooligan. Thinking this made her feel somewhat affected, and she awkwardly scratched her head.

Deng Ying was still coughing slightly, raising his shackled wrist to his chest, obviously trying to suppress it.

After calming down, he moved aside a bit, sitting on the ground where there was no dry grass, and placed the grass pillow beside himself. He straightened up and clasped his hands together again. Yang Wan crouched beside Deng Ying, hugging her knees, “For me?”

Deng Ying nodded.

“Then what about your leg?”

Deng Ying looked down at his ankle wound that was almost to the bone, his Adam’s apple moving slightly.

Since his imprisonment, he had refused to speak, partly fearing to bring trouble to others, and partly needing quiet to process the reality of his father’s execution and his clan’s punishment. Gradually, he had accepted his situation as Li Shan described—a crippled rat in the street, everyone wanting to beat him—so now he felt unaccustomed to having someone inquire about his comfort and pain.

“How about this—I won’t touch you, I’ll just crush the herbs, and you can apply them yourself.”

Yang Wan rolled up her sleeves as she spoke.

Deng Ying glanced at the jade pendant she was using to crush the herbs—it was high-quality lotus jade, something ordinary families could never possess, yet she had two pieces tied at her waist.

“Take it.”

Seeing Deng Ying not accepting, she took off her hair tie from behind.

“Use this to wrap it.”

Deng Ying still didn’t move.

Yang Wan’s arm was getting tired from holding it out. She bent down to lay her hand on the ground, looking up at Deng Ying, “You’re quite a good person, making me a pillow even in this situation. I’m not a bad person either. If you don’t want to talk to me, that’s fine, but don’t be hard on yourself. You don’t want to be unable to walk in the future, right?”

He still refused with silence.

For Yang Wan, this matter was neither particularly significant nor trivial.

Historically, his leg ailment was caused during this period, but even though Yang Wan knew this and tried to help him rewrite this small part of his fate, she still couldn’t succeed. However, she wasn’t sad about it. She wiped her hands on her sleeves and good-naturedly gave up trying to persuade Deng Ying.

The people in the storehouse, seeing that Deng Ying and Yang Wan weren’t going to act as they had imagined, gradually lost patience. The cold made people drowsy, and before long, they had all curled up to sleep.

Yang Wan sat opposite Deng Ying, waiting until he closed his eyes before carefully moving to his side and lying down on the grass pillow. The storehouse now only had snoring and occasional sounds of people turning over. Yang Wan settled down, took out the notebook from her sleeve, and opened it in the only bit of lamplight from the window. She pressed her finger under her chin and muttered to herself, “Tomorrow will be the thirteenth day of the first month of the twelfth year of Zhenning… The ‘History of Ming’ records it as March, so there seems to be a time discrepancy…”

As she spoke, she grew drowsy. She turned toward the wall, hugging her knees and curling up like everyone else.

“Deng Ying, I heard you’ve never been married before, so… have you ever had a woman of your own?”

Deng Ying shook his head behind Yang Wan.

Yang Wan seemed to have seen it somehow, and said somewhat hazily, “If this body were my own…”

What then?

She fell asleep before finishing her sentence.

Deng Ying hadn’t fully understood this logically inconsistent statement from his perspective. After waiting a while without hearing the rest of her words, he simply closed his eyes as well.

Unexpectedly, she murmured in her dream: “Anyway… Yang Wan’s life in this lifetime… is lived for Deng Ying…”

Along with these words fell the first heavy snow of the twelfth year of Zhenning.

Chapter 3: The Wounded Crane and Lotus (Part 3)
The day after the snow, Nanhaizi was brilliantly white.

The guard shielded his eyes as he opened the storehouse door, and the people inside, long uncomfortable from confinement, rushed out. Before the guard could finish yawning, he was pushed into the snow, his nose bleeding from the impact. He floundered up, holding his nose while cursing, “Damn it, everyone’s in such a hurry to be reborn.” Just as he was about to get up, something in the snow cut into his hand. Squinting against the snow’s glare, he picked it up and found it was a lotus jade pendant.

“Well… these penniless wretches still have hidden treasures…”

He quickly covered his mouth, hunching as he instinctively looked around. Taking advantage of the chaos with no one watching, he hurriedly tucked the jade into his clothes.

Before he could properly hide it, a voice behind him asked, “What are you crouching for?”

“Ah? Nothing…”

The speaker was a junior supervisor under Li Shan, who, seeing his suspicious behavior, unhesitatingly kicked him twice from behind and jerked his chin up, “Quickly get up and bring the person out, the Sili Jian people are coming early today.”

The guard hurriedly stood up, hastily brushing snow from himself, and moved closer to ask the supervisor, “They’re taking him now? Has Zhang the Bearded returned to Nanhaizi?”

The supervisor covered his nose and mouth, stepping back, “You’re so agitated—keep your distance.”

After wiping his clothes and standing properly, he lowered his hand and leisurely answered the earlier question: “I heard Master Li caught him at the temple last night and sobered him up overnight.”

The guard heard this and happily exclaimed, “Ah, good! I’ll bring the person out right away. Once this task is done, we can properly celebrate the New Year tonight.”

Just as he was about to go inside, he was called back.

“Come back. What are you hiding in your sleeve?”

“Oh, this…”

“Hand it over.”

The guard had no choice but to present the lotus jade, smiling apologetically, “Your humble servant just found it.”

The supervisor examined the jade in his hand, and seeing the guard still standing before him, barked quietly, “What are you still standing here for? Go get the person!”

The guard, seeing him being dismissed, knew the jade would be taken without compensation. Though unhappy inside, he could only respond sullenly and went back, muttering as he went to fetch the person.

His bad mood made him particularly rough with Deng Ying.

Deng Ying hadn’t eaten or drunk for three days in preparation for his punishment, and though he couldn’t walk quickly, he was trying his best to maintain proper bearing while walking.

The guard grew impatient watching this and shoved him from behind, shouting, “Hurry up, haven’t you brought enough bad luck?”

Tucking his hands into his sleeves, he continued cursing, “They said you wouldn’t last long in Nanhaizi before killing yourself, but you’ve stubbornly lived for over half a month. The Ministry of Justice and Sili Jian question us about you daily—who knows if they want you dead or alive. Today you’ll get your result, so walk faster. Why drag it out? You’ll suffer that fate anyway. Don’t tell me you’re scared now and want to run. Save your energy.”

Having lost the jade, his words were especially harsh.

Deng Ying lowered his head and silently bore every word. When he raised his head again, they had reached the punishment chamber door.

The chamber was a side hall hung with cotton curtains, charcoal burning inside, lamps lit, with two people from the Ministry of Justice and Zheng Yuejia, the recording eunuch from Sili Jian, sitting facing south. Four Imperial Guards stood outside.

The guard knew his duty ended before these officials, and after carefully handing over his charge, he left without daring to raise his head.

Deng Ying walked into the chamber alone. The people inside were conversing and merely glanced at him when he entered, not particularly pausing their discussion.

“Yang Lun came to Nanhaizi early today.”

Zheng Yuejia nodded with an “mm,” adding, “The Yang family is still searching for their third daughter.”

“She’s been missing for over half a month now. Their third daughter was famously beautiful. If they find a corpse, it might at least be clean white bones, but if they find her alive… tsk… what state would she be in?”

Zheng Yuejia, being a eunuch, clearly had no curiosity about such matters.

He waved off the speaker and looked up at Deng Ying, signaling for someone to close the doors and windows. Withdrawing his hands from the hand warmer and placing them on his knees, he raised his voice slightly to address him: “You’re aware of His Majesty’s grace, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

This wasn’t Zheng Yuejia’s first interaction with Deng Ying, and though he knew of his previously good conduct and demeanor, he hadn’t expected that even in his current circumstances, he would still maintain such proper etiquette.

“Good.”

Emotions couldn’t be given too freely—too much would become gossip fodder. Zheng Yuejia raised his hand, “Remove his shackles.”

During the interval, he continued conversing with the Justice Ministry official.

“So when you came today, you met Lord Yang?”

“Oh, yes. We entered Nanhaizi together—he took people to the western slope, though I doubt they’ll find anything. This year’s harvest was poor in Nanhaizi, and not even a blade of grass grows on that western slope.”

Zheng Yuejia smiled, “Lord Yang cares for his little sister.”

“Indeed, I see the Zhang family has given up, but he’s still searching. Not just searching, but fiercely defending his sister’s honor too. Today I carelessly suggested he ask the sea households with adult males if they had any news. Guess what, Chief Zheng? If someone hadn’t held him back, I think he would have struck me.”

Zheng Yuejia didn’t engage with this, “My Lord should be more mindful of karma.”

The man laughed, “I’m just talking with you, knowing how your superior has always been at odds with Yang Lun. These people from the Six Offices, spend all day cursing the ministries, the courts, the Sili Jian, and the Twenty-four Bureaus. What’s the point? These days, who in the court has it easy? The karma from Yang Lun’s sharp tongue couldn’t fall on him, so didn’t it have to fall on his family?”

Zheng Yuejia smiled without speaking, looking up at Deng Ying, who was raising his hands to cooperate with those removing his shackles.

The shackles and chains clattered as they were removed, piling at his feet.

The Justice Ministry official, feeling his earlier words had gone too far and seeing the task completed, supported himself on his knee to stand, “Well then, Chief Zheng, from today on, the Ministry of Justice will no longer oversee this person—he’s completely in Sili Jian’s hands now.”

Zheng Yuejia also stood, “Thank you for your trouble.”

The official glanced at Deng Ying in his thin clothes and suddenly sighed, “Ah, this year’s been unfortunate, watching that whole Deng faction die off.”

Shaking his head, he led his people out.

Only after they left did Zheng Yuejia walk towards Deng Ying with his hands behind his back.

Deng Ying silently watched him with lowered hands, his gaze unchanged, though he had grown much thinner since their last meeting.

Zheng Yuejia couldn’t help sighing, reaching out to pat Deng Ying’s shoulder lightly.

“How are you feeling?”

“Fine.”

“Good then.”

He withdrew his hand and adjusted his tone.

“The Elder’s intention is for you to enter the Inner Study Hall. Though you’ll be a eunuch, you’ll still lecture there like Yang Lun and the others, teaching poetry and literature to the children of the Inner Study Hall when time permits. If you spot any promising young saplings, you can guide them in engineering and the classics. Also, regarding the Three Great Halls of the Imperial City, you’ll remain in charge of their construction. The Ministry of Works will assign an official to work with you, of course, after you’ve recovered.”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying responded calmly.

Seeing he had no intention of saying more, Zheng Yuejia also fell silent, then suddenly asked after a while: “Nothing else you want to say? What Li Shan can’t decide, I can.”

Deng Ying looked up but spoke of something unexpected to Zheng Yuejia.

“Please tell Lord Yang Lun on my behalf that there’s a woman in Nanhaizi who might be his sister.”

Zheng Yuejia started, “How do you know?”

Deng Ying shook his head.

“As a condemned man, I shouldn’t speak more.”

Zheng Yuejia nodded, not pressing further.

“Where is she now?”

“I don’t know. She’s injured, perhaps fell down a slope before. She’s been lingering outside my detention storehouse these past ten-odd days.”

Zheng Yuejia frowned, “That seems unlikely. For the past half month, they’ve been searching for her outside Nanhaizi, causing quite a commotion. She would have no reason not to know this—why wouldn’t she seek help from Li Shan?”

This was also Deng Ying’s question. If he hadn’t heard Zheng Yuejia and the Justice Ministry official’s conversation here, he would have found it hard to believe that Yang Lun’s sister, a woman betrothed to a minister’s eldest son, would say on the night before his punishment that she lived this life for him.

Seeing his silence, Zheng Yuejia asked further: “How do you know she’s Yang Lun’s sister?”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes, “She wears two lotus jade pendants.”

The Yang clan revered jade, and all clan members, male and female, loved wearing it.

When Deng Ying pointed this out, Zheng Yuejia couldn’t help sighing, “You might be right.”

He then called outside: “Have Li Shan come see me.”

Then, crossing his arms, he asked Deng Ying, “Besides this, nothing else to say?”

“No.”

His voice was faint, carrying a sense of distance. Zheng Yuejia understood his meaning and nodded:

“Alright then, I’ll go.”

The words grew cold, and so did their meaning.

After Zheng Yuejia left, the hall’s doors were firmly locked, leaving behind a charcoal brazier that wasn’t burning very warmly. Sparks scattered sporadically near Deng Ying’s feet. He crouched down, leaned against the brazier, and slowly removed his shoes and socks, sitting quietly for a long time.

Zhang the Bearded hadn’t arrived yet—perhaps it was Zheng Yuejia’s arrangement, wanting to give him more time.

If so, it was unnecessary.

The charcoal gradually burned out.

Deng Ying finally stood up, turned to kneel on the wooden couch, and lifted a corner of the window paper with his finger.

He had no other purpose, just wanting to see the people or things outside.

Previously, he had never thought to rely on anyone, including his father, brothers, or close friends, but now he yearned for physical contact, even through prison clothes—if possible, preferably from someone slightly warmer than himself.

Was anyone outside now?

Indeed, there was.

Yang Wan sat on the stone steps behind the punishment chamber, holding her small notebook.

Snow was sliding off the eaves, occasionally falling in clumps near her feet.

While not exactly startled, it looked cold. She unconsciously hugged her legs tighter, resting her chin on her knees, silently picking at the corners of her notebook. Her eyelids were heavy, but she wasn’t sleepy.

Last night, sleeping in front of Deng Ying, she hadn’t slept well either.

She woke in the middle of the night to find Deng Ying looking up at the snow shadows on the window, seeming not to have slept at all.

There was no light at night, but his eyes held a pool of rippling light. Even though he wore thin clothes and his body seemed stiff with cold, that tranquility with which he could sit quietly in a corner the night before his punishment somehow made Yang Wan feel warm.

Entering the world of men, though gravely wounded, yet without resentment.

This aspect of Deng Ying’s humanity could heal half a lifetime’s worth of pain for many people in the 21st century.

Previously, trying to learn about what happened before and after Deng Ying’s punishment, Yang Wan had searched through several libraries in X-jing, but couldn’t find any reliable related documents.

However, there were many scattered materials in private collections of late Ming and Qing literati.

For instance, a somewhat improper Qing scholar had fabricated such a passage in his private collection.

He wrote that after his punishment, Deng Ying kept his “treasure” in a small pottery jar, carrying it with him always. Later, when he became the Superintendent of the Eastern Depot and acquired a large mansion in the city, he buried the jar under an elm tree in front of the main hall of his outer residence, ordering it to be watered with wine daily. This was called “planting the root.” It was said that if one was sincere when planting the root, it might avoid the inner palace’s pruning and something might grow from below. Unfortunately, later when Deng Ying was condemned and executed, angry Donglin Party youth dug up the wine jar, smashed it open, and burned the rotting contents to charcoal.

Upon reading this, Yang Wan decisively discarded all materials from that Qing scholar.

In historical research, one should avoid not just bias, but preferably even personal character.

How twisted must that person have been to fabricate such a brainless story about Deng Ying “planting the root.”

By the end of her research on Deng Ying, Yang Wan completely rejected any Ming history researcher’s insults against Deng Ying, regardless of their purpose. And nothing could better counter these messy accounts than genuine first-hand materials.

What could be more direct than being present at the time, witnessing things firsthand?

Yang Wan understood everything in her heart, but how to put it?

The person in the documents was dead, with no boundaries between them and the living. They had no privacy; their extinguished life was there for later generations to peer into. But the Deng Ying before Yang Wan’s eyes was different.

He wasn’t an unburnable pile of charcoal needing to be rekindled.

Yang Wan felt that, at least in this space-time, besides being her research subject, he was also a living person.

They were equals.

Never mind.

She finally decided not to pursue this first-hand material, standing up to brush the snow from her hair, but still somewhat reluctant, she turned back to look once more at the wall covered in black moss.

Never mind.

She repeated these words to herself again.

Wait until he’s better, she thought. After all, this part… wasn’t that important.

Chapter 4: The Wounded Crane and Lotus (Part 4)
Yang Lun stood by the horse post, taking a water flask and tilting his head back to drink.

Li Shan came hurrying along the snowy path, calling out to Yang Lun: “Lord Yang, you came to the Lake Palace without even letting me know. I…”

Being advanced in years and running while speaking urgently, his words were cut short as he choked on the snowy wind mid-sentence, stumbling as he coughed.

Yang Lun tossed the water flask to his servant and walked a few steps toward Li Shan. “Master Li need not have come specially. You serve His Majesty; my matters shouldn’t trouble you.”

His words were both cautious and proper.

Li Shan, having received this respect, felt more at ease as he caught his breath while studying the young man before him.

He and Deng Ying had passed the imperial examinations the same year, making them both classmates and friends. Though one entered the Six Bureaus while the other worked in practical matters at the Ministry of Works, their career paths diverging, they were still often compared by people in the capital.

Yang Lun was twenty-eight years old, four years older than Deng Ying, and slightly taller. With deep brows and handsome eyes, his features were sharp and clean. Today he wore informal attire of dark blue robes with a black sash at his waist, from which hung a chrysanthemum-carved green jade pendant. Standing on the snowy grounds, his bearing was proper and his posture straight, making the hunched-shoulder eunuchs working on the slope appear even more stooped in comparison.

The Yang family had long prided themselves on being part of the pure stream in officialdom, revering jade, and scholarly pursuits. However, the previous generation had mostly been bureaucrats who, while making no great achievements, had done well enough for themselves. The old master Yang had already retired from office and was living in quiet cultivation at a mountain temple in Zhejiang, having previously served as Grand Secretary and been part of the previous dynasty’s Inner Cabinet. The younger generation proved less ambitious – apart from Yang Lun who entered officialdom through the imperial examinations, there remained only one fourteen-year-old youth named Yang Qing still in school. The rest were wastrels managing silk and cotton businesses back home in Zhejiang.

However, the Yang clan had always been known for producing beautiful people, both men and women typically being exceptionally attractive. This was true of Yang Lun and Yang Qing, while the two Yang daughters, Yang Nuan and Yang Wan, were sought after by noble families throughout the capital. Yang Nuan had entered the palace four years ago and was made Consort Ning after bearing a prince. Yang Wan had been betrothed to Zhang Luo, the Northern Commander of the Imperial Guard. They were originally to be married at the end of last year, but with the major case of Deng Yi arising then, the Northern Command’s prison was packed full of people. Zhang Luo, mired in bloody affairs, couldn’t spare a moment. After the Deng case concluded, he received an imperial command to go south, forcing the marriage to be temporarily postponed.

What was lamentable now was that since Yang Wan’s disappearance at Linggusi Temple, the Zhang family had initially been anxious, sending people to search everywhere.

After searching for several days without success, they fell silent about Yang Wan, as if the engagement had never existed.

Half a month passed, and even the Yang family began to lose heart. Only Yang Lun refused to give up.

Between handling his ministerial duties and searching around Linggusi Temple, after half a month of toil, he had grown noticeably thinner.

“Lord Yang must take care of his health.”

Yang Lun didn’t respond to Li Shan’s words, instead saying directly: “I came today only to search for my younger sister. Yesterday I heard a lake worker say that half a month ago, several people fell down the southern slope, so I came to look. I’ll leave when the sun sets. Master Li should attend to his own business.”

Li Shan hurriedly replied: “I came specifically about this matter for Your Lordship.”

He then pulled out a lotus jade pendant from his sleeve: “My subordinates found this outside the storehouse today. Please look, isn’t this from your family?”

Yang Lun recognized the jade pendant at a glance – it was made from jade he had brought back from Luoyang last year.

He quickly took it and gripped it in his palm, “Where is my sister?”

“Lord Yang, please remain calm. We’re searching the Lake Palace, but haven’t found her yet. I…”

Li Shan hesitated, carefully weighing his words before gathering the courage to ask: “If I may be so bold to ask Your Lordship, you and Deng Ying are old friends, so does your sister know…”

“My sister was raised by my mother since childhood. How could she possibly know Deng Ying!”

Yang Lun didn’t understand why Li Shan suddenly connected Yang Wan to Deng Ying. Remembering how the Northern Command had just sealed the capital’s academy that spoke up for Deng Ying, he became sensitive and directly pressured Li Shan: “Never mind about me, but my sister is a woman – how can you make such connections? Master Li, you shouldn’t spread baseless rumors. Your Lake Palace has had many troubles since the new year and is already unstable. If at this time you were to…”

“Yes, understood.”

Li Shan bowed and interrupted him, not daring to mention that he had learned of Yang Wan visiting Deng Ying several times through questioning at the storehouse.

“My Lord, we servants were also anxious when we saw this jade pendant. We feared that when Lord Zhang Luo returned to the capital and learned we were so blind as to not recognize Miss Yang, letting her suffer here all these days, he might bring those Imperial Guard gentlemen to skin us alive. Right now, the people below are already searching thoroughly. Perhaps Lord Yang could wait a bit longer – we might find her tonight.”

Only after hearing these words did Yang Lun understand his true meaning.

But thinking back on Li Shan’s earlier words about Deng Ying sent chills down his spine.

“Why… did you ask about Deng Ying earlier?”

Li Shan dared not look at Yang Lun.

Yang Lun leveled his tone: “I spoke too hastily before, Master Li. Please don’t take offense.”

Li Shan sighed, still staring at his own feet, “Ah, I don’t know if it’s just rumors from the weaklings in the Lake Palace, but they say these past ten days or so, there’s been a young lady secretly caring for Deng Ying. The medicines I had drying in the courtyard have been moved quite a bit to where Deng Ying is being held. After checking, they were all medicines for treating external wounds. Lord Yang, I know your sister is betrothed to the Zhang family. These matters concern reputation – speaking of them would harm the young lady’s name, so I’ve already had the appropriate people beaten.”

After Li Shan finished speaking, the man before him didn’t respond for a long while. He couldn’t help but glance up, only to see Yang Lun’s face taut, his knuckles white from clenching.

“My Lord…”

“I understand. Thank you for your trouble, Master Li.”

Those words were spoken through gritted teeth, sending chills down Li Shan’s spine as he hurriedly said, “I wouldn’t dare.”

“My Lord, we are at fault. Earlier when Master Zheng from the Ceremonial Office came and inquired about this matter, we realized we had made a grave mistake. We dare not shirk responsibility. If Your Lordship needs anything, just tell me.”

Yang Lun barely suppressed the shame and anger in his heart, glancing behind Li Shan.

After the first snow, everything was covered in white, making it impossible to see clearly.

“Is Deng Ying still in the Lake Palace?”

“He is.”

“When will the punishment be carried out?”

As he said this, he unconsciously gripped the jade ornament’s chain.

Li Shan also glanced behind him, “Zhang the Beard has already gone there. Looking at the time… it should be happening now.”

“Mm.”

He paused, seemingly hesitating about how to continue asking without getting too involved.

“And after?”

“Afterward he’ll stay here to recover for a few days, then be taken to the Ceremonial Office through the Ministry of Rites.”

“Alright.”

He stopped this line of conversation, mounted his horse, and said, “I’ll go with you now to search the Lake Palace.”

At this moment, the torture chamber was deathly silent.

The unbearable pain had begun to subside. Deng Ying lay face-up on the couch while Zhang the Beard stood at his feet, untying the ropes that bound him. As he pulled at them, he said, “I’ve been an executioner for many years, but you’re the most unlucky one. Speaking nicely, it’s official business; speaking plainly, there’s not even a bit of money in it. Never mind that – usually when I work on people, they have to give me a note saying ‘death brings no blame,’ but you don’t need to write one. So I have to say this: if after three days your lower half isn’t well and the spirits of death take you underground, you can’t complain about me to the King of Hell.”

Deng Ying tried to speak but only managed a cough.

Zhang the Beard pulled off the bindings at his ankles, “Don’t cough, hold it in. The more you cough, the more it hurts.”

Deng Ying seemed to heed his words, forcing down the cough.

Zhang the Beard wiped the sweat from his brow and gave a coarse laugh, “But you young man, you really can endure pain. Before, there were many stronger than you, but none who didn’t cry out. When you stayed silent, I was scared you’d die on me.”

After speaking, he reached to pull off the bindings at his wrists as well, slung them over his shoulder, and bent down to say, “Alright, keep enduring. These three days are between life and death – if you make it through, you’ll have crossed the ghost gate and can become a different person.”

Three days, and then he could become a different person.

But these three days were truly difficult to endure. Deng Ying could only sleep through the pain in a daze.

When he woke thinking much time had passed, he opened his eyes to find it still light outside.

It was still the same day, just approaching dusk, with everything silent.

Outside the window, the snow had mostly stopped, and in the clearing western sky, the outline of the setting sun could be dimly seen through the clouds.

Deng Ying felt that except for his wound which burned like fire, the rest of his body was as cold as ice.

The room was stuffy, his nostrils full of the smell of blood.

He wanted to push open the window, but his arms had no strength. He could only grasp the windowsill, trying to push open the latch.

“You can’t let the wind in yet.”

The voice came from the head of the bed, accompanied by the sound of water splashing, followed by the rustle of clothing as someone moved.

Deng Ying managed to crane his neck to look toward the head of the bed.

A lamp was lit on the wooden stand at the bedhead, and someone was bent over washing a cloth in a basin.

“Yang… Wan?”

The person under the lamp started, quickly raising her head.

This was the first time Deng Ying had spoken to her.

“Mm, it’s me again.”

She brushed aside the messy hair from her forehead, giving a self-deprecating smile.

“Do you become uncomfortable whenever you see me?”

As she spoke, she wiped away water that had splashed on her face, folded and wrung out the cloth, then walked toward Deng Ying.

“Don’t come closer.”

As he spoke, his body suddenly tensed, veins standing out on his neck. Whether from pain or heat, sweat soaked his entire body.

If earlier in the storehouse he had been able to coldly avoid Yang Wan, now he didn’t even qualify to avoid her.

“That’s not what I meant.” She spoke while placing the cloth on his forehead.

Then she crouched down with her back to Deng Ying, using an iron poker to stir the charcoal brazier, “I don’t mean to offend you. Sitting like this, I won’t turn around unless necessary.”

Deng Ying propped himself up to look at his lower body. A white cotton cloth covered his wound; besides this, he had no other covering. The despair brought by his body’s brokenness and exposure created a hole in his resilient mental defenses, threatening to collapse them entirely. For a moment, the word “death” flashed through his mind.

Then at this moment, Yang Wan suddenly spoke again.

“Are you still cold? There’s a lot of charcoal piled outside, should I bring some more in?”

Her hand stretched out in front of the fire, delicate and beautiful.

Her hair was made puffy and messy by the flames, loosely piled on her shoulders, the exposed skin of her shoulders pure and flawless. Seeing a woman’s skin at this moment, Deng Ying suddenly felt that the physical contact he had desired before his punishment now seemed utterly base and contemptible.

“Get out.”

He could only say these two words, but maintaining his cultivated manner, even in circumstances of shame and hatred, his voice wasn’t cruel or even distant – he only wanted to separate this woman from his wretchedness.

Yang Wan wasn’t surprised. She raised one hand to prop up her chin, looking at the shadows on the ground as she smiled and said:

“Don’t send me away. I had decided not to come to find you at this time, but just now I couldn’t help coming to take a look, at you…”

She wanted to say Deng Ying was too pitiful but felt that showing him sympathy now would be insulting him, so she cleared her throat to cover it up, “I was too cold myself, and seeing you had a charcoal brazier here, I came in to warm up.”

“…”

The bed board creaked as Deng Ying’s hand slipped, unable to prop himself up, and touched Yang Wan’s back.

Yang Wan only glanced to the side without turning around, taking his wrist and lifting the arm behind her, “Don’t keep trying to prop yourself up to look. You’re not a prisoner of the Ministry of Justice now – the door isn’t locked, they just don’t dare come in to manage you.”

Deng Ying pressed the wrist she had gripped, looking sideways at Yang Wan’s back.

“How do you know?”

Yang Wan smiled, “Ah, it’s the twelfth year of Zhenning – having the surname Deng is a crime. Anyone associated with you has to face the Imperial Guard. Even Yang Lun knows to avoid it, so who wouldn’t know to stay away?”

This showed more understanding than most people.

“Aren’t you afraid?”

“Me?”

She smiled as she spoke, reaching up to rub her shoulder, then continued stirring the charcoal at her feet, occasionally sniffling, her shoulders rising and falling. Her manner was far from elegant, but it was natural – so natural it almost made one forget she was sitting in a eunuch’s torture chamber.

“Don’t think too much.”

She said this seemingly without any deliberate emotion, but Deng Ying wanted to hear it again.

“What did you say?”

He asked deliberately.

“I said, don’t think too much. Although when a tree falls the monkeys scatter, and when a wall falls everyone pushes it, not everyone wants to kick you while you’re down. You’re too gentle a person – I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

Chapter 5: The Wounded Crane and Lotus (Part 5)
She knew Deng Ying couldn’t fully understand, and after speaking, she lowered her head with a private smile. Though mindful of the person behind her and holding back her laughter, her whole being relaxed. Dropping the poker, she gently swayed her legs while warming her hands by the fire, casually asking Deng Ying, “Is the cloth still cool?”

The person behind her fell silent again.

Yang Wan sighed helplessly, about to stand up to change the cloth when he suddenly spoke again.

“Still cool.”

“Alright.”

Since Deng Ying had spoken, she didn’t insist, hugging her legs as she curled back into her sitting position, “Then you sleep a while. I’ll warm myself by the fire a bit longer before leaving.”

The room wasn’t large, and the charcoal flames cast warm yellow light on the walls. The two sat close together without speaking – one deliberately maintaining physical distance, the other striving to maintain emotional distance. But there was no ill will between them, so the atmosphere wasn’t awkward. Yang Wan even started humming Jay Chou’s “Coral Sea.”

Deng Ying tried to move his leg, but the heart-piercing pain instantly drained his strength. He couldn’t help but draw in a sharp breath.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Please don’t turn around, Miss.”

Yang Wan made a sound of acknowledgment, reached for the poker again, and casually stirred the charcoal fire, following his wishes by helping him cover his sudden moment of weakness.

“Miss Yang.”

“Yes?”

“After you leave, please don’t tell anyone you saw me in this state.”

Yang Wan felt unhappy hearing these words. “Is that what you think of me?”

“No.”

“Then what is it?”

Deng Ying couldn’t explain such a direct question.

He was already in this state, with no reputation left to protect, but the person before him was Yang Lun’s sister. Whatever her reasons for caring for him, he didn’t want her to suffer harm because of him.

But he dared not say this directly, so he fell into silence again.

Yang Wan shifted her legs to one side, turning slightly toward Deng Ying, though her eyes still watched the flickering sparks in the charcoal brazier, “You never speak truthfully. It makes me feel bad too.”

After speaking, she fell silent, no longer humming as before.

When Deng Ying hadn’t heard her voice for a very long time, he couldn’t help turning his head to look at her.

Yang Wan sat there cupping her face, motionless, her cheeks flushed red from the fire.

Deng Ying thought she was angry and felt somewhat regretful.

“Deng Ying… meant no disrespect to Miss.”

He tried to explain.

“I know.”

She responded with just two words, her emotions quite obvious, but Deng Ying still couldn’t handle it.

He opened his mouth, then stopped himself.

In the past, he had spent too much time on the palace construction projects, delaying marriage and children. Until now, he still didn’t understand the meaning behind women’s words. So while he didn’t want to see Yang Wan upset, he didn’t know how to speak with her.

He had just endured a humiliating punishment and lay there almost completely exposed, unable to move, with nothing to comfort her. After hesitating for a long time, he finally tried to express his true feelings.

“I’m sorry. Deng Ying doesn’t speak with Miss because, in his current state, he is ashamed to be in the same room with you.”

Yang Wan started.

Behind these words was an obvious desire for self-harm.

“Don’t think that way.”

She responded without hesitation.

“You do not need to feel shame before anyone. It’s the court that should feel shame before you. Executing an entire family for one person’s crime is neither benevolent nor just.”

Deng Ying gave a slight laugh.

“Father and son sharing guilt can’t be called unjust. I just can’t understand…”

He paused, and Yang Wan heard the sound of grinding teeth.

“I just can’t understand why I have to be here, enduring this punishment.”

This was more honest than anything he’d said before.

It was a self-revelation from her research subject, but Yang Wan found she could barely bear to hear it.

“Would you rather die?”

“No. If I preferred death, I would have truly starved myself from the beginning. I just feel the court is too…”

He ultimately didn’t allow himself to speak the improper words.

In Deng Ying’s gentleness and composure, Yang Wan suddenly felt a moment of genuine suffocation.

She gazed at her shadow cast on the ground, “Do you know the court treats you this way to use you?”

“I know.”

Yang Wan’s eyes suddenly reddened. She quickly tilted her head back, clearing her slightly itchy throat, “So what do you think about it?”

“The imperial palace and inner court contain my teacher’s life’s work, as well as forty-some years of spring and autumn from generations of craftsmen. I was fortunate to participate in this project, and I want to see it through to completion.”

Yang Wan laughed, “I knew the Ming History was wrong – what nonsense they wrote.”

“What did Miss say?”

“Nothing.”

Yang Wan forced herself to calm down, “I just think you should be more open-minded. No matter how good a person you are, what difference does it make? They still say what they want to say, write what they want to write.”

Deng Ying didn’t respond to Yang Wan’s words, instead asking her, “Is Miss no longer angry?”

“Huh?”

Yang Wan was startled – so he had said all those words because he thought she was angry.

“I wasn’t really angry to begin with.”

“May Deng Ying ask Miss a question?”

“Ask away. Whatever you ask, I’ll answer truthfully.”

“Why does Miss stay here?”

“I’m warming myself by the fire…”

“Miss said she would speak truthfully.”

The truth was that he was the existence that had consumed her ten years of youth, more important to her than any man.

Of course, she couldn’t say it so directly now, but after hesitating for a while, she still decided to answer honestly. The usual patterns in time-travel stories didn’t mean much, after all – she neither expected nor could have anything happen with Deng Ying.

“I don’t know how to tell you. Just consider that I live for you…”

After speaking, she tilted her head back to look at the water droplets condensed on the ceiling beams, “Do you want to sleep for a while? If not, I can chat with you.”

“I don’t want to.”

His answer brought Yang Wan genuine joy.

She cleared her throat, “Alright then, listen well. I… used to live for you. My parents often said I was of marriageable age and shouldn’t spend every day thinking about your matters, that you couldn’t possibly know who I was, and couldn’t possibly truly accompany me for life. They introduced me to a man who was good in both character and appearance, but I refused.”

As she said this, she tucked her hair behind her ear.

“On my birthday last year, I was still reading an article you wrote when you were seventeen or eighteen, ‘A Letter to Zixie at Year’s End.’ You remember it, right? The letter you wrote to Yang Lun. Oh right, how old were you exactly when you wrote that letter?”

“Wrote it in the fourth year of Zhenning, at sixteen.”

“Mm, I’ve read that article over a hundred times. In it you wrote, ‘With a literary heart I make this vow, unchanging for life, sharing it with you for mutual encouragement.’ I especially love that line. Each time I read it, I’m convinced my initial thoughts about you weren’t wrong. If they asked me to give you up, I feel my previous ten years would have no meaning at all. So what does it matter what others say? I don’t care anyway.”

Speaking to her research subject about her initial academic passion – this was probably an experience no history PhD could enjoy. Yang Wan spoke with increasing seriousness, immersed in a pure, unworldly desire to express herself.

However, what Deng Ying understood was something entirely different – it was a kind of affection he absolutely couldn’t bear at that moment. Yet simultaneously, he felt a cruel warmth in these words, like a fire-tempered blade cutting flesh, lifting skin and meat. He felt pain, but nothing else around him had the same temperature.

“So… you don’t want to marry Zhang Luo?”

“Zhang Luo?”

This name was quite familiar to Yang Wan, “Zhang Luo, the Northern Commander of the Imperial Guard? I…”

Before she could finish speaking, a blinding light suddenly pierced through the hole in the paper window that Deng Ying had torn, and Yang Wan quickly raised her arm to shield her eyes.

Li Shan’s voice came from outside, “Lord Yang, this is the only place we haven’t searched?”

Yang Lun stood in the snow, looking at the torture chamber before him, suddenly feeling a chill rise from the depths of his heart.

His once best friend was inside, and if Yang Wan weren’t in there too, his expression standing here would certainly not be what it was now.

He didn’t answer Li Shan, instead raising his head to shout inside: “Yang Wan!”

Yang Wan shot to her feet at this shout – she had only told her name to Deng Ying, how did this person outside know it?

“Yang Wan, listen well – come out on your own. If I have to come get you, I’ll break your legs!”

Now Yang Wan was completely confused. Knowing her name was one thing, but why suddenly threaten to break her legs?

She unconsciously looked toward Deng Ying, “Do… do you know who’s outside?”

Deng Ying recognized Yang Lun’s voice, and though he didn’t understand why Yang Wan couldn’t recognize it, he still answered: “Your brother, Yang Lun.”

“Wait, Yang Lun? My brother?”

Yang Wan looked up toward the window, quickly reviewing the historical relationships of this period in her mind.

Yang Lun was a cabinet minister during the Jinghe period, and in the twelfth year of Zhenning, he was still serving in the Ministry of Revenue. He had a sister of the same mother, whose name wasn’t recorded in historical materials – it was only known that Yang Lun had betrothed her to Zhang Luo, the Northern Commander of the Imperial Guard, but she had drowned before the marriage could take place.

So Yang Lun’s sister was named Yang Wan, which meant that her current body… surely not.

Yang Wan held the back of her head, not knowing whether to laugh or cry.

“Yang Wan, I’ll say it one more time – come out on your own!”

Yang Lun’s voice burned with anger.

Yang Wan moved a few steps toward the door, intending to steal a glance at the man, but as soon as she pulled the door open a crack, Yang Lun yanked her out.

Yang Lun was truly furious and, not knowing she was injured, forcefully dragged her several steps. Yang Wan’s neck hurt so much that her whole body trembled. She wanted to break free but didn’t dare move rashly, and thus was practically dragged by Yang Lun until she fell in the snow.

Seeing this scene, Li Shan hurriedly dispersed the people around and personally came forward to advise, “Lord Yang, better let the young lady go inside to check if she’s injured anywhere.”

Yang Lun looked at Yang Wan sprawled in the snow, unable to get up – her hair completely disheveled, her clothes in tatters, appearing to be scratched and bruised all over.

He wanted to lift her but had to restrain himself.

“Do you know who’s inside? Huh?”

Yang Wan managed to sit up, tucking her frozen red hands into her chest, quickly glancing at Yang Lun.

This man had an upright bearing, with sharp jawlines that suggested he rarely smiled, but he was indeed graceful and handsome as recorded in historical materials.

“Speak!”

Yang Wan was startled with a shiver.

Well, he was handsome indeed, just with a terrible temper.

“I do know…”

“If you know, then why disgrace yourself!”

Although Yang Wan understood clearly that Deng Ying was taboo in the twelfth year of Zhenning, that was merely an expression in documents – people from another era could only understand the political despair, hardly feeling the fear within human nature.

But Yang Lun’s phrase “disgrace yourself” left Yang Wan stunned.

That was once Deng Ying’s best friend. Yang Wan looked at the door of the torture chamber – the wind and snow were quite strong now, battering the door she hadn’t had time to close when she left, making “bang bang bang” sounds. She wondered if the person inside had heard those words “disgrace yourself.”

Yang Lun was angered that she dared to be lost in thought at this moment and shouted furiously: “Do you know how many people from Tongjia Academy were arrested because of him? Even Father’s teacher Zhou Congshan, over eighty years old, is being tortured in the imperial prison. When Zhang Luo returns from the south, even if these people don’t lose their heads, their official careers are completely ruined. Do you know why? Because some of them wrote a fu-poem pleading for Deng Ying! Look at yourself – sacrificing your reputation as a Yang family daughter, disregarding our entire family’s lives. I didn’t believe you would do such a thing before. Now I truly regret coming to find you – should have let you die in…”

Yang Lun’s fury made him speak cruel words, and when he realized it, the most vicious words had already left his mouth. His mind buzzed, filled with irretrievable regret but not knowing how to take it back.

Chapter 6: The Wounded Crane and Lotus (Part 6)
Yang Lun tried to find words to explain.

But Yang Wan gave him a helpless smile.

“If you won’t save me, then don’t.”

She couldn’t help but complain, “Why curse your sister to death?” After saying this, she even wanted to tell him that his sister had probably really died.

Li Shan, seizing the moment while Yang Lun was speechless, hurriedly came forward to help Yang Wan up. “Oh my… I should get a cloak for Third Miss. Look how frozen her hands are. If Consort Ning learns that Third Miss suffered such mistreatment here, we truly wouldn’t be able to face heaven.”

Yang Lun noticed Yang Wan constantly pressing her neck, finally realizing she was covered in various scrapes and bruises.

“How did this happen?” he asked, grabbing her arm.

Yang Wan recalled when she first woke up, she had been lying in a pile of hay. Above was a moderately high earthen slope, with crops showing signs of being crushed. This “Yang Wan” must have slipped and fallen from the top of the slope.

“Fell down the slope and got injured.”

She answered truthfully, forcefully pulling her hand back and tugging her sleeve to cover the scrapes. “Sorry, I hurt my neck. If I’d fallen a bit harder, I might have died.”

Yang Lun flinched at this sensitive point, his expression startled. “How can you talk like that!”

Yang Wan remained silent.

The man before her was “Yang Wan’s” brother, but not her brother.

Her real brother was a 21st-century IT mogul who, though constantly trying to set her up with balding men, had shared thirty years of a love-hate relationship with her. She could say anything to her brother.

Yang Lun was just pages of career records and political achievements in historical materials, completely lacking human warmth to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan didn’t know how to face him. After all, the original siblings must have had their bond. It wouldn’t be right for her to arbitrarily sever that relationship just because she had inexplicably transmitted here.

So she could only fall silent like Deng Ying had earlier.

Pulling her clothes tighter, she quietly pressed where he had grabbed her painfully, when unexpectedly she choked on the snowy air, her shoulders shaking as she coughed.

Yang Lun was already feeling regretful about speaking too harshly in his anger earlier, and now hearing that she had fallen from the mountain and injured her neck, he truly felt some remorse.

He had always been Yang Wan’s protector.

Though there were several sisters in the family, Yang Wan had always been his favorite. This sister had always been well-behaved – as a child, she never quarreled with the other sisters, quietly playing with him and seeing him off to the family school, sometimes waiting outside with cakes their mother had made. After growing up, she still listened to Yang Lun. When Old Master Yang initially wanted to betroth her to Zhang Luo, she was reluctant, but after one conversation with Yang Lun, she agreed.

This time she had been missing from Linggu Temple for half a month, and even their mother had lost hope. Only Yang Lun kept searching around Linggu Temple, determined to find her alive or dead. Yet now that he had found her, she seemed like a different person.

Still, being alive was already a great fortune.

Yang Lun forced himself to soften his tone, “Come here, take the cloak.”

Yang Wan looked up at him once but stood still.

Yang Lun had no choice but to remove his cloak and wrap it around her himself.

“Come back with me.”

“Wait.”

She dared to resist. Yang Lun’s forehead veins bulged as he suppressed his anger and lowered his voice, “Mother has nearly cried her eyes out waiting for you at home. What more do you need to do?”

Yang Wan turned to look at the torture chamber. “I want to say one thing to him.”

Yang Lun twisted her arm and dragged her back. “Absolutely not!”

Yang Wan stumbled behind him, desperately trying to break free.

“Just one thing, then I’ll go with you.”

Yang Lun nearly crushed her wrist.

“No!”

“Wasn’t he your best friend?”

Yang Lun’s feet stopped, and he was suddenly struck dumb.

Unlike others who kicked someone when they were down since Deng Yi’s entire family had been executed, Yang Lun hadn’t dared to seriously consider Deng Ying’s situation – partly to avoid suspicion, partly from personal shame. He understood in his heart that Deng Ying was innocent and his punishment too cruel, but all he could do was slip Li Shan some silver without daring to explain why.

Having to rely on eunuchs to guess at friendship’s obligations – Yang Lun felt he was no better than those who had abandoned Deng Ying.

Now, standing in the snow separated from Deng Ying’s family, being suddenly questioned by Yang Wan like this, he felt ashamed and angry.

“I won’t go in. I’ll just speak to him through the window, alright?”

Yang Lun remained silent.

Yang Wan took this as agreement. Taking advantage of his daze, she forcefully broke free, wrapped in the cloak as she ran to the wall of the torture chamber, standing on tiptoe at the window by Deng Ying’s couch.

“Deng Ying.”

She called into the window.

Deng Ying looked up; only Yang Wan’s faint shadow was visible on the window paper.

“Just now what Yang Lun… my brother said outside, did you hear it?”

Deng Ying had heard most of it, but still told Yang Wan, “No.”

Yang Wan stood even higher on her toes, “I don’t know what else to say, but remember what I told you – it’s the court that should be ashamed before you. You haven’t wronged anyone.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan bent down to move two stones to stand on, climbing up to the windowsill.

“Can you lift your hand?”

Deng Ying looked at his arm, somewhat numb, the binding marks still visible.

He tried to grip, following Yang Wan’s words, slowly reaching his hand to the window edge.

A delicate finger reached through the hole he had torn in the paper, gently hooking his index finger. Deng Ying was startled, instinctively wanting to withdraw his hand, but Yang Wan held him firmly at that moment.

“Deng Ying, I have to go, but I’ll come back to find you. I still have some questions to ask you. Let’s make a pinky promise – next time you see me, don’t become mute again.”

See?

The wishes of people in great suffering are often mysteriously fulfilled.

The person warmer than his body that he had wanted before his punishment had come.

Yang Wan had touched him.

Before he could understand his circumstances when he had nearly come to despise himself.

Yang Wan was brought back to the Yang residence by Yang Lun.

Late at night, heavy snow fell in the capital.

The snow on the carriage path had piled up half a horse’s leg high. When the servants sweeping snow in front of the Yang residence saw Yang Lun bringing Yang Wan back on horseback, they joyfully threw down their brooms and tumbled over themselves to report the news. The snowy wind on the long street carried their voices far, echoing in the quiet snowy night of the capital.

Yang Lun dismounted and turned, reaching out to help Yang Wan down.

“I can get down myself.”

Yang Lun didn’t respond, instead putting her arm around his neck and lifting her down in one motion, then instructing the servants at the door: “Have Yin’er come out to assist the young miss. Take my card to Zhengjue Temple to invite Doctor Liu.”

Just as he finished speaking, the east side door opened halfway, women’s soft robes billowing like clouds as four rows of wind lanterns hurriedly descended. Madam Chen, having received the news, came out in the snow supported by several ladies. Seeing Yang Wan, she immediately embraced her. “My daughter, how did you end up like this? You had your mother worried sick!”

Yang Wan tilted her neck back, remaining motionless as Madam Chen held her.

Suddenly becoming the object of so many people’s emotions, she felt quite at a loss.

Yang Lun’s wife Xiao Wen hurriedly came forward to support Madam Chen. “Mother, let’s not talk here. Let’s go in first to properly clean up Third Sister and change her clothes, then you can question her slowly.”

Only then did Madam Chen reluctantly release Yang Wan. “Yes, look how frozen she is. Quickly come in with Mother. Yin’er, bring a cup of tea to my chambers. Tonight the young miss will stay with me – all of you come to serve.”

After Madam Chen’s group took Yang Wan inside, Xiao Wen bowed to Yang Lun.

“Was the journey alright?”

Yang Lun had been wearing a stern expression with no mood to talk, but hearing Xiao Wen’s gentle voice, he managed a weak smile and wave. “Let’s not discuss it now. Go in.”

Xiao Wen followed behind Yang Lun. “It’s late today, and I thought to tell you tomorrow, but this matter still weighs on my mind.”

Yang Lun walked while making an acknowledging sound, indicating she should continue.

“Today while you were away, someone came from the Zhang family. The things they said still trouble me now when I think of them.”

Yang Lun turned to help Xiao Wen across the threshold, seeing a flash of displeasure cross her face. He couldn’t help asking: “Did they disrespect you or what?”

Xiao Wen smiled faintly, saying, “Never mind about me. After all these years with you, what words could hurt me? Besides, most of what they said was aimed at Wan’er.”

Yang Lun stopped walking and asked formally: “Who did the Zhang family send?”

“Who else? The eldest daughter-in-law, Lady Jiang.”

“What exactly did they say?”

Xiao Wen sighed, “I don’t want to parrot those words back to you. Just know that they had heard some unfavorable talk outside. They said that even if Wan’er was found, she must have been traumatized and would need time to recover properly. They said taking a bride was a major matter for the Zhang family, and they weren’t in any hurry at this moment.”

Yang Lun stepped into the main hall where warm air rushed up, flushing his face.

He took off his robe and threw it on the round-backed armchair, calling for tea.

“What kind of riddles are you women speaking in?”

Xiao Wen bent to pick up Yang Lun’s clothes and hang them on the wooden rack in the inner room, then came out saying: “It’s not a riddle. From what I understood, they feel our Wan’er can’t be Zhang Luo’s primary wife, but they couldn’t say it directly, so they came with their eyebrows raised and eyes white to speak such hypocritical words.”

After hearing this, Yang Lun angrily struck the table: “These bastards!”

Xiao Wen looked at the tea splashing on the table, took out her handkerchief to clean it up, and then took Yang Lun’s hand to wipe it.

“You can be angry, but keep it down – I haven’t reported to Mother yet.”

“What’s there that can’t be reported?”

Yang Lun pulled his hand from Xiao Wen’s handkerchief impatiently. “Enough, stop fussing.”

Xiao Wen knew he was unhappy and didn’t mind his poor tone. She put away her handkerchief and stood up. “I’m a foolish person and thought we should wait for your return to discuss what to do. I know you’re busy in the ministry, with many matters at the start of the year. But with the Zhang family putting on such airs, Lady Jiang coming as eldest daughter-in-law to speak with me was just like using fire tongs – this matter, both inside and out, isn’t something we women can meditate.”

These words carried layers of meaning.

Yang Lun tilted his head back and thought silently for a while.

“Zhang Luo is still in Zhejiang; this might not be his intention. When he returns from the south, I’ll meet him outside court. You and Mother shouldn’t worry yet – this kind of thing doesn’t just happen to our family.”

Then he held her wrist, “Sit down.”

Xiao Wen sat beside him as told. “I’m relieved if you have a plan. By the way, I haven’t asked – how did Wan’er end up in that state?”

Yang Lun raised his hand and struck his knee twice hard, his anger rising again.

Just missing for ten or so days, and the Zhang family had already started questioning Yang Wan’s chastity. If news of her and Deng Ying in the Lake Palace got out, he wouldn’t know how to face Zhang Luo.

“The injuries are from falling down a slope.”

“She fell down a slope?”

Xiao Wen drew in a breath, “No wonder I saw she was injured all over. Thank heaven and earth she’s not seriously hurt, but why didn’t she come back?”

Yang Lun waved his hand, “I’m not speaking today because I don’t want to hurt Mother’s heart. Otherwise, I would give her a beating.”

“You’re being reckless again.”

“What’s reckless? This time, whether the Zhang family makes trouble or not, she has committed a serious error. It’s fine if Mother protects her, but you and I absolutely cannot indulge her.”

Seeing he was truly quite angry, Xiao Wen softened her voice.

“What do you plan to do?”

Yang Lun stared at the cup of tea beside his hand, suddenly raising his voice, “How should I know!”

Chapter 7: Gazing at the Spring Platform (Part 1)
After about ten days, Deng Ying was finally able to walk again.

On the thirtieth day of the first month, people from the Directorate of Ceremonial sent him to the quarters beside the Imperial Storehouse. This place was adjacent to the moat of the inner city and served as the residence for the Deputy Directors, Department Chiefs, and attendants of the Directorate of Ceremonial. As for the Seal-Holding Chief Eunuch He Yixian and several secretaries, they lived north of the Hall of Mental Cultivation’s gate. The quarters there were built in rows, close to the Longdao Pavilion. Further west was the kitchen. Because the quarters connected to the cooking fires, Deng Ying had planned to demolish them to install the “Fortune Vats.”

He Yixian hadn’t said anything about this, but several senior secretary eunuchs from the Directorate had been negotiating with the Ministry of Works, citing concerns that “night duties in the imperial presence might be delayed.” Now this project was temporarily suspended due to Deng Ying’s punishment, but this was a minor issue. What truly unsettled the Directorate was that along with this project, the increasingly troublesome construction of the Three Great Halls had also been put on hold.

Especially concerning was the Hall of Supreme Harmony among the three.

Seven years ago, when Zhang Chunzhan had just completed its construction, it was struck by lightning and burned to ruins. The court, unable to bear the financial burden, had left it abandoned for five years. This year marked the Emperor’s fiftieth birthday, and he had decided to receive court officials’ birthday wishes in the Hall of Supreme Harmony on his birthday. Thus, he ordered the Ministry of Works to expedite the reconstruction. Deng Ying had taken charge of the rebuilding last year, constantly working on methods to prevent fire spread. During his recovery, Xu Qi and the craftsmen didn’t dare to proceed with the original blueprints.

Xu Qi was the newly appointed construction supervisor, brought up by the local administration of the Ministry of Works.

From the beginning, the Ministry had told him that although he would lead the Ministry’s work on the Three Great Halls, everything had to defer to Deng Ying. Xu Qi was very unhappy about this. He had originally been banished to the provinces for offending Deng Yi’s faction, and now, though returned to the capital after being cleared, he had to work under Deng Ying. If Deng Ying were still a court official, it would have been acceptable, but now that he had become a servant, it felt increasingly unfair no matter how Xu Qi thought about it.

As Zheng Yuejia walked with Xu Qi along the moat, seeing him remain silent, he casually asked, “I noticed Lord Xu didn’t eat much at today’s feast after the Imperial Lecture.”

Xu Qi hurriedly replied, “I wouldn’t dare.”

Zheng Yuejia brushed aside some drooping branches already showing spring buds, “Actually, there’s no need to see Deng Ying right now.”

Xu Qi shook his head, “Isn’t Chief Zheng mocking me? Everyone’s intention, both superiors and subordinates, is for me to assist him. With the construction deadline so pressing, if I don’t go see him, should I wait for him to come see me instead?”

Zheng Yuejia smiled, “It’s only in this matter, regardless, that he can’t transcend his status. Since he’s entered the Directorate of Ceremonial, he’s a servant of the inner court. If Lord Xu thinks this way, he would be at fault.”

These words seemed belittling on the surface but carried a protective meaning underneath.

Xu Qi sneered, “I fear his crimes aren’t just this one.”

Zheng Yuejia stopped walking and turned around, holding his hands, “I’d like to hear more.”

Xu Qi looked aside and said coldly, “No need to ask Chief. Either way, I spoke out of turn. I shouldn’t have inquired about those matters when I was still in court.”

Though he spoke this way, Zheng Yuejia understood his implications.

At the end of this month, Zhang Luo had returned from Zhejiang.

Meanwhile, rumors of Yang Wan’s secret meeting with Deng Ying at the lakes spread throughout the capital. However, since this was merely hearsay, the Zhang family dared not file a formal complaint. If they privately broke off the engagement, it would be disrespectful to Consort Ning who had arranged the match. The Zhang family’s elderly matriarch was already gravely ill, and her condition had worsened. Gossipmongers throughout the capital spread the word that the old lady’s illness was caused by distress over her grandson’s affairs.

Zhang Luo’s father, Chief Grand Secretary Zhang Jingshen, had also taken three days of sick leave because of this.

But the more lively things got outside, the more tightly the Yang family closed their gates.

Yang Lun confined Yang Wan to the ancestral hall, allowing only her maid Yin’er to attend to her, not even letting Madam Chen see her.

Yang Wan’s knees were nearly broken from kneeling in the ancestral hall. She wanted to get up and move around, but Yin’er stood behind her like a door god.

“Yin’er…”

“Miss, please don’t think about it. Today I dare only listen to Master and Madam.”

Yang Wan pressed her temples, “So by listening to Master, you mean to keep me locked up here until I die?”

“I dare not think that way.”

Yang Wan pointed at her knees, “Can I get up and sit for a while?”

“No, Miss, you’d better keep kneeling. Madam said Master will question you when he returns from the Ministry today. You need to think carefully about your mistakes, otherwise if Master resorts to family punishment, even Madam won’t be able to stop him.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help but roll her eyes, “Then can you at least tell the Old Madam?”

“Old Madam took her medicine today and has already retired. Miss, please, I’m begging you, stay put. This time… ah, it’s truly a difficult hurdle to overcome.”

Yang Wan looked at Yin’er’s prematurely mature manner and blurted out, “How old are you to be speaking such words?”

Yin’er urgently replied, “What does age have to do with it? Miss, you’ve been different since you returned, like a completely different person. You used to be so considerate of Madam and Old Madam, and when any sister in the household fell ill, you were incredibly concerned and took thorough care of them. We all said privately that in the household, Miss was always the most thoughtful person no matter what. But since returning this time, even I hardly recognize you anymore.”

“I…”

Yang Wan hadn’t expected that while she was constantly criticized in modern times, here in the Ming Dynasty hundreds of years ago, she would still be criticized. It was somewhat ironic, yet pointed. Thinking about it, she nodded unconsciously and resigned herself to kneeling back down.

Yin’er hadn’t finished speaking, and seeing her fall silent, her voice grew even louder.

“Don’t you know that if the Zhang family’s Old Madam doesn’t survive this ordeal, how much criticism our Master will face outside? Moreover, even if you won’t think of Master, you should think of yourself. You’ve been betrothed to the Zhang family since childhood. If they break off the engagement this time, what will become of you?”

“Can’t one live alone?”

Yang Wan had just mumbled these words, but unexpectedly Yin’er heard them clearly and became immediately agitated.

“What are you saying? If Old Madam heard such words, wouldn’t she cry again over Miss?”

Yang Wan made a helpless gesture of surrender toward her.

She suddenly felt somewhat dazed. Though these words came from the mouth of a young girl in the twelfth year of Zhenning, steeped in feudal thinking, upon careful consideration, except for the antiquated terminology, they weren’t fundamentally different from how her modern friends had criticized her. Hundreds of years passed from Ming to Qing, and then the Qing dynasty also ended. Through the changing seasons, this “cultural” inheritance meant women still carried the shackles of fear about their place in society.

Even so, the girl’s earlier words made sense.

Madam Chen treated her like her own daughter, truly protecting her, and though Yang Lun was strict and stubborn, he was also protective of his own. Even Yang Lun’s wife Xiao Wen was the same – standing from the Yang family’s perspective, her words and actions toward Yang Wan were all sincere. Yang Wan felt she truly shouldn’t have caused this mishap that entrapped the entire Yang household.

Thinking this, she lowered her head and rubbed her knees, finally relaxing her legs and sitting cross-legged.

“Miss, you…”

“Bring me something to eat.”

“You dare to eat at a time like this?”

Yang Wan looked up, “How can I think of solutions without eating?”

Yin’er crouched down, “In this situation when even Madam and the others can’t think of a solution, what solution could you possibly come up with?”

Yang Wan fell silent, massaging her wrists one by one as she tried to calmly sort through her situation.

Zhang Luo controlled the Embroidered Uniform Guard’s prison system. Historical opinions of this man were polarized – some scholars who studied him believed he was an upright and unyielding official who effectively suppressed the eunuch troubles of the Eastern Depot during the later Jinghe years, making him essentially Deng Ying’s mortal enemy. Another group believed he was excessively cruel, leading to rampant abuse in the prison system during the Jinghe years. When Yang Wan was researching Deng Ying, she had also read much historical material about Zhang Luo, and her opinion leaned toward the latter view.

So Yin’er wasn’t wrong – if the Yang family didn’t handle this properly, Yang Lun’s reformist faction would face obstacles in officialdom far beyond just those from the conservative officials.

Yang Wan slowly gripped her wrist.

What method could separate her from Young Miss Yang’s previous social relationships without causing a great feud between the Zhang and Yang families?

She tried to broaden her perspective.

The Zhang family’s only concern now was the inner court.

The Directorate of Ceremonial where Deng Ying resided could serve as a shelter at this time.

But in the Ming Dynasty, was there a place where women could find refuge where the Zhang family wouldn’t dare touch them, where they wouldn’t need to be bound by marriage in the future, and where they could seek a way to live?

She suddenly thought of Yang Jin.

Yang Wan’s sister, Consort Ning.

The advantage of a god’s-eye view was that she could indeed temporarily step back from the complex web of interpersonal relationships and directly grasp the essence of various social mechanisms in this era.

“Yin’er, go see if brother has returned from the Ministry.”

Yin’er refused to move, repeatedly saying she dared not.

Just as Yang Wan was about to stand up herself, the ancestral hall door suddenly opened from outside, and Yang Lun strode in, still in his official robes and covered in wind-blown snow.

“Who told you to get up? Kneel.”

His voice wasn’t loud, but anger simmered in his lungs.

Xiao Wen hurriedly followed in from behind, grabbing Yang Lun and saying, “I’ve had her kneeling for a whole day, let it be for now.”

Yang Lun’s eyes were red, and he hadn’t heard what Xiao Wen said at all.

“Kneel.”

“Fine, I’ll kneel.”

Yang Wan struggled to move back and kneel again, “The Zhang family’s Old Madam…”

“You still have the face to ask!”

“Alright, I have no face to ask.”

“…”

Yang Wan ducked her head.

Over these past few days, she had gradually found the rhythm for speaking with Yang Lun.

Taking advantage of Yang Lun’s momentary speechlessness, Xiao Wen crouched down and sheltered Yang Wan behind her, “You promised me that no matter what happened outside today when you returned you wouldn’t get angry and would talk properly with Wan’er.”

Yang Lun gritted his teeth, “Zhang Luo is in the main hall right now, how can I possibly talk properly with her?”

“What?”

Zhang Luo had come personally – this truly surprised Yang Wan, and she couldn’t help but exclaim.

Xiao Wen looked back at Yang Wan, her voice also becoming timid, “Why has he come?”

Yang Lun heaved a deep sigh, walked to the side, and said with a suppressed temper: “The Zhang family’s Old Madam passed away early this morning.”

Xiao Wen froze.

“What…”

Yang Lun looked at Yang Wan, “The news of her death reached the court at the Chen hour. Now even I don’t know what to do to protect you.”

Xiao Wen quickly pulled Yang Wan further behind her and said, “The Zhang family’s Old Madam had been bedridden since April, and by the end of last year, she was probably too ill to recognize people. Her passing now is simply fate – how could it be Wan’er’s fault?”

“Then what can I do!”

Yang Lun demanded of Xiao Wen, “I am a court official. In matters of marriage and propriety, if we follow the word ‘propriety,’ how could such things happen? Now, I’m also trapped in this situation and can barely think about Ministry affairs. Moreover, this isn’t even a matter of finance, military, or state affairs, yet it has caused such enmity between the Yang and Zhang families. I’m not afraid of damage to my official career, I’m afraid that this Northern Judicial Commissioner will let private hatred spill into public matters. If he gets the chance to catch me, you, Mother, and this foolish girl who doesn’t know life from death – we’ll all be trampled into the mud by others for the rest of our lives.”

Chapter 8: Gazing at the Spring Platform (Part 2)
“I’ll go see him.”

“…”

Yang Lun thought he had misheard, staring as he asked, “What did you say?”

“I said since you don’t know how to protect me, then hand me over.”

If his wife hadn’t been shielding her, Yang Lun truly feared he wouldn’t have been able to control himself from slapping her right there.

He paced back and forth anxiously in the ancestral hall, clutching his hands, finally stopping in front of Yang Wan and shouting, “I’ve protected you for eighteen years, and now you want me to hand you over? Do you think you’re some important figure in the capital who can split off and make decisions for the Yang household? Or do you think I’m dead? That you need to take charge yourself?”

Xiao Wen heard the protectiveness in his words and hurriedly tried to mediate, “In the end, you just care for this girl. Why talk of ‘death’ and ‘life’? It sounds so frightening. In my opinion, we need to think carefully about how to weather this storm – that’s what’s important.”

Yang Lun was half-pulled, half-coaxed back a step by her. He walked to the shadowed doorway, hands behind his back, and after a long silence, barely containing his emotions, waved his hand saying, “I’ll go see Zhang Luo.”

Xiao Wen asked, “Last time you went to see him, he wouldn’t meet you. This time he’s come personally – could something be wrong?”

Yang Lun laughed, “Of course something’s wrong. He didn’t come alone – there are Embroidered Uniform Guard officers outside.”

“He brought the Guard… What… what is he planning to do?”

“It’s not surprising. Questioning officials is the responsibility of the Northern Judicial Commissioner’s Office.”

Xiao Wen’s voice trembled slightly, “Then why are you still going?”

“That was all angry talk earlier. If I don’t go, should we let her go instead? As long as I’m not dead, no one in this family will suffer unclear humiliation. This man handles secret matters for His Majesty; he rarely reveals his true intentions. But since he’s come this time, I’ll see what blade he’s hiding under his robes.”

Xiao Wen felt a chill run down her spine.

“Why don’t you avoid this meeting, and I’ll go speak with Madam Jiang at the Zhang household…”

“You needn’t show your face. They’ll have nothing good to say when they see you. Stay and look after Mother.”

After speaking, he turned to Yang Wan, “And you, just keep kneeling here. Don’t think of going anywhere.”

Yang Wan refused to accept this show of “concern.”

“My kneeling here only disturbs the ancestors, and the voices outside won’t quiet down.”

Fearing Yang Wan would provoke Yang Lun’s anger again, Xiao Wen quickly said to her, “Wan’er, just listen to your brother’s words. He will protect you well.”

Yang Wan brushed aside Xiao Wen, pressed her hands on her knees, straightened her upper body, and raised her head to look into Yang Lun’s eyes. “Brother should understand that this matter isn’t something the Yang and Zhang families wanted to create – it was dug up by those outside who thrive on chaos. Both our families are laughingstocks, and to maintain any dignity, one side must be forced to yield. If we yield and break the engagement, it means I admit to losing my virtue before marriage. If the Zhang family yields and marries me, they disgrace themselves. Either way, it’s all very entertaining outside, with a basketful of malicious talk, so this storm isn’t something to be avoided at all.”

Though she seemed to be speaking about her affairs, her perspective wasn’t centered on herself, nor was it confined merely to the Yang family’s interests.

Yang Lun was stunned.

Xiao Wen found it even more incredible.

Yang Wan took this opportunity to sit up, and as blood suddenly flowed back to her knees, the sensation nearly made her cry. She lowered her head and, disregarding Yang Lun’s presence, rolled up her trouser legs. “This is just tormenting your own family to settle your anger. I know brother is angry that I don’t understand things, and if brother could truly calm his anger through this, I wouldn’t mind enduring it. But after venting your anger at me, don’t you still have to face difficulties outside? So what’s the point of this?”

As she spoke, she reached to massage her knees.

Seeing the bruised kneecaps, Xiao Wen felt heartache and quickly grabbed her hands, “Wan’er, don’t rub them.”

Yang Wan pulled her hands away, “Sister-in-law, don’t mind me. I need to numb myself through this pain, otherwise, how will I be able to stand later?”

After speaking, she drew in a breath, closed her eyes, and pressed hard on her knees. Though it indeed helped blood flow and relieved the numbness, leaving her “refreshed,” it made Xiao Wen clench her teeth watching.

“Ah… heavens, Yin’er, help me up.”

“This…”

Yin’er instinctively looked toward Yang Lun.

Yang Lun, bewildered by the unprecedented calmness and courage in her voice, couldn’t help but ask, “When did you think of all this?”

Seeing Yin’er’s timidity, Yang Wan didn’t count on her help and struggled to stand up herself. She patted the dust from her knees, stood straight, and walked before Yang Lun. Though she was much shorter than him, she insisted on meeting his eyes before speaking.

“Haven’t I been thinking about this while confined here these past days? I’ve thought of a way out and planned my escape route. I can save myself and also make it impossible for Zhang Luo to trouble our Yang family.”

Hearing these words, Yang Lun suddenly laughed and raised his arm to point at Yang Wan’s forehead, “What are you being so arrogant about? What escape route do you have now? If Zhang Luo breaks off this engagement, I’ll have to keep you here for life. Yet you still talk of saving yourself? I…”

“Since you have no solution, won’t you at least hear me out?”

“You… Fine.”

Yang Lun stifled with anger, pulled over a cushion, and forcefully pushed it by his feet, sitting cross-legged, “I’ll listen to what you have to say.”

Seeing him seated, Yang Wan softened her tone, “Good, since brother is willing to listen, let me first ask you and sister-in-law something: do you believe I am still a virgin?”

Hearing the word “virgin,” Yang Lun immediately stiffened his neck, and even Xiao Wen couldn’t speak.

“Just answer me.”

She crossed her arms, and though discussing her own body, her voice was crisp and clear.

This difference in female body consciousness was separated by eras – something Yang Lun and Xiao Wen could never understand.

Yang Lun could bear it no longer and could only rebuke her: “Who taught you to speak so wildly? Is this something you should be saying? Even if your sister-in-law and I believe you, what do people outside think? You say you understand things now, but I don’t think you even know what loss you’re suffering!”

“What people outside think is all empty talk. Rumors are rumors because no matter how true they sound, they can’t get to the real truth. Before Deng Ying was tortured, he was indeed condemned as a traitor by the Three Judicial Offices, but it was different after his torture. He’s now part of the Directorate of Ceremonial – this was Chief Eunuch He Yixian’s suggestion to the Three Offices, and the Emperor approved it. So regardless of his motives, He Yixian won’t want outside dirt splashing onto the inner court. Moreover, with the urgent reconstruction of the Hall of Supreme Harmony, those in the Ministry of Works don’t want such matters distracting Deng Ying.”

Yang Lun countered, “So what?”

“Doesn’t brother understand yet?”

Yang Wan tilted her head, “Because of Deng Ying, Zhang Luo won’t dare to move against me.”

Her voice suddenly grew heavier, “Forcing me to admit I lost my virtue would be like putting Deng Ying to death. Zhang Luo is with the Embroidered Uniform Guard – if the Hall of Supreme Harmony isn’t completed, the Emperor’s displeasure won’t benefit him. I dare to see him because I bet he won’t do anything to me. No matter how composed he appears now, how he treats brother, in his heart he merely hopes we’ll voluntarily break off the engagement to avoid involving our sister in the palace and troubling his great master.”

Though Yang Wan’s words were quiet, their meaning was sharp.

Hearing this, Yang Lun felt his throat grow cold. He swallowed unconsciously, and that chill sensation flowed into his stomach.

He stared at Yang Wan’s eyes in amazement, gradually beginning to scrutinize her.

“How do you know about the affairs of the Directorate of Ceremonial and the court?”

Yang Wan replied: “Am I just a lifeless object in this household? When you all talk, I can hear some things too.”

Yang Lun looked at her without immediately responding.

After a long silence, he suddenly shook his head: “No, even though I might occasionally say a few extra words in front of you and your sister-in-law, I’ve never spoken to this extent.”

“Then perhaps I haven’t lived here in vain.”

Yang Wan continued his thought, “I haven’t finished speaking. Brother, let me see Zhang Luo. I’ll break off this engagement myself.”

“Not, don’t even think about it!”

Xiao Wen said worriedly: “Yes, don’t go. He’s like the King of Hell, you can’t face him.”

Yang Wan looked at Yang Lun, “I don’t want you to shield me. This matter originally had nothing to do with you.”

“Stop saying such heartless things!”

Yang Wan opened her mouth but fell silent, feeling somewhat regretful.

Indeed, her previous words might have gone too far for Yang Lun.

The ancestral hall grew quiet for a moment. The warm, fine breeze from the hearth made Yang Wan’s face flush and Yang Lun’s eyes redden.

Seeing the standoff between them, Xiao Wen spoke to ease the tension: “If breaking the engagement could end this matter, that would be fine, but what about after? What will happen to our Wan’er? Won’t a perfectly good young lady be ruined?”

Following her voice, Yang Wan shifted her gaze from Yang Lun and gently held Xiao Wen’s hand, “Sister-in-law, don’t worry. Though I can’t defend myself against these accusations, chastity is something you either have or don’t have. Even if I can’t prove my innocence, there are still places in this world where I can seek justice.”

Yang Lun glanced at Xiao Wen.

Though she was his sister, he was still a man and couldn’t speak too much on this topic.

Xiao Wen understood Yang Lun’s meaning.

“Such words can’t be spoken lightly. What place could right such a hopeless wrong?”

“There is – the Palace Department of Imperial Attire.”

“The Department of Imperial Attire…”

Yang Wan nodded, habitually adopting her thesis-writing style, directly pointing to the temporal node and its corresponding historical facts.

“Since the tenth year of Zhenning, the Department of Imperial Attire’s selection of female servants requires them to be virgins. Participating in the selection can prove my innocence.”

After speaking, she smoothly laid out the path ahead.

“If I go see Zhang Luo, this matter won’t involve my brother’s moral character. Zhang Luo won’t be able to trouble their brother using the pretense of questioning imperial officials. Moreover, I need Zhang Luo’s attitude – the more he humiliates me, the better. I’m not afraid of those unpleasant words outside. After I enter the Department of Imperial Attire, the Zhang family’s breaking of the engagement will naturally become their evil act of forcibly sullying my reputation. Brother can then do the Zhang family a favor. As for Mother and Sister-in-law, they won’t have to hear those filthy things about me anymore.”

After listening to Yang Wan’s speech, Xiao Wen was stunned and could only stammer, “The way you speak, it sounds like you’re taking advantage of this storm, but…”

Her voice softened, and her eyes reddened, “To put a young lady’s reputation so nakedly on display for bargaining… it’s… it’s too unfair.”

Yang Wan didn’t feel there was anything wrong with this.

However, Yang Lun vaguely sensed that there was a layer to his sister before him that he increasingly couldn’t see clearly. Though she sat right in front of him, she was no longer like before, when she would only gently tug at his sleeve when encountering problems, asking him how to handle this or that.

Every sentence she spoke now calculated gains and losses, every matter weighed cause and effect. From Deng Ying to Zhang Luo, and finally, to herself – she had found ways to turn a dead game into a living one. This was completely beyond what the former Yang Wan could have conceived.

Most chilling was that when she spoke of these things, she showed none of the self-pity a woman might feel for her situation. She was even willing to put her reputation out for thousands to discuss to use. And remarkably, she wasn’t sad at all.

“What happened to you at the lakes?”

The words slipped out, too quiet for Yang Wan to hear, as she was still helping him consider the proper official and familial stance.

“Brother, hand me over. There’s no reason for me to hide at home after making such a big mistake, letting you take the burden. You’re an official in the Ministry – these are just small domestic matters of mine. These past few days have made you all ponder them like great affairs, which is unnecessary.”

Chapter 9: Gazing at the Spring Platform (Part 3)
In the main hall of the Yang residence stood a white jade peony sculpture.

Zhang Luo stood alone before the jade peony wearing mourning clothes, silent.

He had shown restraint by not bringing the full force of the Jinyi Wei (Imperial Guard) with him, but even so, not a single maid in the main hall dared treat him as a guest of the Yang household – none approached to offer tea.

Since his promotion to Commander of the Northern Disciplinary Court, too many have died by his hand these past years.

Officials in the capital rarely spoke of Zhang Luo, avoiding him when possible. Fortunately, he had never been one for socializing. Though he showed no mercy in his duties, he also left no room for favors, which spared him from many seeking to curry his influence.

Over time, local officials gave him a nickname from the jianghu world – “Official of the Dark Realm.” Once encountered in their jurisdiction, one had to prepare for chains, imprisonment, and facing judgment stripped bare before the gates of hell.

Yet it was said Zhang Luo showed great filial piety toward his mother.

Zhang Luo’s mother had passed away early, but before her death, she had arranged his marriage to Yang Wan of the Yang family.

Though the Zhang family had risen meteorically in the capital these past years – Zhang Cong entering the cabinet and Zhang Luo controlling half the Imperial Guard – many noble families wished to form marriage alliances. Lesser families even offered their daughters as concubines, but Zhang Luo refused to hear any of it.

As for his feelings toward Yang Wan, perhaps even he hadn’t considered them.

The Yang family had produced an Imperial Consort, gentle and well-mannered, with an excellent reputation in the palace. Yang Wan too had been raised in seclusion by Lady Chen, never showing herself to outsiders. Zhang Luo had yet to meet her.

However, he had seen Consort Ning Yang Jun in the palace – a beautiful woman with eyes full of tender feelings.

He’d heard Yang Wan resembled Yang Jun closely, so she must also be a beauty.

“Lord Zhang.”

Zhang Luo looked up. Yang Wan was walking through the moon gate toward the main hall.

The breeze flowing through the halls couldn’t stir his heavy hemp mourning clothes, but it made her silk robes flutter like butterfly wings.

Whether by intent or not, the servants all stood far away.

She too approached alone.

“Yang Wan greets Lord Zhang.”

She bowed to Zhang Luo, the twin lotus jade pendants at her waist chiming with her movement, the pearl earrings by her face swaying gently. Indeed, her appearance and bearing were quite similar to Consort Ning in the palace.

“Yang Wan?”

Zhang Luo crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow.

“Yes.”

Yang Wan straightened, then hesitated, wondering if she should curtsey again. But Zhang Luo gave a cold laugh, suddenly unsheathing his sword and reversing it, pressing the hilt under Yang Wan’s chin, forcing her head up with a light touch.

Zhang Luo studied Yang Wan for a moment, then suddenly pulled sideways with his finger, causing her face to jerk sharply.

She already had an old wound on her neck, and the pain nearly made her cry out.

Zhang Luo withdrew his blade and coldly regarded her. “I won’t make things difficult for you. Have Yang Lun see me.”

Yang Wan stood straight despite the pain. “My lord has come regarding our marriage. Even if you have reproach for me, it cannot be considered making things difficult.”

“What did you say?”

Zhang Luo advanced on Yang Wan. His hemp mourning clothes carried the heavy scent of temple incense, jarringly mismatched with the cold air around him.

“Say it again. Have Yang Lun see me.”

Yang Wan turned away. “If you came to see my brother, why bring the Imperial Guard?”

“When the Northern Disciplinary Court questions imperial officials, we follow our protocols.”

Yang Wan looked back.

“What do you wish to ask?”

Zhang Luo’s eyes flashed darkly as he took another step toward her. “I wish to question an imperial official. You are a woman of the household and should withdraw.”

“Do you mean to ask about me having an illicit relationship with Deng Ying?”

Zhang Luo started. “Silence.”

Yang Wan smiled faintly. “Those two words are so hard to hear? Rather than question him, why not question me?”

“Insolent.”

Zhang Luo lowered his voice. “You show no shame before me. Do you think you’ve done nothing wrong?”

Yang Wan shook her head. “Even if I have erred, my lord shouldn’t vent his anger on my brother.”

“You refuse to be a wife, so you choose to be a prisoner?”

He grabbed her throat and pushed her against the jade screen. But to his surprise, the moment Yang Wan’s head touched the screen, a sharp object pierced his chest. Looking down, he saw it was a silver hairpin. This was the first time anyone had managed to counter-strike him during his attack.

“There’s no need to threaten me like this. I may not deserve imprisonment, but you dare not kill me.”

Yang Wan tilted her head back. Though her voice was constricted, her eyes showed no fear.

“Let go…”

She pushed the silver hairpin another half-inch into his chest.

“If you don’t let go, I really will kill you…”

Zhang Luo stared into Yang Wan’s eyes but couldn’t read her expression.

She didn’t seem like an especially fierce woman, fighting him with raw intensity. She had her ruthlessness, but also a measured control he couldn’t understand.

Like that silver hairpin – precisely placed two inches from his vital point.

“So this is the kind of person you are.”

He released Yang Wan’s throat and looked down at his chest.

Though not deep, the wound was bleeding.

“Don’t move.”

Yang Wan pulled out the hairpin. His blood ran down her arm, and she carelessly wiped it with her sleeve before turning to Yin’er who stood frozen behind the screen: “Bring medicine.”

She deliberately coughed several times to steady her breathing after Zhang Luo’s grip.

“I’m sorry. I know this is very unfair to you. I also know that because of me alone, both you and the Zhang family have endured unnecessary shame. So…”

She dropped the hairpin and knelt before Zhang Luo, her skirts pooling around her: “I apologize and beg forgiveness from Lord Zhang, and ask that you spare my brother.”

Zhang Luo looked at his blood dripping on the floor, then at Yang Wan.

She was wrapped in light lotus-colored silk, her delicate white fingers pressed against the cold floor, looking almost pitiful.

It was hard to imagine these hands had just stabbed him with a hairpin.

Zhang Luo ground the hairpin under his foot, the sharp metallic scraping making Yang Wan involuntarily clench her teeth.

Suddenly Zhang Luo kicked the pin away, lifted his robes to crouch down, and seized Yang Wan’s chin, forcing her to look up.

“For such a fierce woman, why commit such improper acts? If you had no interest in me, you could have said so directly. I am not shameless enough to force you to be my wife.”

Yang Wan raised her head. “By speaking thus, my lord has already condemned me?”

Zhang Luo was unsettled by the look in her eyes, but she refused to look away.

“If our Yang family refuses to break the engagement and insists on marrying into your Zhang family, what then?”

“I cannot allow someone who has shamed me to live by my side.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly after hearing this. “If I don’t marry into the Zhang family, what must I do to dispel your hatred?”

Zhang Luo said nothing, but his grip grew stronger. Yang Wan winced in pain, her eyes involuntarily reddening.

“So… you want me to take my own life, is that it?”

Though tears welled in her eyes, there was a smile in their depths. “Don’t you find it laughable? You are the Commander of the Northern Disciplinary Court, overseer of the imperial prison. Officials throughout the capital fear you. Does such a person’s reputation need to be maintained by the life of a mere woman? Are your achievements at court and reputation abroad all false?”

“Impudent!”

“I have done nothing improper with Deng Ying.”

She met Zhang Luo’s gaze. “My brother is also blameless. The guilty ones are those who use my chastity to seemingly stand up for you and sympathize when they just want to watch drama between our two houses. Lord Zhang, you are indeed a powerful figure in the capital, but you’ve never been married. They know you cannot be as decisive in this matter as you are in prison, so they deliberately look down on you and mock you. Yang Wan understands that speaking to you this way is impudent. But to take my brother away for questioning or force me to suicide over mere rumors – these are not actions worthy of someone like you.”

Zhang Luo’s fingers cracked as he gripped Yang Wan.

“Did Yang Lun teach you to say this?”

Yang Wan was forced to tilt her head back. “Why would you think that? Can’t you tell these are words I had no choice but to say?”

Zhang Luo grabbed her chin and yanked her up, then threw her aside.

Yang Wan’s waist hit the sharp corner of a huanghuali wood table. The pain was too intense to bear, and she couldn’t help but crouch down, clutching her waist.

Zhang Luo looked down at Yang Wan contemptuously.

“Whore.”

Though separated by centuries of civilization, vicious words share commonalities.

Yang Wan understood the implicit threat of violation in his tone.

“What did you say?”

Zhang Luo said coldly: “My not taking Yang Lun away today does not mean I can tolerate you living with that criminal from the Imperial Household Department. I walk within and without the court with clear eyes. As long as you remain in the capital, your lives are under my blade at any moment.”

He pressed down on his sword hilt and turned to stride out of the main hall.

As he descended the steps, he brushed past a servant bringing medicine. The servant dropped the tray, shattering the medicine bottle. The grayish powder scattered like paper ash across the ground.

Yang Wan sat on the floor, trying desperately to force the word “whore” out of her mind.

But it only grew louder.

Yin’er came to help her up and settle her in an armchair.

“Miss, where are you hurt? Why are you so pale?”

Yang Wan coughed harshly several times. “That garbage person just called me a whore!”

“Shh… how can you still speak of it…”

Yang Wan was so angry her head hurt. She had spoken too much earlier, and now her throat was irritated, making her cough worse and worse.

Seeing her press her neck again, Yin’er hurriedly asked: “Should we tell the madam to have Doctor Liu come to examine you again? When I saw Lord Zhang grab your throat earlier, I was terrified to death.”

Yang Wan waved her hand. “It’s fine, he didn’t use much force. I’m just thirsty… I want to… go get some water.”

She moved to pour herself water from the kettle.

“Miss, let Yin’er serve you.” She took over from Yang Wan’s hands.

Yang Wan withdrew her hands somewhat sheepishly, watching Yin’er bustle about.

Indeed, noble daughters of this era were raised in luxury, their hands never touching spring water, but their lives were as fragile as paper.

Though Yang Wan had been seven or eight-tenths academically and theoretically prepared for her confrontation with Zhang Luo, she still felt afraid afterward.

Even with her ability to control the bigger picture of these twelve years, her understanding of Zhang Luo’s temperament, and her advantage in the game of hearts and minds, the gender-based oppression Zhang Luo imposed on her was truly terrifying.

Especially when Zhang Luo stared at her and called her a “whore” – in modern society, she would have fought back immediately, and even if she couldn’t win there would be police to handle it. But here, facing Zhang Luo, she could only feel anger without daring to voice it.

Yang Wan sighed at the thought, barely dispersing the fire in her heart, and raised her hand to tuck away loose strands of hair by her ear.

“Why did I transmigrate in soul rather than body? In this form, trying to be an independent female researcher in the Ming Dynasty is too difficult.”

She muttered to herself, then thought of Deng Ying and suddenly felt something was wrong.

If she had transmigrated in her body, she wouldn’t even have household registration in the Ming Dynasty. Forget following Deng Ying – she wouldn’t be able to take a single step. Realizing this, she quickly shook her head.

“Go to the palace with your sister-in-law tomorrow.”

Yang Lun’s voice came from above.

Yang Wan hurriedly adjusted her clothes as she stood.

Yang Lun looked at her disheveled state, then at the finger marks on her neck and jaw, and softly asked “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine.”

Yang Wan pressed the back of her head, not daring to look at him.

Yang Lun bent down and gently lifted her hair.

“It’s nothing…”

“Don’t move, let me look.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, truly not moving.

“Wan’er.”

Yang Wan started – this was rare.

Thinking back, this was the first time Yang Lun had called her Wan’er since bringing her back.

“Yes?”

“Today you saved me. I hadn’t expected… these eighteen years, was your behavior by my side all an act?”

Yang Wan felt Yang Lun’s words carried some desolation. She pressed her lips together and looked down, not responding.

Yang Lun’s sister was already dead. The Yang family’s one-sided kindness to her came from blood ties, but she could never return the same familial feeling. It was rather cruel.

“Why don’t you speak?”

“Um… no, I was just thinking, don’t you like me as I am now, brother?”

Yang Lun coughed once, gently letting down her hair.

“It’s not that. I truly was angry these past days scolding you. But thinking that you’re alive – that’s already heaven’s mercy to your brother.”

Chapter 10: Gazing at the Spring Platform (Part 4)
It was rather strange.

The early spring of the twelfth year had been consistently dry and windy, but when the second month arrived, the rains suddenly increased.

Such weather was not conducive to healing flesh wounds.

Deng Ying also didn’t want to move about much, spending almost every day in the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

The reconstruction materials for the Hall of Supreme Harmony had taken four years just to prepare. The original engineering drawings were overseen by Zhang Zhanchun. Since the main structure was wooden, once struck by lightning or fire, the spread would be nearly unstoppable. Before rebuilding the Hall of Supreme Harmony, Deng Ying had worked with the craftsmen to modify the drawings multiple times. Now the plans piled in the felt tent stood half a person tall.

With continuous heavy rain, the documents were at risk of damage, and the work requiring large timber couldn’t be completed.

The craftsmen, having idle time, mostly sat in the felt tent chatting while sheltering from the rain.

The table and chair legs were growing moldy, but this brought out the fragrance of the old wood.

Someone brewed boiling tea, keeping it warm over a small stove. After a hot sip, the dampness in their bodies didn’t feel quite so uncomfortable.

Deng Ying stood among the crowd holding a teacup, talking with the craftsmen.

Most of these artisans were from Zhang Zhanchun’s Xiangshan Guild. Many had known Deng Ying for over a decade. They were people who lived by their craft, with few ties to the palace and court, so they had fewer reservations about speaking freely. But lacking a broader perspective, when they wanted to express something to Deng Ying, they couldn’t quite find the words. This made them rather cautious in his presence.

However, Deng Ying knew these people cared more about his inner peace than he did himself.

But he also understood that “peace” was a long journey, both for himself and these people.

So besides discussing the construction work, he would occasionally talk with them about his daily life in the inner court.

“A few days ago, I was thinking of waiting until after the Awakening of Insects to drink the tea Master Song sent. But since we’re all trapped here by the rain today, I might as well bring it out.”

The craftsman who had sent the tea was delighted to hear this and hurriedly said:

“I’m so glad you like it. This year’s new crop has come in, but my wife was sick at the start of the year, so we couldn’t pick it up in time. I rushed back a few days ago and got people from the village to help. We finally harvested half of it. When my wife feels better, I’ll have her send more to you, sir.”

He called Deng Ying “sir,” but as soon as he said it, someone pulled his arm.

A flurry of stern glances swept his way, and he froze.

Regretting his words, he lowered his head, not daring to look at Deng Ying.

Deng Ying casually picked up the thread of conversation: “I was worried that once you came to work here, you wouldn’t care about your fields at home anymore.”

Seeing that Deng Ying took no offense, the man felt even more regretful. Speaking softly with his head down, he muttered: “Yes, however small, it’s still the ancestral legacy, we dare not neglect it…”

The atmosphere grew somewhat heavy, and the tent flaps creaked in the wind.

The rain outside was intense, with the wood fragrance and earth smell carrying the spring chill. Deng Ying’s health had never been very good, especially his legs, which were sensitive to cold morning and night. Standing for long periods made him uncomfortable.

Yet he still preferred to stand among these craftsmen.

This had been Zhang Zhanchun’s insistence for decades.

He had once told Deng Ying: “Building palace cities is like leading troops in the field – there aren’t such complex human calculations. Everyone’s goal is the same. As long as you can put them at ease, they can focus entirely on their work. The stability of great buildings comes from the steadiness of human hearts. But to achieve this, merely advancing yourself is useless. You need the determination to ‘remain a scholar for life, never extinguishing the literary heart.’ With such determination, you can have the responsibility you should bear. Only then will the palaces and cities you lead them to build be more than just piles of nanmu wood and white bones.”

When Zhang Zhanchun said this, Deng Ying was still very young.

He couldn’t help but ask, “Then how does one preserve the ‘literary heart’?”

Zhang Zhanchun told him, “No matter where you are, never forget that you emerged from ten years of arduous study in the book chamber. Although you dislike the people and affairs of officialdom and have taken a different path from Yang Lun and the others, you must remember that your true teacher will always be Grand Secretary Bai Huan. Like Yang Lun, you live in this world and must live up to your scholarly achievements and status.”

Only after reaching adulthood did Deng Ying slowly understand the deeper meaning of these words.

Generations of master-disciple inheritance and scholarly friendships constantly debated and expounded their desire to “cultivate oneself, govern the state, and bring peace to the world.” These desires formed the backbone of scholars, making them both pillars of the dynasty and founders of most social and civilian enterprises.

In her early research on the early Ming period, Yang Wan also provided a general interpretation of the so-called Ming Dynasty “literary heart.”

With the introduction of dialectics, she had to examine its pedantic aspects, but in her later research on Deng Ying, she believed the concept of “literary heart” had always been the supporting point of Deng Ying’s conduct and even the fundamental cause of his tragic end.

He simply refused to think from the perspective of the eunuch faction, insisting on doing things unsuited to his status.

But how to put it?

When Yang Wan got carried away, she occasionally had dramatic thoughts.

“Eunuch’s skin, scholar’s bones” was as taboo and compelling as “courtesan’s body, Guanyin’s heart.” With a bit of imagination, one could write tens of thousands of words of online literature about it.

She loved such fractured things – compared to listing historical materials, this better highlighted the “humanity” within the liberal arts.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t had the chance to discuss this with Deng Ying.

Deng Ying internalized his era’s deep, quiet currents through his personality.

Thus, his sense of propriety was completely different from Yang Wan’s.

Just as Zhang Luo disliked Yang Wan because he felt her sense of propriety transcended all other women of the time, making him extremely uneasy.

But those around Deng Ying never felt any deliberate cultivation in his character.

“During my months in prison, I missed this tea. If I could get new tea, that would be even better, though I don’t know if it would trouble your family.”

Deng Ying voluntarily brought up what had happened to him.

Hearing this, the speaking craftsman immediately understood that Deng Ying wanted to put him at ease.

Already feeling guilty, he hurriedly stood and cupped his hands: “How could it be trouble? I’m just loose-tongued, can’t say what should be said properly. From now on, I’ll just work with my hands following you and bring you things.”

Everyone laughed at this.

Deng Ying also shook his head with a smile.

The tea’s warmth made his nose itch a bit. He raised his other hand, using the back of it to gently press his nose bridge.

Not on duty at the Inner Study Hall today, he wore plain blue everyday clothes, with sleeves rolled up to reveal two or three nearly healed old wounds on his arms.

“Your injuries haven’t fully healed?”

With the atmosphere more relaxed, people dared to speak up.

Deng Ying looked at his arm and nodded: “They’re almost better.”

He turned sideways, tightening the rain curtain behind him, then continued: “I… haven’t thought too much about it. Although I’m no longer in the Ministry of Works, what we’re doing together now is the same as before. If you’re willing, from now on you can call me by my name.”

“How could we dare?”

Others echoed the sentiment.

The man who had spoken earlier turned to the crowd and said: “I think we should call him Teacher as we did outside the palace before.”

Deng Ying smiled and agreed without demurring.

Thunder suddenly sounded outside the tent, and everyone crowded to the entrance.

Blue lightning flashed dimly in the sky, clouds pressing lower and lower, with rain showing no signs of stopping.

Deng Ying looked up at the glazed tiles, only half-completed in the rain, and stood with his hands behind his back, silent.

“Teacher.”

“Yes.”

“This year’s rains are unusually heavy.”

Deng Ying nodded: “Indeed. With no snow at the start of the year, heavy spring rains were hard to avoid. Coming here earlier, I saw half the nanmu timber has been ruined by rain.”

“Yes.”

The craftsmen looked worried. “We need to report this to the ministry. The southern bracket sets are already made, but we haven’t seen the materials ordered from the glazed tile factory. If the rain continues like this, the main beam’s mortises will need to be reworked again.”

Just then, Xu Qi returned from a meeting at the Ministry of Works, drenched and looking rather disheveled with an unpleasant expression.

The craftsmen moved aside and bowed.

Xu Qi glanced at them, poured himself a cup of tea, and waved his hand saying, “Continue your rest.”

Deng Ying put down his teacup and walked before Xu Qi to bow.

“We were just discussing the glazed tile factory, sir…”

Xu Qi cut him off. “No need to rush, the funds will be available in a day or two anyway.”

He took a sip of tea, found it too rough, and being already irritated, simply put down the cup, using it as an excuse to vent: “The tea is like this, people are like this too – all leaving a sour taste you can’t spit out.”

Deng Ying stood quietly beside him. Xu Qi grew more agitated as he spoke, and began to curse.

“Those who get beheaded eat imperial grain, those who behead others eat imperial grain too. Deng Ying,”

Deng Ying was still thinking about the tile factory and didn’t respond immediately.

“Still not used to being called by name?”

Xu Qi’s displeasure led to mockery.

“No.”

He cupped his hands again. “Please continue, sir.”

Xu Qi put down his teacup and asked: “How did you handle things with the Cabinet when you were in the Ministry of Works before?”

Deng Ying replied evenly: “For the new year’s settlements and budgets between the Cabinet and Six Ministries, we actually shouldn’t be too involved.”

Xu Qi looked up. “What do you mean?”

“After my father’s execution, the Shandong estates are still being inventoried. The Imperial Household Department and the other five ministries are all waiting for the final accounts. Salt administration and maritime trade haven’t been good these two years, so regardless of how this year’s allocations are calculated, we must wait for the Shandong Provincial Inspector’s report to reach the capital. Only then, when we submit the actual needs for rebuilding the three great halls, can we gauge the Ministry of Revenue’s bottom line and the inner court’s true intentions. Saying too much now has little meaning.”

The speech was rather long, and after finishing, he couldn’t help but lower his head and cough once or twice.

Xu Qi hadn’t expected him to bring up the inventory of Deng Yi’s estates himself. Somewhat surprised, he asked: “Did you know nothing before about your Deng family’s dominance in Shandong?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying replied calmly, “Haven’t visited in ten years.”

Haven’t visited in ten years.

Was this neglect of flesh and blood, or keeping oneself pure from corruption?

Xu Qi suddenly felt compelled to make a more concrete judgment about the person before him.

“You…”

He had just begun to speak when the inner court servants at the Gate of Supreme Harmony called out the time for locking up.

Xu Qi had to stop, quickly finishing the materials list with the craftsmen before leaving.

Seeing the rain showed no signs of stopping, Deng Ying told the craftsmen to rest.

He walked alone with an umbrella across the Gate of Supreme Harmony plaza, returning to his quarters.

That day was the fifth of the second month when the Cabinet and Six Offices’ Supervising Secretaries had their meeting. The lights still burned warm in the Southern Three Offices’ duty room. Today wasn’t just for casual discussion – they had touched on issues of several capital officials’ conduct. Vice Grand Secretary Zhang Cong was displeased with the Six Offices impeaching his student, and both sides had argued past their allotted time.

When Deng Ying reached the door of the Southern Three Offices, Grand Secretary Bai Huan was also just leaving the meeting room.

The rain was too heavy, and Deng Ying had no lantern, so Bai Huan didn’t immediately recognize his features.

The year Deng Ying passed the imperial examination, Bai Huan was the chief examiner.

Among that year’s successful candidates, although there had been members of the Bai family, Bai Huan had most liked these two young men, Deng Ying and Yang Lun. Yang Lun was promoted by his hand, but Deng Ying caught Zhang Zhanchun’s eye in his second year as a Hanlin Academy compiler. Zhang Zhanchun had privately mentioned to him many times afterward that even though Deng Ying wasn’t on an official path, he still didn’t want to sever the master-disciple bond with Bai Huan. He wasn’t someone meant to spend his life among earth and stone – after the three great halls were completed, he was to be returned.

Unexpectedly, before he could be returned, Zhang Zhanchun had suffered a stroke.

Then the Deng faction, rampant for many years, finally collapsed completely under Zhang Cong’s scheming and his wave-pushing.

In his twilight years, he witnessed heaven’s light.

And his favorite student, just like that, could never be retrieved.

Chapter 11: Gazing at the Spring Platform (Part 5)
Deng Ying hadn’t expected the Cabinet to still be at the Gate of Supreme Harmony at this hour.

Seeing Bai Huan slow his pace ahead, he also slowed his steps.

In the dim, rainy dusk, both men held umbrellas, creating a physical barrier between them. They shouldn’t have met like this.

“Teacher.”

The word was spoken under the umbrella, with rain pattering loudly above, and Bai Huan couldn’t hear it.

But he watched as Deng Ying lowered his umbrella and knelt in the rain, arranging his robes to pay respects.

The blue clothes spread on the ground, revealing the young man’s bearing, exactly as it had been when he paid respects at the Hanlin Academy years ago.

Bai Huan remained silent but stopped walking forward.

Bai Huan’s son, Bai Yuyang, seeing his father hadn’t continued, bid farewell to several Supervising Secretaries of the Six Offices and returned to his father’s side with an umbrella. He glanced at Deng Ying prostrated on the ground, then at his father silent under the umbrella, and carefully urged: “Father, there’s no need to acknowledge such a servant.”

Unexpectedly, Bai Huan thundered at him: “Insolent!”

Bai Yuyang was startled by the rebuke and quickly lowered his head: “Yes, I was insolent. But please hurry, Father. Today’s meeting has already delayed the palace gates’ closing by half an hour, and this is the third call from the Gate of Supreme Harmony.”

“Let them wait.”

“This…”

“Wait!”

Bai Huan raised his voice, and Bai Yuyang dared not persuade further, only returning to the Gate of Supreme Harmony.

Rainwater continuously poured down Deng Ying’s collar into his inner garments. While Bai Huan wouldn’t speak to him, he couldn’t speak either.

He wasn’t Zhang Zhanchun, after all.

Zhang Zhanchun had taught Deng Ying by word and example for many years; they were close enough to be both masters and disciples and friends despite their age difference.

Bai Huan was different from Zhang Zhanchun. He was a rigorous scholar of the Hanlin Academy who never showed favoritism and a practical man in politics. In Deng Ying’s heart, their teacher-student relationship had always carried a certain sharpness.

“Don’t call me teacher anymore.”

These words, heard in the heavy rain, were cold and heartless.

Deng Ying’s shoulders trembled as he knelt.

“Why?”

He couldn’t help but blurt out the question.

Bai Huan’s voice was unsteady: “I won’t let you disgrace my former best student.”

After saying this, he seemed unsteady on his feet and stumbled forward a few steps. Deng Ying quickly stood to support him but was shrugged off tremblingly by Bai Huan, who waved his hand refusing to let Deng Ying near.

“You’re now someone who serves the inner court. I don’t deserve such respect.”

He then called Bai Yuyang back loudly, and leaning on his son’s arm, walked unsteadily toward the Gate of Supreme Harmony without looking back.

Deng Ying stood with lowered hands in the rain but saw Bai Huan’s eyes redden as he turned away.

Bai Huan had often told many people that Deng Ying was his best student.

So these words – “Don’t disgrace my former best student” – not only wounded Deng Ying deeply but truly hurt Bai Huan’s heart as well.

Though unwilling, Bai Huan now had to sever ties with his former student.

As for Yang Lun, it must be the same.

Deng Ying said nothing more, stepping aside and bowing to see them off.

Rainwater flowed freely in the ground’s cracks. Though humble, grassroots and fallen leaves each had their place. Looking at the chaos before him, Deng Ying inexplicably felt somewhat better.

He waited until Bai Huan had passed through the Gate of Supreme Harmony before straightening up.

After the hour of you, lanterns began to be lit everywhere. When Deng Ying returned to his duty room, Zheng Yuejia had just left, leaving behind a set of books wrapped in blue cloth. Besides the books was also some medicine wrapped in oiled paper.

The eunuch Li Yu told Deng Ying that the medicine was obtained by Zheng Bingbi from the Imperial Dispensary, good for Deng Ying’s health. He advised him to be discreet and find a palace maid to brew it using the inner stoves of the imperial consorts’ palaces.

While the six palaces each had their stoves, the duty rooms by the moat did not.

Yet the eunuchs had to prepare their meals.

In such circumstances, setting up stoves outside was troublesome, and busy servants often couldn’t attend to meals. So out of necessity, some eunuchs would find a palace maid somewhere in the six palaces to share meals with.

The palace maids had no reason to take on extra work for nothing, but they couldn’t resist these people’s eagerness.

In the lonely depths of the palace, all were servants who had to measure every word and deed carefully. When they found kindred spirits, it could sometimes be warmer than romance. Over time, this practice of sharing meals became common in the palace, and eunuchs with some status all planned to save money to find such a kitchen mistress.

After conveying Zheng Yuejia’s message, Li Yu couldn’t help but tease: “If you’re looking for a mistress, I think only the ladies of the Department of Ceremonial Rites would be worthy.”

Deng Ying didn’t respond to such talk, putting the medicine in his cabinet, closing the door, and lighting a lamp. Then he removed his rain-soaked robes and socks. Though his body was dry, he felt colder than when he had been in the rain.

Li Yu asked from outside the door, “Do you still have charcoal inside? I was thinking, since it’s not fully dark yet, I might try my luck at the Fuel Conservation Office to see if I can still get an allocation.”

Deng Ying went to the door and replied: “It’s the second month already. Does the Fuel Conservation Office still supply charcoal?”

“I have connections! The seal-keeper at the Fuel Conservation Office is my sister’s meal-sharing gentleman. He dotes on my sister so much, she can grab his ear and scold him. If I go speak to him, how dare he not give me any? Besides, we all eat palace food. Taking a bit of His Majesty’s leftover embers isn’t any great matter.”

Deng Ying smiled at this. “You go ahead. I won’t need much.”

Li Yu rubbed his hands at the door. “All right then. If you feel cold, just let me know.”

With that, he splashed through the rain puddles and ran off.

Deng Ying sat on the bed, lowered his head to undo the side ties, and changed into fresh inner clothes.

It wasn’t too late yet, and he didn’t want to sleep so early, so he randomly pulled out one of the books Zheng Yuejia had brought and opened it on his knee. It was the “Thousand Character Classic.”

This was a primer used in the Inner Study Hall to teach castrated boys to recognize and parse characters.

Since the Zhenning years, there had been a large volume of official documents in the court, and the number of literate eunuchs fell short of the needs of the twenty-four departments of the inner court.

So the Inner Study Room had been trying to supplement instructors from the Hanlin Academy.

But this was ultimately a rather twisted teacher-student relationship, and most of the orthodox scholars in the Hanlin Academy didn’t want to become entangled with the inner court. Only after Bai Huan received the imperial order and personally entered the Inner Study Hall to teach the castrated boys, bringing Yang Lun with him, did the phenomenon of no one answering the imperial summons gradually improve.

This copy in Deng Ying’s hands was used by Bai Huan when teaching in the Inner Study Hall. Though the annotations weren’t numerous, each was very detailed. The handwriting resembled Bai Huan’s personality – clearly taking great effort, though extremely small, the strokes were precise without being messy.

Deng Ying moved the lamp closer, propped his chin on his bent arm, and turned the pages one by one.

Outside, the rain had lessened, but the water in the moat had risen very high, its flow becoming increasingly turbulent.

When the lamp oil was running low, there was suddenly a knock at the door.

Deng Ying thought Li Yu had returned and raised his head toward the door saying “The door isn’t barred.”

Standing at the door, Yang Wan’s arms were full of things. Even though Deng Ying said the door wasn’t barred, she couldn’t free a hand to open it, so she simply turned around and bumped it with her bottom. Unexpectedly, the door slammed against the wall with a “bang.”

“What kind of door is this?”

Yang Wan startled herself and couldn’t help complaining.

While speaking, she backed in, found an empty spot, and put down all her bottles and jars. Only then did she notice Deng Ying sitting stiffly on the bed, clutching the mattress beneath him.

Though his inner clothes were properly fastened, he wore a loose padded robe over them, with bedding covering most of his lower body, but a section of sweat towel was visible at his waist.

Deng Ying recognized Yang Wan’s face and sat stunned for a moment before coming to his senses.

Realizing his attire was improper but not daring to move much, he hesitated for a long while before stiffly moving the book from his knees to his waist, temporarily covering the embarrassing area.

Looking at Deng Ying’s manner, Yang Wan suddenly felt like a shameless old lecher.

“This…”

She wanted to explain but unconsciously swallowed, and worse, with her swallow, Deng Ying also coughed several times.

That settled it – the old lecher image was confirmed, no need for explanation now.

Yang Wan patted her face and hurriedly crouched down to arrange the things on the ground, covering her embarrassment: “Were you already sleeping so early?”

The voice from behind was equally disordered.

“I hadn’t slept yet.”

Taking advantage of Yang Wan’s crouched position, he fastened his robe ties and tucked the bedding under his legs more securely.

If Deng Ying’s previous refusal of intimacy with others was to maintain propriety, now his rejection of intimacy was fear of humiliation.

Above their clothes, there was an unspoken understanding – neither willing to lose face first.

But beneath the clothes, some were passionate and bold, while he was cold and broken. From now on, every match would be lost.

He wanted to cover this inevitable defeat.

But he seemed unable to refuse Yang Wan.

Or to put it another way, she always managed to find him when his clothes were loose and his defenses relaxed.

“You…”

“You should lie down, you’re not fully recovered.”

“I’m fine now. The ground is damp from the rain, don’t keep crouching.”

Yang Wan turned to look at Deng Ying, saw him sitting thoroughly covered on the bed, and unconsciously rubbed her fingers. “I’m sorry, I didn’t expect this when I came in. I also feel… a bit awkward.”

Deng Ying shook his head. “It’s nothing. But why is the young lady…”

“Why am I in the palace, right?”

Speaking of this topic, Yang Wan showed a genuine smile. “I said I would come find you again, see? I didn’t break my word.”

Indeed, she hadn’t broken her word – she had come to find him.

Since Yang Lun had taken her away, Deng Ying hadn’t dared to hope he would see Yang Wan again.

After all, she was Zhang Luo’s fiancée. That time in the Nanhaizi prison chamber was almost like heaven’s loan to him, for which he didn’t know how much karmic retribution he would have to pay in the future.

But she had come to find him.

How difficult this process had been, Deng Ying didn’t know, but he saw no worry on Yang Wan’s face now.

After speaking, she even turned a circle in front of Deng Ying’s bed. “Does it look good?”

The dark green jacket and skirt spread like butterfly wings – the palace clothes of a lady of the Department of Ceremonial Rites.

“It looks good.”

“I think so too.”

Speaking, she brought over a stool and sat before Deng Ying. “I entered the palace the day before yesterday and now write some palace correspondence at the Department of Ceremonial Rites. Yesterday I went to the Inner Study Room to find you. Unfortunately, you weren’t there, only my brother was. Since I’d never heard him lecture before, I stayed in the Inner Study Room for two hours listening to him talk. When I returned to the department, there was much work to do, and getting busy I forgot the time, so I didn’t have a chance to go to the Hall of Supreme Harmony later. Oh right, these things were bestowed by Consort Ning. I didn’t bring you everything else, just packed some nuts in small jars for you to eat when you’re free. They’re not warming foods, but they’re good for health.”

Deng Ying looked at the jars she had arranged on the ground, each with a label indicating the nuts inside.

Arranged in neat rows in the corner, they somehow gave him an inexplicable feeling of comfort.

“I hope you won’t refuse me, or misunderstand that I have some purpose. I just like eating this way and want you to try it too. Let me teach you.”

She stood up to open the jars, grabbing handfuls from several of them.

“Look here, you can take some walnuts every day, then some peanuts and preserved fruits, eat them mixed like this – it’s neither too astringent nor too sour.”

She held them out to Deng Ying.

“Hold out your hand.”

For some reason, Deng Ying found himself naturally doing whatever Yang Wan told him to do. Even if he didn’t quite understand, he didn’t want any hesitation on his part to make her unhappy.

He reached out to take the mixed nuts from Yang Wan’s hands and couldn’t help asking: “What way of eating is this?”

“The daily nuts way of eating.”

Chapter 12: Gazing at the Spring Platform (Part 6)
In her previous life, Yang Wan had never imagined she would be teaching the builder of the Forbidden City how to eat, 600 years in the past. Yet here he was, following her instructions earnestly, cupping the nuts she had given him in his hands and popping them into his mouth all at once. He lowered his head to chew slowly, the nuts crackling between his teeth like small duds during New Year’s firecrackers.

Yang Wan rested her chin in her hand, quite pleased with the metaphor that had suddenly sprung to mind.

She sat up straight, observing Deng Ying’s silhouette in the lamplight.

This rainy evening in the twelfth year of Zhenning suddenly felt very real, like those late nights she spent in the library with her thermos full of lemon and wolfberry tea, hand warmer beside her snack pack of nuts. The man before her, Deng Ying, had accompanied her through several complete winters, transformed into pages upon pages of sharp text.

“Hey.”

She couldn’t help calling out to him.

When Deng Ying heard Yang Wan’s voice and tried to respond, he unexpectedly choked. Yang Wan quickly poured a cup of water and handed it to him, “Here, take a sip to ease it down.”

Deng Ying swallowed a mouthful of water while suppressing his cough, then laughed at himself, “I’m sorry, I wasn’t like this before.”

“It’s fine, keep eating. I’ll stay quiet. When you eat, you don’t seem like yourself at all.”

“Then… what do I seem like?”

“Like the hamster, I used to keep.”

“Hamster?”

“It’s similar to a mouse.”

“Ah?”

Hearing this comparison, he couldn’t help but shake his head with a smile, covering his mouth and nose as he swallowed the remaining nuts.

Yang Wan propped her chin and asked him, “Are you like this with others too?”

“Like what?”

“Good-natured, never getting angry no matter what people say.”

“Hmm…”

Deng Ying held his teacup and paused for a moment, “I don’t associate with many people.”

“What about my brother?”

Hearing her question, Deng Ying seemed to hesitate.

“Your brother… is one of my few friends. Though now I can’t associate with him anymore.”

Yang Wan looked at the scars on the back of his hand and suddenly said, “The way he treats you now, don’t you think he’s shameless?”

Shameless?

Deng Ying had no expression at first, but after repeating these three words in his mind, he let out a laugh. He looked up at Yang Wan, “You always make me want to laugh.”

“That’s because I love speaking the truth.”

Yang Wan almost crossed her legs as she spoke, “Honestly, I used to think Yang Lun was pretty impressive, but now looking back, he was just average during the Zhenning years.”

She pursed her lips, “To his sister, yes, he’s good, but his methods are too clumsy. He doesn’t know what’s best, only knows how to be blindly protective. As for his teaching… it’s passable, just reading straight from the books – educated by Elder White. Hey, Deng Ying.”

Getting excited about the topic, she unconsciously grabbed the mattress beneath Deng Ying.

“When will you lecture at the Inner School?”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan’s hand, just three inches from his leg. Just as he was about to move away, she withdrew it at the right moment.

“You must teach better than Yang Lun.”

No matter what she said, Yang Wan always took Deng Ying’s side.

Even now, Deng Ying still didn’t understand why this woman he had never met before was willing to stand with him.

At South Lake, he thought it was a kind of misplaced affection, but now he wasn’t so sure.

But he didn’t want to ask.

“Does Miss want to hear Deng Ying’s lecture?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan pulled out a string-bound notebook from her sleeve.

“Look, I’ve already prepared my lecture notes. Also, don’t call me Miss anymore. I have a name, as I told you – I’m Yang Wan. I also have a nickname, Wanwan. Though they say my personality later went astray and this nickname doesn’t suit me anymore, you can still use it if you want.”

“Not at all, Wanwan suits you very well.”

His gaze and voice were both very sincere. Hearing this, Yang Wan wanted to laugh, suddenly deciding to add a note to “The Biography of Deng Ying” – Deng Ying was also someone who could lie straight-faced to a young lady.

“You’re the first person to say that since I became an adult. Ah…”

She sighed, looking up toward the window, “But I’m worried that Yang Lun doesn’t seem to like how I am now.”

“Zi Xi…”

He blurted out Yang Lun’s courtesy name, then paused and corrected himself, “How is Master Yang these days?”

“Very well, what could be wrong with him?”

“And you?”

“Huh?”

Yang Wan didn’t react immediately.

Seeing her stunned expression, Deng Ying suddenly became anxious and hurriedly said, “Deng Ying meant no offense.”

Hearing him say this, Yang Wan smiled, resting her chin in her hand, “Are you asking about my recent situation? Worried that Zhang Luo is giving me trouble? Ha…”

Her eyes sparkled, “Don’t worry, probably every woman in the capital looks down on him now, cursing him daily for being unfaithful, forcing me to break off the engagement while still trying to tarnish my reputation. Yesterday, my sister seemed to mention my situation with him before His Majesty. The Emperor was angered and ordered the Office of Careful Punishment to give him twenty strokes. He’s probably at home nursing his wounds now. My brother publicly submitted a petition asking for leniency for the Zhang family, but privately, I can see he’s quite pleased.”

She laughed after saying this, and once she managed to contain herself, continued: “Don’t worry, none of this has anything to do with you. Just focus on your matters. When you go to the Inner Study, let me know so I can ask for leave from the Department of Palace Affairs.”

“I haven’t lectured in a very long time.”

“You… get nervous too?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “No, I’m afraid I won’t live up to your expectations. Deng Ying has carried an undeserved reputation for many years, in truth I’m just a teacher’s discarded student.”

When Yang Wan heard him speak of this, she suddenly remembered Yang Lun mentioning in his private collection that after Deng Ying’s death, there was no coffin for his burial, and no one in the capital dared to handle it. It was White Huan who gave Deng Ying the coffin he had prepared for himself, and when he died later, he was hastily buried in a cheap wooden coffin.

Such deep teacher-student sentiment, yet in their lifetime, they could not speak of it.

This was a tragedy of the times.

Some emotions violated the current ethical principles – though they existed, they had to be guarded with one’s life to prevent them from being exposed.

Walking back to Chengqian Palace with her lantern, Yang Wan kept thinking about the relationship between White Huan and Deng Ying.

Their real break happened in the autumn of the twelfth year of Zhenning when a particularly brutal massacre occurred in history – over seventy people from the Tongjia Academy were beheaded.

These people were mostly members of the Donglin Party, who had dared to criticize even the imperial cabinet. In the end, they were tortured one by one by Zhang Luo until they were mutilated. Many couldn’t endure the torture and betrayed the principles they had believed in all their lives in the imperial prison, yet in the end, not a single one survived.

Yang Wan had once read such a description in historical materials:

“Zhou Conghai’s knees were exposed to the bone, unable to kneel at the execution platform anymore. Before death, he cursed the emperor bitterly, vomiting blood that clotted, showing much-rotting flesh. It could be said his internal organs were all wounded and festering from torture, the brutality beyond description.”

There were several blind spots in this piece of history that Yang Wan had tried to verify many times but couldn’t find concrete evidence.

First, these people were imprisoned for defending Deng Ying, but their tragic deaths were caused by Zhang Luo. Why Zhang Luo killed these people so cruelly wasn’t clearly explained in historical records.

Second, these people’s fates were so tragic that the civil official corps was shaken. The emperor, unable to withstand the pressure, was forced to employ the Eastern Depot to supervise the Imperial Guards, thereby weakening the power of the Northern Depot.

It was at that time that Deng Ying walked from the Hall of Supreme Harmony to stand between the Directorate of Ceremonial and the entire Ming Dynasty’s civil official corps. The historical records don’t document the exact process, but later researchers, analyzing the fact of White Huan and Deng Ying’s falling out, believed this tragedy must have happened with Deng Ying’s instigation. This became the first crime that historical academia attributed to Deng Ying – for the sake of his advancement, he pushed those who had once risked their lives speaking for him into a pile of bones.

Yang Wan didn’t agree with this view, but regrettably, this was just an emotional disagreement – she had no concrete evidence to support it.

Now, half a year remained until the autumn of the twelfth year of Zhenning, and this seemed to be Deng Ying’s purest time in the inner court.

Yang Wan recalled how he sat before her eating nuts like a hamster, feeling somewhat melancholic.

She quickly rubbed her eyes, warning herself not to think too much.

History was history after all, and no matter how difficult it was for those involved, it had nothing to do with her.

“Auntie.”

A child’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

Yang Wan looked up and found she had already reached the gates of Chengqian Palace.

The Consort Ning’s son, Crown Prince Yi Lang, was swinging his arms, “I want to see Auntie make little people again.”

Seeing no one was with him and he was sweating, Yang Wan crouched down and took out her handkerchief to wipe his face.

“You’re calling this servant ‘Auntie’ again.”

Yi Lang grabbed Yang Wan’s hand, “Mother said you’re her sister, so you’re my auntie.”

Seeing his little boss’s expression, Yang Wan always wanted to pinch his face when no one was around.

No matter the era, warm-hearted children always touched people’s hearts.

“Auntie, are you unhappy?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “This servant is not unhappy.”

Yi Lang let go of her hand and asked very seriously, “Then why were you staring at the ground without speaking just now?”

Yang Wan smiled, “This servant’s earring fell off.”

Just as she finished speaking, a gentle voice suddenly came from the palace gate, “When did it fall off? I’ll have someone help you look for it.”

Yang Wan looked up to see Consort Ning walking down the steps. She had just removed her evening makeup and was dressed simply. She said to Yi Lang, “When did you run out?”

Yang Wan hurriedly bowed, and Consort Ning held Yi Lang’s hand with one hand while helping Yang Wan up with the other.

“You’re back.”

“Yes.”

“Where did you go?”

“Went to see an old acquaintance.”

Consort Ning asked her gently, “What old acquaintance does Wan’er have in the palace?”

“…”

Yang Wan just smiled without answering.

“It was Junior Supervisor Deng, wasn’t it?”

Yang Wan was startled. Consort Ning tucked a strand of Yang Wan’s rain-dampened hair behind her ear and said softly, “Silly girl, you used to be the most cautious, what’s happened to you now?”

Though she said this, there was no reproach in her voice.

“Aren’t you afraid?”

“With Your Highness protecting this servant, what should this servant fear?”
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“With Your Highness protecting this servant, what should this servant fear?”

Consort Ning shook her head, “It’s your cleverness. If you hadn’t thought of entering the Department of Palace Affairs to prove your innocence, our Yang family would have been in trouble this time.”

Yang Wan fidgeted with the jade pendant hanging at her waist, lowering her head and saying softly, “It was this servant’s fault, to begin with, this servant is merely trying to save herself.”

Consort Ning took her hands and held them against her chest.

Yang Wan quickly stepped back, “Your Highness… no need, this servant isn’t cold.”

Consort Ning held onto her retreating hands, tilting her head to look into her eyes, “Don’t move. Let sister ask you, did you… like that person when you were at home before?”

Yang Wan was momentarily stunned.

Speaking of Yang Wan and Deng Ying’s matter, Consort Ning’s attitude was much more peaceful than Yang Lun’s, to the point where Yang Wan didn’t want to brush her off.

“Can’t say I liked him, this servant hasn’t liked anyone yet…”

Consort Ning squeezed her hand, “You’re already eighteen.”

Eighteen, how young, Yang Wan mused to herself.

To think that in modern times she had lived almost thirty years, her love life as pure as white snow, not a single word to write about it, an accomplished asexual, full-time research dog. If this were now, wouldn’t she deserve a memorial arch from the government? In modern times, how did she end up being condemned from all sides, feeling so worthless as if she were truly a scourge?

So what exactly happened in between?

How did the text come to be? How was the connotation interpreted?

Thinking this way, it seemed another deconstructionist research direction could be added to the field of women’s reputation damage history.

Her thoughts had wandered, and she hadn’t responded to Consort Ning.

Seeing her silence, Consort Ning took her arm and pulled her to her side, “Never mind. When sister entered the palace, you were just a little girl of a few years. After you grew up, your sister rarely got to see you, and couldn’t hear many of your words. It’s good that you’ve come in now. Zhang Luo was chosen by their father – back then sister was young, couldn’t see anything clearly, and couldn’t say anything either. Now that your sister has some power, you stay with your sister for a year or two, and let sister slowly choose for you. We’ll surely find someone good who suits your heart. But you must promise your sister to guard your reputation well. If you don’t truly like that person, don’t entangle with him anymore.”

Yang Wan lowered her eyes, “What if I do like him?”

Consort Ning was silent for a while before saying softly, “Don’t walk this path in the palace with someone like that, Wan’er. You won’t be happy in the end.”

For some reason, Yang Wan felt the woman saying these words didn’t seem very happy either.

Not wanting to make her feel worse, she looked up and smiled at her, “Don’t worry, this servant understands.”

Then she bent down to take Yi Lang’s hand, following Consort Ning into the palace.

The rainwater hadn’t dried from the ground, making mirror-breaking sounds when stepped on.

Looking at the deep black shadows on the ground, Yang Wan said softly, “Your Highness, sometimes this servant feels that purity and chastity were broken to begin with, no matter what we say it’s meaningless.”

Consort Ning turned to look at her, “How can you think this way? A young lady’s reputation is so important. Life is so long – if one has to live under others’ judgment forever, how unbearable would that be?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Even the purest person will be judged. People don’t point fingers because we’ve made mistakes, but rather they point fingers at us so they can appear pure themselves.”

Hearing this, Consort Ning was stunned, stopping under a courtyard tree to study Yang Wan’s eyes.

“Since you’ve come to the palace this time, I’ve felt your words and actions are very different from what your brother and others described. These past few years…”

She paused, seeming to hesitate whether to ask.

“Hmm… these past few years at home, were you unhappy… or did mother and brother treat you poorly?”

Yang Wan hurriedly said, “No, Your Highness, they treated me very well.”

A flash of pain crossed Consort Ning’s eyes, “But why do your words seem like they contain snow? At first listen one doesn’t notice, but thinking carefully, they’re so cold – unlike words from a teenage girl.”

“…”

These words seemed to try to expose her but were very warm.

Yang Wan couldn’t explain, but fortunately, at this moment, Consort Ning’s palace maid He Yu came from the hall to ask, “Your Highness, will Miss Wan rest in our palace again today?”

Consort Ning turned and nodded, “Yes. Where is His Majesty now?”

He Yu replied, “He went to see Her Majesty the Empress.”

“Very well, I understand.”

Consort Ning responded, then turned back to pat Yang Wan’s hand, “Stay with sister tonight.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Yes, but tomorrow, this servant should return to Senior Lady Jiang at the South Bureau. Staying too long in Your Highness’s palace isn’t good for you.”

“No need. Since sister has asked Her Majesty the Empress for the favor of letting you stay in my palace for a few days, you should stay at ease. Yi Lang is happy when he sees you – sister is also happy when you can play with him more.”

Yang Wan was about to speak when she saw the little one at her feet tugging at her sleeve again.

“Auntie, auntie, make little people appear again!”

Though Yang Wan had never thought about having children, she had no resistance to soft, sweet children.

Seeing him bouncing around her like a little dumpling, she crouched down to hold his waist and picked him up.

“My little prince, you’re making this servant dizzy with all your shaking!”

Consort Ning quickly reached out to help support Yi Lang’s arm, asking her,

“Can Wan’er hold him? I heard your neck was injured quite badly, and this child has grown quite heavy lately.”

Yang Wan adjusted Yi Lang’s collar, “It’s fine now, Your Highness. Come, let’s go in, this servant will make little people appear for you to see.”

That night, the ground’s dampness was still particularly strong.

Palace maids were burning mugwort in the inner hall to fumigate the beds.

Yang Wan held Yi Lang on her knee, entertaining him with small magic tricks until he giggled for quite a while.

The wet nurse came to call him several times, but he was unwilling to leave her and eventually fell asleep in Yang Wan’s arms.

Consort Ning sat nearby peeling chestnuts for Yang Wan, saying she noticed Yang Wan liked nuts, so she had ordered several more jars for her today.

Yang Wan ate one of the chestnuts Consort Ning had peeled, and seeing her push over another large handful, didn’t say anything more. She took the child from her arms and walked behind the screen.

Yang Wan looked at the chestnuts before her, trying to recall Consort Ning’s life story.

The details of Consort Ning’s life were unclear, and there was no definite record of which year she died, only that she was the mother of Emperor Jinghe Zhu Yi Lang, and later seemed to have made some mistake and was rejected by the emperor. After Emperor Jinghe ascended the throne, he didn’t even grant her a posthumous title.

Yang Wan opened her notebook, resting her chin in thought for a while, before finally turning to a new page and adding Consort Ning’s name – Yang Shu.

After writing, she sat quietly in the lamplight for a while, propping her chin.

She recalled Consort Ning saying, “Wan’er, don’t walk this path in the palace with someone like that, you won’t be happy in the end.”

After careful thought and considering her appearance and temperament, she suddenly found it difficult to write.

If she had a passionate spectator’s attitude toward men’s conquests, then for these women in history who were like herself, she felt compassion born of shared fate.

So she simply stopped writing without adding anything more, closed her notebook, and looked out the window.

Beyond the green gauze, the clouds had scattered and stars had emerged, making it quite clear and bright.

Time passed quickly to the fourth month of the twelfth year of Zhenning.

In late spring, the apricot blossoms had just fallen, covering the ground. When the rain washed them away, they flowed into every corner of the imperial city.

The reconstruction of the Hall of Supreme Harmony had entered the roofing stage, but the Liuli Factory in the suburbs couldn’t deliver the tiles. When the Ministry of Works went to investigate, they discovered a eunuch named Wang Shunchang at the Liuli Factory. Though it wasn’t an especially big case at first, the final investigation shocked the entire Ming court. This man had supervised the Liuli Factory for ten years and had embezzled over two million taels of silver – equivalent to a year’s revenue for the court during the Zhenning era.

The officials of the Six Ministries who were still waiting for court relief grain nearly stoned Wang Shunchang to death on his way to the imperial prison. However, the internal palace maintained strict silence about this matter, with managers everywhere gathering their subordinates to sternly order that no one was to privately discuss Wang Shunchang’s corruption case.

On this day, as the Inner School was about to dismiss, Deng Ying sat at the lecturer’s seat clarifying doubts about a young eunuch.

Yang Wan sat at a window seat, head down and writing furiously.

Deng Ying took advantage of a break to glance at her. She wasn’t on duty today, so she wasn’t wearing the palace service uniform.

She wore a lotus-colored dress with a moon-white short coat over it, her hair adorned only with a silver pearl tassel hairpin. Under her arm was the little notebook she often wrote in, her wrist hanging loose as her brush tip moved swiftly. Occasionally she would pause, tapping her chin with a bent finger, and after figuring something out, her brush would flow smoothly again.

It was a fine spring day, and a kingfisher preening its feathers perched on a branch outside the window.

After setting down her brush, Yang Wan picked up her cup for a drink of water, then leaned on the window, feeding nuts wrapped in silk to the bird.

When she noticed Deng Ying watching her, she smiled, resting her face in her hand.

“Keep going with your discussion, I’ve finished what I needed to write today.”

The eunuch was only seven or eight years old, too young to misunderstand their relationship.

He turned and bowed to Yang Wan: “This servant can’t understand what the lady official writes.”

Then he looked at Deng Ying, “Can the teacher understand it?”

Deng Ying shook his head with a smile.

“These are just my scribbles, you shouldn’t learn from them. Study well with your teacher, what he teaches is true wisdom.”

Hearing this, the eunuch nodded at Yang Wan, then said, “Teacher, my mother says all eunuchs are unfortunate people. My family is poor – if they hadn’t sold me to the palace, my younger brothers wouldn’t have survived. No one in my family can read, let alone study. Teacher, you’re like us, so how did you become so learned?”

Hearing him finish, Yang Wan stood and walked over to the eunuch, gently pinching his nose.

“Hey, you little one, you don’t even know how to compliment people properly.”

The child squirmed, “Don’t pinch my nose! They say all the lady officials from the Department of Palace Affairs are the most courteous, how could you…”

“What did you say?”

Yang Wan was caught between letting go and not letting go.

Deng Ying closed his book with a smile, “So you do have times when you’re at a loss for words.”

Yang Wan let go and stood with her arms crossed, looking down at Deng Ying, “He’s young, I won’t take it seriously, and you shouldn’t either.”

Deng Ying handed a handful of nuts to the eunuch, smiling as he answered the earlier question, “Teacher used to be a scholar.”

The child received the nuts joyfully, hiding them in his sleeve, then looked up to ask, “Why would a scholar become a palace servant like us?”

“Because the teacher made a mistake.”

“Oh…”

The eunuch’s eyes suddenly dimmed.

Deng Ying raised his arm and pushed the book to him, “Go now, remember to review tomorrow’s lessons.”

“Yes, teacher.”

Yang Wan watched the nuts the child inadvertently dropped as he left, pressing her lips together.

“Why did you tell him the truth?”

Deng Ying walked to the door, bending down to pick up the fallen nuts one by one.

The pale green palace robes touched the ground, and that scarred hand appeared before Yang Wan’s eyes once again.

After picking them up, he stood and looked in the direction the child had run off to, saying casually, “They will find out eventually.”

“After they know, they won’t see you as one of their own anymore.”

“Why?”

“…”

This was a study about the opposing identity stances between the Ming Dynasty’s eunuch group and the scholar-official group.

Being in the midst of it, Deng Ying couldn’t possibly step outside to understand this issue. Yang Wan felt that telling him directly would be like mental torture.

So she pressed her lips together without saying more, walking to the window to sit down again.

Unexpectedly, just as she sat down, she heard the muffled sound of beating from the courtyard outside the Inner Study.

She was about to push open the window to look when she heard Deng Ying say to her: “Come here, Yang Wan.”
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Yang Wan’s fingers had already reached the window latch, but hearing Deng Ying’s voice, she drew them back reluctantly.

She turned to ask him, “What’s happening?”

Deng Ying glanced at the window screen, simply saying, “Come here first.”

Yang Wan rose and walked back to Deng Ying’s side, still unable to resist peering outside, “Are they beating someone?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying casually opened a book, drawing his gaze back as well, “Don’t go out. Wait until they finish.”

Yang Wan nodded, no longer speaking rashly. She arranged her sleeves and sat down beside Deng Ying, listening intently.

In the spring afternoon, emerald bird feathers trembled gently in the sunlight, all the courtyard shadows showing a gentle self-awareness toward the clear day.

Everything around was deathly quiet, not even agonized cries could be heard under the beating.

But both Yang Wan and Deng Ying understood this was because the victim had been gagged. This wasn’t mere punishment for a servant – this was a beating meant to kill.

Neither spoke, silently waiting for the tragedy outside to end.

The beating carried obvious killing intent, giving the victim no chance for survival. It was precise and efficient – after just over ten strikes came the sound of a spine breaking.

Yang Wan couldn’t help but draw in a sharp breath.

She grabbed Deng Ying’s wrist.

The spring robe’s sleeves were wide.

Earlier, for reading and writing, he had deliberately rolled up his sleeves three inches, half his forearm exposed on the desk. Yang Wan’s grip instantly broke the proper distance between men and women.

Deng Ying looked down at that clean white hand.

Her skin was like warm porcelain, set against a jade bracelet.

Like all noble young ladies in the capital, she had originally kept her nails about half an inch long, but due to clawing during her fall at the lake, they were almost all damaged. The newly grown ones hadn’t yet been dyed with safflower. They looked soft, with a pale natural color.

Sometimes, Deng Ying unconsciously avoided this young and beautiful female body hidden under silk and satin.

Just as he avoided his own body.

But he dared not dodge, fearing she would misunderstand it as him being repulsed by contact with her.

So he could only try to quietly withdraw his arm forward, attempting to pull his wrist from her hand.

But Yang Wan didn’t let go. Her arm brushed against the book pages on the desk, sliding toward him as he pulled back. Deng Ying didn’t dare move anymore, forced to leave his arm stiffly across the desk, allowing her grip to tighten.

Soon, the beating stopped.

Then came the sound of dragging, thin clothing brushing through the grass. Two or three black shadows passed by the window screen, their footsteps quick, soon disappearing into the distance.

Throughout this process, there wasn’t a single human voice, only the sound of flesh being struck and hurried yet composed footsteps.

But the smell penetrated everywhere.

Yang Wan smelled the blood and suddenly felt violently nauseous.

She wanted to vomit.

Strangely, she wasn’t afraid of the dead person being dragged outside, she just felt purely sick.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just… feel… very nauseous.”

She covered her mouth and turned away, her shoulders hunching up as she tried to suppress the urge to vomit.

“Has this… not been the first time?”

Before she could finish speaking, her stomach churned, acid nearly rising into her throat, suddenly stinging her eyes.

She quickly crouched down and held her breath, curling almost into a ball as she endured, her whole body cold and shaking like chaff in a sieve.

Deng Ying watched Yang Wan crouching on the ground, feeling unprecedented anxiety.

He looked down at his hand, suddenly feeling his desire to touch her at this moment was so base and shameless.

He quickly tucked his hand into his sleeve, turned to pour a cup of water, rolled up his sleeves, and crouched down, bringing the cup before her eyes, “Don’t speak yet, drink a little.”

Yang Wan took the water and tilted her head back to take a mouthful, pressing her chest as she tried to swallow slowly, finally beginning to calm down.

She rinsed her mouth again with water, threw back her head to gather her breath-dampened hair behind her ears, wiped the tears that had been forced out with her sleeve, and gasped: “That… almost killed me.”

Deng Ying took the cup she had drunk from, and stood to place it on the desk, suppressing his inner turmoil, “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you would feel so ill, I…”

“It’s fine.”

Yang Wan didn’t know what this “sorry” was apologizing for, nor how to explain her reaction to him. After all, in modern civilized society, the scene of “executing” someone was hidden from the public. She had a legal concept of the death penalty, but no concept of fresh corpses or the smell of dead people’s blood.

Thinking this, she pressed her throbbing temples, “I’m fine now, just couldn’t handle that smell for a moment.”

After speaking, she sniffed again, grabbed the chair back to stand up, lowered her head to arrange her dress, and asked in a muffled voice, “Why has the Directorate of Ceremonial been executing so many people lately?”

Deng Ying took advantage of her inattention to lower his sleeves, covering the skin of his wrists, and asked her in return, “What has Senior Lady Jiang told you all?”

Yang Wan shook her head while arranging her clothes, “Senior Lady is the most proper among the female officials, she wouldn’t mention such things.” After speaking, she returned to sit at the desk, took out her notebook, turned to a new page and smoothed it, dipped her brush in ink, raised her head, and continued, “I’m wondering if it’s because of the corruption case at the Liuli Factory.”

Deng Ying originally didn’t want to mention this matter, but seeing Yang Wan’s manner as she held her brush, he couldn’t bring himself to respond coldly.

Since knowing Yang Wan, she has always been writing in this notebook. Deng Ying couldn’t understand the writing on it, but he rather liked watching her write.

Composed and focused, showing none of the self-pity common among inner palace women.

“They just executed someone for this matter, you were so ill just now, why do you still want to ask?”

“Want to understand things clearly while living in the palace.”

She pointed her brush tip toward the window, “Look at them, didn’t they die unclear about everything?”

She drew back her brush, blocking the hair that had fallen loose from her temples, and continued, “Besides, I only ask you, nothing will happen.”

Hearing her say this, Deng Ying couldn’t help but smile, “You trust me so much?”

“Of course I trust you, no one in this world trusts you more than I do.”

Deng Ying was slightly stunned.

When people are in humble circumstances, or trapped in inexplicable disgrace, they become afraid of someone recklessly trusting them, as this represents not only their sinking but will also be their downfall.

Just like those scholars from Tongjia Academy who were now being tortured in the imperial prison.

Deng Ying didn’t feel his life deserved such sacrifice.

Since his imprisonment, he had spent a long time convincing himself that if he couldn’t walk in daylight, he would move in the cold night, but he preferred to walk alone, unwilling to mention any lantern lit solely for him.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, I’ll speak first, and you listen to see if I’m right.”

After speaking, she lifted her notebook and turned forward several pages, one hand propping her chin, the other reversing the brush handle, pointing at key places in her notes as she said: “This Wang Shunchang from the Liuli Factory is the adopted son of He Yixian, the seal-holding official of the Directorate of Ceremonial. Though the deficit discovered by the Ministry of Works this time amounts to over a million taels, compared to the entire inner court’s deficit, it’s just a drop in the ocean.”

She circled something at a certain point, but didn’t directly state the specific number verified by later generations, and looked up to ask Deng Ying: “You and Master Zhang have led the imperial city construction for so many years, do you have a concrete figure in mind for the construction’s income and expenditure?”

Deng Ying was silent at first, then gave a slight nod.

“How much?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer.

Yang Wan didn’t ask further, lowering her head to move her brush away from that number, “Alright, you don’t need to say it yet, anyway it’s a number that would get a lot of people killed if spoken.”

She turned another page, “Now the imperial cabinet very much wants to hand Wang Shunchang over to the Three Judicial Offices, but the Directorate of Ceremonial wants to treat him as a servant and handle him within the palace. The reason is that once Wang Shunchang enters the Ministry of Justice’s prison, the foundations of these Directorate officials will also be completely exposed. The imperial city’s construction over forty years, with income and expenditure of no less than tens of millions, the twenty-four departments inside and outside during the Zhenning years – weaving, coal and firewood, rice and meat, water supply – the consumption was enormous. It’s unavoidable for taxpayers to support the imperial clan, but to support…”

“Yang Wan.”

Deng Ying suddenly interrupted her.

Yang Wan looked up, “What’s wrong?”

“Don’t touch this matter, it has nothing to do with you.”

Yang Wan put down her brush, “I know, but this matter is related to you.”

She stopped speaking at this point, quietly looking at her notebook.

“Yang Wan.”

He called her name again.

“Hmm?”

“How did you see this layer?”

“You asking this means you’ve thought of it too, haven’t you?”

Deng Ying was stunned.

Yang Wan’s words were almost touching the core of the matter.

When his father Deng Yi was in the imperial cabinet, to please and deceive Emperor Zhenning, he indulged the Directorate of Ceremonials to take the lead, forcing the Ministry of Revenue to heavily skew finances toward imperial clan expenses. The imperial city construction item was already overburdened, yet the emperor kept bestowing gifts on various princely mansions.

The year before last, when Prince Cheng, Emperor Zhenning’s brother, reported to the inner court that his consort Lady Jiang had given birth to a son, Emperor Zhenning had impulsively granted Lady Jiang’s maternal family in Nanjing a thousand taels of gold. It should be noted that at the time, there was still fighting on the northwestern border, and the salt commissioner going south to raise military funds was so burdened he nearly hanged himself on the ship returning to the capital to report. Yet the inner court paid no attention to the severe financial situation, continuing to expand the number of eunuchs and palace maids, while various royal mansions remained insatiable in their demands for silk, cotton, and food.

And once these things were accounted to the inner court, they fell under the emperor’s name. No one in the Three Judicial Offices or Six Ministries dared investigate, and there wasn’t a eunuch in the Directorate of Ceremonial who didn’t line their own pockets. As for how much these eunuchs embezzled, even later historical research could only estimate roughly – during the Zhenning years it was an “astronomical number.”

This was the Great Ming Dynasty under Deng Yi’s control.

Precarious as eggs piled high, the collapse was but a moment away. Though Deng Ying wasn’t in court, he was involved in the imperial city construction, and over more than ten years, he had seen and recorded much. In his youth, he had even written down some items, but when Zhang Zhanchun accidentally discovered this, he called Deng Ying to his study and severely scolded him.

Since then, he has constantly warned Deng Ying, “The time hasn’t come, don’t attempt the impossible.”

After that, Deng Ying never saw the account book he had privately kept in his youth again.

Even when Zhang Zhanchun retired that year, when Deng Ying personally cleaned his chambers, he couldn’t find it.

So, in his teacher’s eyes, was it still not time?

“Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan waved her hand in front of his eyes.

Deng Ying came back to himself, to find she had already closed her little notebook and was leaning forward, slouching in front of him.

“Don’t think too much. Did you hear me?”

“Do you know what I’m thinking about?”

“I do. If you don’t feel it’s offensive, I’ll tell you.”

Deng Ying smiled, “Nothing you say to me is offensive.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

He nodded sincerely.

Yang Wan smiled too, “You’re too good to me.”

She straightened up, looking into Deng Ying’s eyes, “Hmm… you’re thinking, if the Three Judicial Offices of the imperial cabinet trace the Liuli Factory connection to you, whether you should stand together with your former teacher and fellow disciples.”
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Just as these words were spoken, Li Yu’s voice suddenly came from outside the door.

“Deng Ying, are you still inside?”

Deng Ying looked up. “I am.”

Li Yu made a sound of acknowledgment and stood on tiptoes, leaning against the door as he urged, “Classes ended quite a while ago, and you’re still keeping watch here. Zheng Bi is looking for you at the Office of Ceremonies. I came to let you know – change your clothes and hurry over. I’m going to take my post at the gate.”

Yang Wan watched the retreating shadow on the window, crossed her arms, and stood straight, raising an eyebrow as she said softly, “Those nearest the water catch the moon first.”

She looked down at Deng Ying and said, “They’ve come looking for you.”

Deng Ying nodded but didn’t immediately rise.

He sat silently behind his desk for a while. The sun was setting in the west, and the warmth that had built up over the entire day retreated instantly into the dusk wind. Deng Ying waited until the sun had half-set before standing. The old wound in his ankle suddenly sent a bone-piercing chill through him, forcing him to close his eyes and endure it.

“It hurts, doesn’t it?” Yang Wan said from beside him.

“It doesn’t hurt…”

“Never mind, stand still for a moment.”

Ignoring his excuses entirely, she knelt down and directly rolled up Deng Ying’s trouser leg, taking out a silk handkerchief embroidered with lotus flowers from her bosom.

“Let me tell you first – I won’t mess around, and don’t you move either.”

After speaking, she freed one hand to gather her floor-length sleeves at her knee, then carefully folded the silk and gently wrapped it around Deng Ying’s injured ankle.

“You see? At the lake, you wouldn’t listen to me, and now look what’s happened.”

As soon as she finished saying this, she immediately changed her tone to comfort him, “But don’t worry too much, this injury isn’t really serious. It’s just that when the weather turns cold and damp, you need to keep it warm properly. Just protect it with something thick like this, and it’ll feel better after a while.”

Deng Ying remained silent throughout.

Yang Wan tucked in the corners of the silk, and seeing him neither move nor make a sound, she couldn’t help but hug her knees and look up at him.

A large patch of leaf shadows fell across Deng Ying’s face, making it difficult for her to see his expression.

Although he was now willing to speak with Yang Wan, he remained essentially a silent person, like faintly written text, carrying an inherent quietness of character from the moment the brush touched paper.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t want to spoil your things.”

“Not using it would be the real waste.”

As she spoke, she pushed against her knee to stand up, patting the dust off her legs. “Hurry and go now, I need to return to the Southern Bureau too.”

Then she smiled and pointed at the nuts on the table, “Finish those, don’t waste them.”

Deng Ying looked at the nuts on the desk – there were still a few left.

He gripped his sleeve and picked them all up.

When Yang Wan wrote, she would constantly snack on them. At first, he hadn’t found them particularly tasty, but after eating them for so long, it seemed to have become almost a habit.

Thinking this, he couldn’t help but mock himself.

Just as he was about to put them in his mouth, she unexpectedly returned from outside the door, hanging onto the doorframe and leaning half her body in to call to him.

“Deng Ying.”

Deng Ying hurriedly clutched his hand awkwardly, trying to hide it in his sleeve.

For a moment, he was caught between eating them and putting them back.

Yang Wan saw his awkward state and laughed, “I forgot to tell you earlier – don’t overthink things. Someone like you won’t go far wrong in making choices.”

With that, she swayed away into the thick dusk shadows, the pair of lotus jade pendants at her waist swinging as she went.

Deng Ying watched her retreating figure, then looked at the nuts hidden in his hand, inexplicably wanting to believe her final words.

The nuts were finished, and the tea had gone completely cold.

Deng Ying washed his hands and walked out of the Inner School.

The smell of blood had been completely blown away by the evening wind, which even carried a trace of some unnamed flower’s fragrance.

His leg injury was acting up today, making him walk somewhat slowly.

The Office of Ceremonies was behind the Longevity Emperor Hall, requiring one to go around Wansui Mountain, exit north through the Central North Gate, and then pass by the Imperial Wardrobe Office and the Second Needlework Bureau – quite a distant journey.

When Deng Ying arrived at the conference room of the Office of Ceremonies, the sky had completely darkened. Zheng Yuejia was personally waiting at the bottom of the stone steps with a lantern.

Deng Ying looked up at the entrance to the conference room. The door was closed, and the light filtering through the window lattice was very dim. The voices inside also seemed deliberately hushed.

Zheng Yuejia approached him with the lantern, its light suddenly illuminating both their faces.

“The Office of Ceremonies has its own rules. You’re late today.”

Deng Ying turned his face away from the firelight.

“Yes, I will request forgiveness from the Seal-Bearer.”

Zheng Yuejia patted his shoulder and glanced behind him, “In the half-hour you were late, enough happened to change the Old Ancestor’s opinion of you. I don’t know if you did this deliberately, but I still must advise you – your life was given to you by the Office of Ceremonies. Since we gave you this life, you are the same as us. In the inner court, no servant can survive alone. His Majesty is our master, and the Old Ancestor is the heaven that protects us. If you misjudge either one, you die.”

Deng Ying nodded, “I understand.”

People speak of bone structure.

Zheng Yuejia had been in the Office of Ceremonies for many years and had seen countless eunuchs pass under his eyes. Some had struggled out of the lake, relying on tenacity and the courage to sacrifice their dignity, and eventually managed to make something of themselves – though none were truly human anymore, either becoming fierce-faced demons or maintaining two-faced personas of official dignity and servile nature.

But the bone structure wrapped in the blue robe before him seemed inherently at odds with this damp and chilly place.

Even though he was compliant, it was merely out of cultivation.

“Good that you understand.”

Zheng Yuejia turned around, “Follow me in.”

Although the Office of Ceremonies was the most important in the inner court, its location wasn’t large. Three rooms wide, with the central room opening directly into the main hall and conference room.

Zheng Yuejia pushed open the door, and several of the already dim candles in the room were instantly extinguished by the draft.

In the lamplight, all those seated raised their heads to look at Deng Ying.

He Yixian, sitting in the center, was still drinking medicine and didn’t look at Deng Ying, only saying while holding his bowl: “You’ve come?” He slowly finished drinking the medicine, then used the hand holding the bowl to point beside himself, “Yuejia, come sit here. How can you stand with those below?”

“Yes.”

Zheng Yuejia bowed deeply, then lifted his robe to sit beside He Yixian, smoothly taking his medicine bowl and carefully wiping it with his own sleeve.

“That’s enough.”

He Yixian reached out to take it back, “Drinking this daily, do you not want your skin anymore?”

But Zheng Yuejia turned away saying: “Eh, a son serving you, the skin doesn’t matter.”

As he spoke, his eyes swept briefly across Deng Ying’s face.

He Yixian shook his head and laughed, “Ah, you… you’ve dealt too much with the Ministry of Works people in the past, look,” he pointed at Zheng Yuejia’s shoulder and said to the others present: “He’s still protecting old acquaintances.”

Following He Yixian’s words, Deng Ying quickly scanned the conference room.

Besides Zheng Yuejia, Chief Secretary Eunuchs Liu Dingcheng, Hu Xiang, and Zhou Xinling were also seated. Additionally, kneeling before him was someone wearing prisoner’s clothes and heavy chains. Though the lamplight was dim, Deng Ying still recognized this person as Wang Changshun from the Liuli Factory. With this, the first layer of tonight’s situation was revealed.

He glanced at Zheng Yuejia, then knelt behind that person, bowing deeply to He Yixian.

Liu Dingcheng, sitting next to Deng Ying, suddenly said coldly: “So you won’t change your form of address?”

He Yixian smiled and picked up this thread, “We can’t say that. Supervisor Deng is Master Zhang’s student, and our place of refuge relies on Master Zhang and Supervisor Deng. This form of address need not change – it’s enough to follow proper etiquette before the masters.”

He then made a gesture of raising Deng Ying, “You may rise.”

Deng Ying stood straight, hands at his sides.

He Yixian looked him up and down, then suddenly smiled and asked: “Do you hate me very much?”

“Deng Ying wouldn’t dare.”

“You say that, but you don’t know that Minister Bai and the others are cursing me behind my back, saying I came up with such a poisonous idea.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Hu Xiang continued: “When they say it’s poisonous, I think that’s wrong. Master Zhang’s only disciple – they don’t protect him because they fear being implicated, making themselves like Zhou Congshan of the Tongjia Academy. In the end, it’s because they don’t have the ability. If we protect someone, naturally they become our person. I think Secretary Liu’s words are correct – he should change his form of address. We all rely on the Old Ancestor’s protection to have what we have today. How is it that after saving an entire person, we still have to give half to Yang Lun and his people? That’s not reasonable.”

“Enough.”

He Yixian interrupted him, “I haven’t spoken about this yet, don’t be impatient. Yuejia, go get a stool, let him sit too. One person kneeling in here is enough, having another standing makes it messy.”

Zheng Yuejia responded and left.

Deng Ying sat down behind Wang Changshun, and after Hu Xiang’s outburst just now, he more or less understood the Office’s intentions. The only surprise was Wang Changshun’s appearance.

This person had been arrested by the Imperial Guard, yet now he was openly kneeling in the Office of Ceremonies’ conference room – this meant the Office had connected with the Northern Command.

“Wang Changshun.”

“Old Ancestor, your son is here.”

Wang Changshun’s voice carried a heavy crying tone, clearly having cried his heart out before Deng Ying arrived.

“Turn around and look – do you recognize him?”

Wang Changshun dragged his chains as he turned on his knees, looked at Deng Ying once, then quickly turned back, weeping: “I recognize him, he’s Master Deng. Everyone at our factory knows him.”

“Heh.”

He Yixian laughed, “Still trying to claim connections when you’re about to die.”

Wang Changshun crawled on his knees toward He Yixian, “Old Ancestor, you must save your son… your son doesn’t want to die…”

“If you don’t want to die, begging me is useless – you have to beg Supervisor Deng. Only if you can get him to be willing to save your life can I give you a path to heaven.”

Wang Changshun understood He Yixian’s meaning and hurriedly threw himself before Deng Ying, grabbing his leg: “Master Deng, please save me. If you’re willing to save this worthless life, I’ll give you my boy outside as your son. I have some beautiful women outside too, I’ll give them all to you as a tribute… just please give me a way to live…”

Deng Ying felt him about to touch the silk that Yang Wan had wrapped around his ankle, so he pulled his leg back half a foot: “Let go of me first.”

“Master Deng…”

“Let go first.”

He raised his voice slightly and looked up at He Yixian, “I have something to say to the Seal-Bearer.”

Only then did Wang Changshun release him.

Deng Ying bent down, disregarding the gazes of those present, removed Yang Wan’s silk handkerchief, gently shook off the dust, folded it, and placed it in his bosom. Only then did he say to He Yixian: “Deng Ying has spent over ten years on the imperial city construction project. If there were things Deng Ying wished to say, they would have been said long ago. Now, I am already a ruined life, unwelcome among teachers and friends, naturally, I wouldn’t be so presumptuous as to speak rashly about important matters.”

He Yixian tilted his head, looking at the half-visible silk handkerchief in his bosom, and suddenly said: “That silk is of good quality. I noticed it when you walked in.”

Deng Ying didn’t respond.

He Yixian waved his hand at him, “Don’t worry, she is Yang Lun and Consort Ning’s younger sister. Whatever she does, she has people protecting her. As for us…” He smiled, “We’re not even worthy to mention her.”

To others, these words might have seemed unremarkable, but Deng Ying suddenly felt a sharp pain where the handkerchief rested against his chest.

“Does it hurt?” He Yixian straightened up, “It’s good if it hurts – then you’ll talk to me seriously.”

Chapter 16: Moon’s Descent on the Apricot Formation (Part 1)
Deng Ying lightly gripped the fabric at his knees.

“What does the Seal-Bearer want Deng Ying to say?”

He Yixian looked toward Hu Xiang, “You question him. I’ll listen.”

“Yes.”

Hu Xiang stood up at the command and strode several steps to stand before Deng Ying.

He was a straightforward person, his bearing not much like that of a eunuch. His voice was rough and direct, even somewhat harsh.

He took up a formal stance before Deng Ying.

“The Ministry of Justice’s documents arrived at the Office of Ceremonies today, requiring you to attend a hearing tomorrow. Today we’ll set up a court here – just pretend I’m the official from the Ministry of Justice. I’ll ask, you answer.”

Deng Ying obediently responded: “Yes.”

Hu Xiang coughed once and asked in an official tone: “In the tenth year of Zhenning, how many bricks were supplied from Linqing, Shandong?”

“Thirty thousand pieces.”

“Why did Shandong report supplying fifty thousand fine bricks that year?”

Deng Ying glanced at Wang Changshun trembling on his knees on the ground, then looked up and answered: “In the tenth year of Zhenning, there was a failure in rebuilding the moon platform of the Longevity Emperor Hall, which wasted twenty thousand fine bricks.”

“Are there records that can be checked?”

“Yes.”

He answered this series of questions almost without any hesitation. Hu Xiang nodded with satisfaction, stepped aside, and looked toward He Yixian.

He Yixian took a sip of tea, then continued Hu Xiang’s line of questioning: “Were they wasted?”

Deng Ying looked up, “If the Ministry of Justice asked Deng Ying, naturally they were wasted. If the Seal-Bearer asks me, then they were not.”

He Yixian laughed, “Good, then tell me the truth.”

Deng Ying spoke evenly: “In fact, Linqing in Shandong only supplied thirty thousand fine bricks, but falsely reported fifty thousand. The funds for the additional twenty thousand bricks were still disbursed by the Ministry of Revenue. As for where that silver is now, Deng Ying does not know.”

“Then why didn’t you answer Hu Xiang truthfully just now?”

At this question, the hall fell silent.

He Yixian set down his teacup, “Still can’t let go of your status, eh? What harm is there in saying it? You’re now a servant of the Office of Ceremonies, not their Cabinet’s firecracker to be lit as they please, isn’t that right?”

Deng Ying remained silent.

Looking at the torture wounds on Wang Changshun’s body, he suddenly felt that he too bore such bloody gashes.

“Speak.”

Just two words, not particularly forceful.

But they held the power to slice through consciousness.

Deng Ying stared at his own shadow at his feet, bowed, and then suddenly paused for a long moment before finally responding: “Yes.”

After hearing this, He Yixian shook his head with a smile, “Still not answering enough.”

Zheng Yuejia glanced at He Yixian’s eyes, then looked uneasily toward Deng Ying.

The atmosphere in the conference room suddenly grew heavy.

Zheng Yuejia couldn’t help but bark at Deng Ying: “Deng Ying, answer properly!”

“You be quiet!”

He Yixian shouted back at Zheng Yuejia, “Watch how he responds himself.”

Everyone in the room looked at him.

Under their gazes, Deng Ying slowly released his hand from within his sleeve. He knelt.

His blue robe touched the ground as he closed his eyes. At this moment, he thought of nothing, only feeling grateful that Yang Wan wasn’t here.

“Yes, this slave understands.”

Only then did He Yixian nod, waving for Hu Xiang to step back, and continued: “You were more than a little late today, but you’ve answered well enough just now. However, from now on, you need to change your thinking. We are palace servants – only when the masters live well will they bestow money upon us. You just said you don’t know where the funds for those twenty thousand fine bricks went. Fine, now I’ll tell you – all that silver went into the accounts for renovating the master’s Banana Garden. We servants didn’t see a single coin of it. But the master is happy, and that’s more important than anything. Do you understand? If you understand, stand up and answer.”

Deng Ying stood up at the command, eyes downcast as he responded: “Yes.”

He Yixian nodded and stood up himself.

“Alright. That’s enough for today’s discussion. I’m tired too, you may all disperse.”

Seeing they were about to dismiss, Wang Changshun hurriedly grabbed He Yixian’s leg, “Godfather, what about your son’s life? Godfather promised to save your son!”

He Yixian bent down and brushed aside his hair, “Supervisor Deng hasn’t said he’ll save you, so how can I save you, hmm?”

“Godfather…”

“Enough!”

He Yixian straightened up and sighed: “Your woman, and that godson of yours – Godfather will look after them all. You can go in peace. Godfather has prepared plenty of spirit money for you – you won’t be able to spend it all down there.”

“Godfather! Godfather! Godfather, please don’t, your son still wants to keep his life to serve you!”

As he spoke, his voice broke with tears and his body shook like sifted chaff.

He Yixian grew somewhat impatient with his clinging and said to Hu Xiang: “Go send word to the imperial prison – if they can cut out this man’s tongue, cut it out. I see he doesn’t want to live anyway. If it’s done now, we can say he bit it off himself.”

With that, he kicked hard, sending the man sprawling to one side.

When Wang Changshun heard these words, heat rushed between his legs, and yellow liquid seeped through his prison pants – all dignity instantly lost.

Deng Ying’s throat tightened as he watched the terrified man soil himself.

The scholarly die for their principles, warriors die in battle – only insects steal life, ultimately dying in filth, soaking in their waste.

When Yang Lun studied with him, he had said that in his life he most despised eunuchs – they had no backbone, and after death were nothing but a puddle of mud, utterly disgusting.

Deng Ying had once thought these words somewhat extreme, but at this moment, he seemed to understand why Yang Lun would think that way.

“Deng Ying.”

He Yixian covered his nose and mouth, his voice somewhat muffled.

“Here.”

“Do you know what it means now that he has no tongue?”

“The Ministry of Justice will use Deng Ying as their breakthrough point.”

“Do you know who stands behind the Ministry of Justice?”

Deng Ying suppressed a cough in his throat: “Minister Bai and Vice Minister Yang.”

“Very good. From now on, whether the Office of Ceremonies can protect you will depend on how you face those two people this time.”

Meanwhile, Yang Wan returned alone to the Fifth Bureau.

The apricot blossoms along the wall of Cining Palace should have bloomed at the end of March, but due to the warm and humid early spring this year, they were already in full bloom, creating an interesting contrast with the glazed tiles covering the hall roof. Many passing palace servants couldn’t help but stop to admire them. Song Yunqing, a female official from the Department of Imperial Ceremonies, saw Yang Wan coming from the south corner and waved to her, “Yang Wan, where are you coming from?”

Yang Wan didn’t mention the Inner School, only saying, “I’m not on duty today, just walking around.”

Song Yunqing hurriedly said: “Then do you have time to go to the Imperial Pharmacy?”

“Hmm, what errand?”

“It’s nothing much, just Lady Jiang’s medicine. I was supposed to go get it from the Imperial Pharmacy, but the palace servants from Cining Palace asked me to sketch these apricot blossoms, saying it was an errand for Consort Xu. I’m working carefully on it, and unexpectedly it’s taken until now and still isn’t finished. I’m afraid by the time I finish this work, the Huiji Gate will already be locked.”

Yang Wan glanced at the time of day, “Lady Jiang’s headache still hasn’t improved?”

“Indeed not. It’s gotten much worse these past few days with the strong winds.”

Yang Wan nodded.

“Alright, I’ll go get it.”

Song Yunqing clasped her hands in thanks: “That’s troubling you. You know, you’re Consort Ning’s sister, but whenever we trouble you, you never make a fuss. You’re truly a good soul. Next time I’ll do your duties for you.”

Yang Wan smiled, “Fine, I’m going then.”

After bidding farewell to Song Yunqing, she headed to the Imperial Pharmacy.

The Imperial Pharmacy was behind the Wenhua Hall. During the Ming Dynasty, imperial physicians were not allowed to serve inside the inner court, so the physicians on duty would stay in the duty room at Huiji Gate to respond to urgent summons from the inner court at night.

When Yang Wan reached Huiji Gate, the duty room behind the gate was changing shifts.

Imperial Physician Peng Jiang handed Jiang’s medicine to Yang Wan, “We were just waiting for someone from the Department of Ceremonies to collect it. Fortunately, Huiji Gate is closing half a quarter late today.”

Yang Wan took the medicine, “When I passed Renzhi Hall earlier, I thought this trip would be wasted, but unexpectedly I still got something. However, why is your gate closing late today?”

She glanced behind her as she spoke.

Behind her, the wind lamps flickered, and there wasn’t a soul in sight.

“Oh, it’s nothing major. I just heard that the Commander and two Directors of the Imperial Guard are at Yangxin Hall, and they’ll be leaving through Huiji Gate later.”

Upon hearing this, Yang Wan hurriedly took her leave from Peng Jiang and walked west past Huiji Gate.

Just as she passed the square in front of Huangji Gate, she saw Zhang Luo walking silently in the night, dressed in black.

Yang Wan knew she couldn’t avoid him, so she stepped aside.

Zhang Luo didn’t avoid her either, walking straight up to her.

“Look up.”

Yang Wan raised her head, “Does the Lord have instructions for this slave?”

Zhang Luo gave a cold laugh, “You enjoy being a servant here?”

“My Lord…”

“Or do you prefer being a servant’s servant?”

He interrupted Yang Wan, bending down to stare into her eyes, “Your brother’s backbone couldn’t be broken even by court beatings, yet you are so base.”

“How am I base?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together. “If you would spare my brother, I wouldn’t have resorted to such measures.”

“Heh heh.”

Zhang Luo straightened up, “You think speaking like this will make me pity you?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I dare not think anything. If my Lord would spare this slave, this slave would be eternally grateful.”

Zhang Luo didn’t immediately respond, trying to make out this woman’s true face in the darkness.

“Fine.”

After a long while, he finally uttered this word.

“In all of the capital, there’s no one who doesn’t want the Northern Command’s mercy. You don’t want my pity, so I’ll treat you as if I never knew you. The next time you see me, you’d better stand as straight as you did today.”

Having said this, he turned and strode toward Huiji Gate.

“Wait.”

Yang Wan hurried after him, holding the medicine.

Zhang Luo stopped but didn’t turn around.

Yang Wan stood behind him and raised her voice, “Although I did it for self-preservation, I indeed went too far. I dare not ask for my Lord’s pity, but I am willing to promise my Lord one thing as compensation.”

Zhang Luo half-turned his face, looking down at her: “Would I ever need anything from you?”

“Perhaps not, but I want to be able to face my conscience better.”

After saying this, she softened her voice, “I inadvertently caused some trouble, and by the time I realized it, the grave mistake was already made and couldn’t be remedied. This was truly not my intention, but I’m also powerless to explain to my Lord. I only hope that my Lord won’t take out his anger on others because of me.”

After hearing these words, Zhang Luo snorted coldly.

He spoke icily: “You’re wrong, Yang Wan. The Northern Command has always enforced the law impartially. I despise that criminal slave not because of you, but because he evades criminal law, associates with eunuchs, and lives on with a slave’s face and servant’s heart – his actions and his mind are both nauseating.”

“What did you say?”

Zhang Luo suddenly felt the voice behind him turn sharply cold, and he couldn’t help but turn around.

Yang Wan fixed her eyes on his, “You can call me base if you wish, I’ll listen without saying a word, but as for other matters, I hope my Lord will be careful with his words.”

Zhang Luo said coldly:

“Why do you insist, again and again, on defending that criminal slave before me?”

“He may be the son of a criminal, but he is not a criminal himself. If not for him, where we stand would be nothing but a pile of rubble and wood!”

After saying this, she also turned away, “I take back my promise to my Lord just now. I shouldn’t have harbored any false hopes about Lord Zhang.”

Chapter 17: Moon’s Descent on the Apricot Formation (Part 2)
After the Awakening of Insects, the Needlework Bureau and the Headwear Bureau began cutting summer clothes for the inner court, and affairs everywhere suddenly became busy.

At this time, one of the Emperor’s palace servants, Lady Jiang, became pregnant and was to be appointed Noble Lady.

Although both Lady Jiang and Madam Liang maintained a neutral attitude toward this consort who hadn’t been selected through civilian screening, since the Emperor now had only Prince Han Zhu Yilang as an heir, the mother’s status would rise with her child. The people of the Office of Ceremonies all went along with Yanxi Palace’s tide, and the Six Bureaus couldn’t be negligent either. Once the appointment decree came out, the entire Department of Ceremonies was thrown into chaos by this unexpected ceremonial appointment. Though Yang Wan was only a clerk handling document circulation in the Department of Ceremonies, she was so entangled by people from the Historical Records Repository at Huiji Gate that she couldn’t get away for several days.

Additionally, in Chengqian Palace, Consort Ning had caught a cold, which after dragging on for some days had become quite serious.

Yang Wan was exhausted daily going between Chengqian Palace and the Department of Ceremonies. When she occasionally squeezed out time to look for Deng Ying, she never managed to meet him.

From the fourth month of Zhenning’s twelfth year until the Tongjia Tragedy in the autumn of the same year, historical records about Deng Ying are almost blank.

For historical research, a lack of records either means peaceful times or matters too sensitive to mention.

Yang Wan wasn’t quite sure whether Deng Ying fell into the former or latter category, so she always felt somewhat uneasy.

However, Consort Ning was seriously ill, and Yilang was anxious, always looking for Yang Wan at night. Both emotionally and rationally, Yang Wan felt she couldn’t abandon them at this time.

This evening, Consort Ning was coughing severely again. After drinking the medicine served by Heyu, she tossed and turned on her couch for quite a while before finally falling asleep.

After putting Yilang to sleep, Yang Wan stood by the brocade screen waiting for Heyu. Seeing her come out, she gave her a meaningful look.

Heyu understood and came close to Yang Wan’s ear, whispering: “I think these symptoms are caused by the Noble Lady Jiang affair.”

Yang Wan asked softly: “Does Her Highness care about such things?”

Heyu shook her head, “Her Highness doesn’t care much about these things, but she’s always been someone who values dignity and respect. Recently when serving in the Emperor’s chambers…”

As she spoke, she glanced at the inner chamber again, “I’m only telling you this because you’re Her Highness’s sister. Just listen and don’t ask more, alright?”

Yang Wan nodded.

“Yes, I understand.”

Heyu led Yang Wan a few steps into the outer chamber and lowered her voice: “When Her Highness returned from serving the Emperor recently, I felt she was quite unhappy, but these are private matters – I can’t ask, only guess. I think… Her Highness probably received some words from His Majesty.”

What kind of words could they be? Naturally, words are spoken too boldly in bed.

Yang Wan didn’t want to know at all.

She had already heard many female servants in the Department of Ceremonies privately discuss Lady Jiang’s usual conduct, and Yang Wan certainly wouldn’t want to be compared to her.

“Lady Yang.”

“Hmm?”

“Are you returning to the Fifth Bureau tonight?”

Yang Wan rolled down the sleeves on her arms and replied: “I won’t go back. I’ll keep watch over Her Highness tonight. You all haven’t rested well for several nights. While I’m here, go get some early rest.”

“Ah.”

Heyu sighed, “You never say you’re tired, how dare we claim to be tired? However, you staying with Her Highness can comfort her better – much better than us servants who have mouths but no tongue. I’ll go get you a blanket, the nights are still cold.”

“Alright.”

After speaking, Yang Wan walked around the brocade screen into the inner chamber.

Warm smoke flowed from the gilt beast-head incense burner.

The bed curtains hung before her. Opposite the bed was placed a rosewood incense table, with a single white porcelain vase sparsely arranged with pine branches on top. Though these were all cold and austere items, looking at them didn’t make one feel chilly.

Consort Ning seemed to be sleeping soundly, only occasionally coughing once or twice.

Yang Wan sat in the round chair beside the incense table, moved the lamp closer to illuminate her lap, and opened her notebook.

Her notes had stopped on the day she parted from Deng Ying at the Inner Study.

There was no follow-up to the Liuli Factory case.

Between the words “Office of Ceremonies” and “Grand Secretariat,” Yang Wan drew a little figure of Deng Ying, but after finishing she thought it looked ugly and was about to dip her brush in ink to cover it when she suddenly heard Consort Ning coughing severely.

She hurriedly put down her things, got up and walked to the couch, raised the bed curtain with her hand, and bent down to ask: “Would Your Highness like some tea?”

Consort Ning sat up and waved her hand.

“I saw you sitting under the lamp lost in thought, and wanted to tell you to put on some clothes.”

Yang Wan casually grabbed a padded jacket hanging on the wooden rack and put it on brought the lamp closer and sat sideways on the edge of the couch.

“This is fine now, Your Highness should be the one careful not to catch a cold.”

Consort Ning watched her put on her clothes and couldn’t help but shake her head with a smile: “What kind of protocol is this, you’re still a palace servant of the Department of Ceremonies.”

Then she added, “But… really, seeing you like this makes me feel a bit like we’re at home.”

Yang Wan tucked the blanket around her.

“If we were at home, Your Highness would tell this servant what’s on her mind.”

Consort Ning was startled.

“You… noticed?”

“It was Heyu who noticed, I’m too stupid to know such things.”

Consort Ning touched Yang Wan’s forehead, “Sister is fine. You’re busy with affairs at the Department of Ceremonies, don’t think too much.”

“Why should I busy myself with her affairs?”

“These words of yours…”

Yang Wan looked up and interrupted her: “Although Your Highness will say I don’t understand when I speak like this, I know that hearing such words makes Your Highness happy.”

Consort Ning paused, her fingers slowly sliding down Yang Wan’s cheek to rest on her knee. She lowered her head and smiled, “You see right through people.”

She then changed the subject, holding Yang Wan’s hand, “What were you thinking about just now, so lost in thought?”

“I…”

Yang Wan glanced at her notebook hastily left on the round chair.

Consort Ning followed her gaze and couldn’t help saying: “I’ve seen you writing in that notebook more than once. What do you write in it?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together without making a sound.

Consort Ning waited for a while, and seeing she had no intention of answering, said softly: “See, you won’t even tell sister about your concerns.”

Yang Wan fidgeted with her fingers, “Your Highness, this matter actually shouldn’t be done at this time, but…”

“Is it related to Supervisor Deng?”

Yang Wan didn’t deny it. “Mm, Your Highness will scold me again.”

“No.”

Consort Ning patted the back of her hand, “What you just said was very interesting. Everyone can speak of principles, and everyone claims to have others’ best interests at heart, but life is short – one should indeed listen to words they like to hear and do things they like to do. Sister is a consort in the back palace, not as free as you, and must speak formally. You only need to know your sister’s heart for you. Do whatever you want to do – while sister is here for a day, she’ll protect you for a day. If someday sister is gone, there’s still Yilang. Wan’er, don’t be afraid.”

After hearing this passage, Yang Wan felt somewhat terrified when she thought it through carefully.

Different concepts between ancient and modern times, though they seem to have a great gulf between them – such as women’s groups moving from silence to voice, and democratic consciousness awakening from deep sleep – have undergone thousands of years of evolution. People of the past absolutely cannot speak directly to people of the present, so do people dare to imagine that piercing sensation of worldviews being penetrated when people from two different eras communicate directly?

After all, history has walls of time as boundaries, but human nature can communicate through the cracks.

Yang Wan felt that beyond blood ties, this woman living in the Ming Dynasty had given her something that would be called “female friendship” in modern times.

It was just… magical?

“Mm… speaking of Deng Ying, there’s something sister needs to tell you.”

Consort Ning’s voice pulled her from her thoughts.

“Please speak, Your Highness.”

“Deng Ying hasn’t been in the palace these past few days.”

“Not in the palace?”

“Correct.”

Yang Wan hurriedly asked: “How does sister know?”

Consort Ning’s gaze darkened, “At Yangxin Hall, I happened to hear Lord He from the Office of Ceremonies reporting to His Majesty that the Ministry of Justice had taken Deng Ying away, but sister cannot ask why.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “I…”

“You want to ask brother?”

Yang Wan was startled, then smiled and said: “Brother probably won’t see me.”

Consort Ning shook her head and said with a smile: “It’s alright. Sister will help you.”

The next day at the Grand Secretariat meeting.

Yang Wan walked along the palace path holding Yilang’s hand.

As they walked, she bent down to ask Yilang, “What did Her Highness tell Your Highness before having you come with me?”

Yilang looked up, “Mother said that if uncle won’t speak properly with an aunt, I should stop him and not let him leave.”

“What?”

Yang Wan couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

Seeing her laugh, Yilang swung her arm as they walked, “Aunt, you look the prettiest when you laugh.”

Yang Wan crouched down and picked him up in one motion, “Your Highness is so young yet already knows how to make us servants happy.”

Yilang hugged Yang Wan’s neck.

“No, aunt and mother are just the most beautiful people in the palace.”

“Ha, you just want to see this servant become small, don’t you?”

Just as she finished speaking, the sound of footsteps came from Huiji Gate.

Yang Wan held Yilang and looked up at the gate.

Young Supervising Secretaries from the Six Ministries were walking out of Huiji Gate, and Yang Lun was among this group, arguing something heatedly with a flushed face and ears. Upon seeing Yang Wan and Yilang, he hurriedly bid farewell to the others and walked quickly toward them.

Yang Wan put Yilang down and gave Yang Lun a ceremonial greeting.

“Lord Yang.”

Yang Lun didn’t acknowledge Yang Wan, but lifted his robes and knelt to pay respects to Yilang, “This subject greets Your Highness.”

“Lord Yang, please rise.”

Yang Wan watched this scene before her and found it somewhat interesting.

Though a child’s natural disposition is hard to restrain, one could see he had his understanding of the great ceremony between ruler and subject.

Yang Lun stood up and was about to speak when he heard Yilang say: “Aunt has something to ask Lord Yang.”

Yang Lun’s neck stiffened as he looked at Yang Wan in surprise.

“You’re too presumptuous, even daring to use His Highness to…”

“Lord Yang!”

Yang Lun nearly bit his tongue and had to stop, bowing deeply.

“This subject is here.”

“You must not be fierce with aunt.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help but burst out laughing, making Yang Lun’s face instantly turn several colors.

Yilang didn’t understand what Yang Wan was laughing at, but single-mindedly protected her, looking sternly at Yang Lun with his small face:

“Lord, rise.”

“Yes…”

Yang Lun stood straight, shooting a glance at Yang Wan.

Yang Wan took a small step back, “Don’t look at me like that. I’m just a servant, how would I dare tell His Highness anything?”

Yang Lun’s face alternately flushed and paled as he adjusted his official hat and said formally: “Ask. I cannot speak privately with you for long.”

“Alright. I’ll ask directly – is Deng Ying at the Ministry of Justice?”

“You!”

Yang Lun was about to curse but saw Yilang glaring at him angrily, so he had to bite his teeth and swallow, lowering his voice: “I see you’ve gone mad. I can’t control if you want to be intimate with this person. But you’re now in the inner court – state affairs are not for you to inquire about.”

“Brother’s words are quite wrong.”

Yang Wan responded without courtesy, “Deng Ying is also a person of the inner court. Didn’t you say if you implicate him, then implicate him? The inner court is His Majesty’s inner court, and the state court is His Majesty’s state court – the accounts are all mixed together, can they be separated?”

“Yang Wan!”

“Brother needn’t scold me, I’m not brainless either. I only say these words before brother – elsewhere I wouldn’t dare open my mouth. I just want to tell Brother that if you want to detain and interrogate Deng Ying for the Liuli Factory case, it’s useless. You won’t get anything out of him, you’ll only torture him needlessly.”

As she spoke, she slightly narrowed her eyes and tilted her head to look into Yang Lun’s eyes, “I’ve always wanted to ask you something – watching them torture Deng Ying with your eyes wide open, doesn’t your heart ache?”

“…”

Yang Lun was speechless.

Yang Wan let go of Yilang’s hand and walked a few steps closer to Yang Lun, “I’m not saying this because I’ve gone mad wanting to be with Deng Ying, as you all think. I also understand that my brother is working for the good of the court and the common people. Yes, the corrupt problem of eunuchs needs to be rooted out, but the brother must also see who is in power, and whether he now has that determination. Throughout history, there have been many who served as the first firecracker – brothers should still protect themselves. Our Yang family’s generation is declining, the younger brother is still in school, and the only brother is in court… Brother must have heard, His Majesty has newly appointed a Noble Lady, and during this time Her Highness’s health is very poor… Brother is our only support outside the palace. Brother must take care of himself, so we can be safe.”

Chapter 18: Moon’s Descent on the Apricot Formation (Part 3)
As Yang Wan had anticipated, the Ministry of Justice’s interrogation of Deng Ying had reached a stalemate.

Bai Yuyang sat in the rear hall of the Ministry of Justice, listening to the court official recite yesterday’s testimony. Seated with him were Qi Huaiyang, the Right Vice Minister of Justice, and two Investigating Censors from the Censorate. The table in the hall was clean, with white porcelain cups holding weak tea that had been steeped three times and had long since lost its flavor.

Bai Yuyang waved for the court official to stop, pressed his forehead, and asked Qi Huaiyang, “Is Official Yang coming today?”

Qi Huaiyang glanced at the sky outside and replied, “Minister, there’s a Grand Secretariat meeting today. Yang Lun has a reputation in the Six Offices, so he naturally went there with Grand Secretary Bai.”

Bai Yuyang let out a laugh, “I think he’s avoiding that servant. Yesterday was the fourth court hearing, even with Vice Minister Zhang present, yet he claimed illness.”

Qi Huaiyang took a sip of the cold tea and set down the case files, saying indifferently, “That’s human nature. However, this questioning has indeed become troublesome.”

Bai Yuyang nodded. “Yes, the Imperial Household Department is asking questions, I know.”

“Indeed. After all, Deng Ying is the Assistant Director of the Imperial Household Department. Minister, as you can see, we can’t imprison him. These past few days, we’ve had to have the Prison Office find temporary holding places. Wang Changshun bit his tongue and died in the imperial prison, and the Imperial Household Department immediately sent Hu Xiang personally to investigate. When the Liuli Factory starts operating again, that pile of tiles and wood at the Hall of Supreme Harmony still needs his oversight.”

“Alright… say no more.” Bai Yuyang gestured for him to stop. “I know all of this, but look here.” He shook the testimony papers with a rustling sound. “It’s flawless, isn’t it? What kind of craftsmanship is this? It seems Deng Ying has been cultivating this scheme since ten years ago. The accounts are so well-covered, that I want to applaud the Imperial Household Department. How are we supposed to continue this investigation?”

Qi Huaiyang said, “It depends on whether we want to move against this person.”

“What do you mean?”

“Torture.”

The two Censors present exchanged glances but remained silent.

Bai Yuyang fingered the edge of the testimony papers. “I’ve considered it, but once we use torture, we must make him reveal something. If he doesn’t…”

He looked up and scanned the people in the hall. “Then we’ll be in trouble.”

Everyone present fell into silence.

Soon after, footsteps were heard outside, and as the door opened, a tall shadow stretched across the floor.

Yang Lun strode in.

He hadn’t changed out of his official robes, his shoulders were damp, and he carried the scent of rain.

Bai Yuyang put away the testimony and looked outside, “Vice Minister Yang, is it raining?”

Yang Lun patted the water off himself, “Just started.”

After speaking, he bowed to Bai Yuyang and continued, “My household was slow in delivering the message, keeping the officials waiting.”

Bai Yuyang said, “Now that you’re here, take a seat. Someone bring a chair for Official Yang.”

Yang Lun adjusted his robe and sat down. “I heard His Majesty ordered me to attend the hearing because of Minister Bai’s memorial.”

“Yes.” Bai Yuyang turned to look at him. “Since this involves the Ministry of Revenue, having you here will help us question more thoroughly.”

Yang Lun looked outside where dark clouds churned like ink, and rain hammered against the courtyard trees with crackling sounds.

“Which round is this today?”

“The fifth round. Everything we’ve learned is here, take a look.”

Yang Lun had just opened the first page when Bai Yuyang said, “Bring in the person. We won’t move to the main hall. Official Qi, please record the case. Official Yang and I will conduct the questioning together.”

The sound of rain hitting broad leaves was soon broken by the sound of shoes splashing through water.

Yang Lun looked up from the testimony.

Through the dim rain, Deng Ying held his umbrella, walking behind several yamen runners.

Wearing a gray cross-collared robe, he appeared even thinner than during their social gatherings last year.

He lowered his umbrella at the door, lifted his robe, and entered the hall with a bow.

This was Yang Lun’s first time seeing Deng Ying since Deng Yi’s downfall.

If not for Yang Wan’s words at the palace gate today, he might have come even later.

Deng Ying didn’t look at Yang Lun.

He stood quietly before Bai Yuyang, hands lowered, waiting to be questioned.

Bai Yuyang glanced at Yang Lun, “Official Yang, regarding the silver for the fine bricks from Shandong, please question him again.”

Yang Lun looked at Deng Ying.

He had turned sideways to face him, but kept his eyes downcast, as if deliberately maintaining an air of humility before him.

Yang Lun suddenly understood what Yang Wan had said to him: “Watching them torment Deng Ying, doesn’t it pain your heart?”

“There’s nothing to ask.”

He averted his gaze from Deng Ying. “He’s already answered very clearly here.”

“You believe it?”

Yang Lun looked back at the testimony in his hands, and after a long moment, forced out a “Yes” through clenched teeth.

Bai Yuyang said, “If we conclude the investigation like this, it won’t pass the Censorate’s scrutiny.”

He took the testimony from Yang Lun’s hands. “Such clean testimony, such pristine accounts, you dare endorse this for the Ministry of Revenue? So where did the embezzled funds from these decades go? All to Deng Yi’s hometown? I see that even after confiscating everything from his family, it barely covered the military expenses for the northern border. Where did the rest of the silver go? Which river did it flow into?”

Yang Lun lowered his head and coughed once, “What is Minister Bai’s opinion?”

Bai Yuyang said coldly, “Today I want to hear Official Yang’s opinion.”

“My opinion is to release him first.”

Bai Yuyang suddenly raised his voice, “My opinion is to continue questioning in a different location. We don’t need to ask about anything else, just this Shandong matter. Let’s examine it thoroughly, scrutinize every detail until we get to the truth.”

After hearing this, Yang Lun stood up abruptly, “Then let Minister Bai question him. The Ministry of Revenue has monthly settlements, and the officials below are still waiting for last year’s silver deficit. Yang Lun truly cannot spare more time. I have reviewed today’s testimony, if Minister Bai has further questions, simply send someone to summon Yang Lun.”

“Wait.”

Qi Huaiyang also stood up, trying to mediate: “Official Yang, there’s no need for this. We all hope to investigate this matter thoroughly, as it concerns the nation’s livelihood. Minister Bai’s earnest intention, even if it hurts your fellowship with a fellow scholar, shouldn’t let him suffer unjust accusations here.”

This was both a warning and a reminder.

However, Yang Lun merely glanced at him before turning to leave.

“Official Yang.”

Deng Ying’s voice suddenly came from behind.

Yang Lun turned back to see him bowing deeply, “Deng Ying has a few words to say to Official Yang.”

He then added, “Minister Bai, may Deng Ying speak privately with Official Yang?”

Bai Yuyang and Qi Huaiyang exchanged glances.

“You may. Accompany Official Yang for a few steps.”

“Yes.”

Outside, the rain continued. Yang Lun walked ahead with his hands behind his back, while Deng Ying followed a step behind.

Neither held umbrellas, and they walked in silence for quite a distance until they reached the main entrance of the Ministry of Justice, where Yang Lun finally stopped.

“What did you want to tell me?”

Deng Ying stood in the rain, his thin gray robe now clinging to his skin.

Yang Lun had heard that men who underwent castration would change in appearance, but Deng Ying hadn’t – he had only grown paler, his former humility now tinged with a hint of submission that came from accepting his status.

“They want you to torture me.”

“Hmph.”

“You should listen to them.”

Yang Lun turned around, “Let me ask you if I torture you, will you tell the truth?”

“No.”

The answer came almost instantly.

“So, the Imperial Household Department people did embezzle quite a bit, didn’t they?”

Deng Ying raised his head in the rain, “Yes.”

“Why are you protecting them?”

Deng Ying suddenly coughed several times, “It’s not Deng Ying’s wish.”

“What nonsense is this?”

“Sir, you need to understand something. The Imperial Household Department has indeed embezzled much of the court’s silver these past ten years, but most of these funds went to the imperial clan. His Majesty won’t move against He Yixian for now. If you and your teacher…” He suddenly remembered what Bai Huan had told him and quickly corrected himself, “If you and Grand Secretary Bai try to use the deficits from the Liuli Factory and the Three Great Halls to contend with the Imperial Household Department, at best it will damage the imperial family’s face, at worst both your and Grand Secretary Bai’s political futures will be cut short.”

After listening quietly to this speech, Yang Lun suddenly asked, “Did you teach these things to Yang Wan in the palace?”

“What?”

Yang Lun crossed his arms, “Yang Wan said similar things to me today.”

“Yang Wan…”

“Silence!”

Yang Lun suddenly shouted, “Who gave you permission to speak her name?”

Deng Ying closed his mouth and bowed with lowered eyes, “Yes, Deng Ying knows his fault.”

Yang Lun stared at him silently, gradually clenching his fists.

“Let me ask you when Yang Wan was at home before, was there anything between you two?”

Hearing this question, Deng Ying looked at the noisy water flowing in the rain and smiled bitterly, “I didn’t even know her name.”

“What about now?”

Yang Lun stepped closer to him, “Now in the palace, is there anything between you two?”

Deng Ying raised his head, a self-mocking smile on his face, “How would I dare?”

After speaking, he gently gripped his wrist, “I know what my status is in this dynasty. I swear, if I have even a hint of disrespectful thoughts toward her, may I die by lingchi.”

“I don’t want to hear these things.”

Yang Lun turned his back, “I just want to tell you, she is my sister. I can’t scold her for following you. But she will eventually leave the palace and marry into a good family. My sister, Yang Lun’s sister, can take her time choosing in this vast capital.”

These words fell into the rain, startling several small birds hiding in the leaves. Soaked by the rain, they couldn’t fly and tumbled trembling to Deng Ying’s feet.

Yang Lun and Deng Ying both looked down, temporarily silent.

After a long while, Yang Lun finally spoke, “You know? Hearing you just now, considering things for me and my teacher, I feel sick. I don’t know what’s wrong with Yang Wan, that she knows how you think. She just…”

Yang Lun shook his head, grinding his teeth.

“Doesn’t she feel hurt?”

After receiving these words, Deng Ying said softly, “Why say such things to me?”

“No reason! Just wanted to say it!”

Yang Lun suddenly raised his voice, “Deng Fuling, I truly hate that you’ve become like this. How are my teacher and I supposed to face this!”

His voice echoed in the rain.

The response that came back sounded desperate but still retained a trace of warmth.

“Then you should consider Fuling dead.”

Chapter 19: Moon’s Descent on the Apricot Formation (Part 4)
Yang Wan and Li Yu had been facing off outside the guardhouse by the city moat for two days.

Li Yu stood with his arms crossed, looking at Yang Wan who was squatting at the guardhouse door, and said disdainfully, “I heard my sister say there’s a maid in the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau who’s gone crazy over Assistant Director Deng. That’s you, isn’t it?”

Yang Wan sniffled, “Who’s your sister?”

“My sister is Maid Song Qingyun from your Imperial Wardrobe Bureau.”

Yang Wan stood up, “Song Qingyun is your sister? How come she’s surnamed Song and you’re surnamed Li?”

Li Yu lifted his chin and said loudly, “It’s because my godfather doted on me. The old man is a secretary in the Imperial Household Department, following his surname gives me a lot of face.”

Yang Wan looked at Li Yu’s proud and naive manner, thinking to herself that this person was naturally simple-minded, and it was good for Deng Ying to stay with him.

“Hey?”

“What?”

“How many days has Assistant Director Deng been gone?”

“About ten days or so. Though he did come back last night, unfortunately, you missed him. Early this morning he went off somewhere again. Oh right…”

He peered at Yang Wan’s arms, “I heard you have some good snacks.”

“Who told you that?”

Li Yu looked at Yang Wan seriously, “Deng Ying has a cabinet filled with jars and bottles under lock and key. Every time he comes back from outside, he takes something from those jars to eat, and he eats while looking at blueprints at night too. I asked him for some once, but he wouldn’t give me any. Later he even avoided me when eating. My sister said you used to bring jars to see him, so they must be from you.”

Though Li Yu was young, his description painted a vivid scene. Yang Wan immediately could picture Deng Ying sitting in his room eating nuts.

And he would even hide to eat them.

For some reason, she suddenly found this person quite endearing.

“Those are just some walnut kernels, peanuts, and some raisins. Mixed and tossed in your mouth, they’re indeed very tasty.”

Li Yu’s face fell upon hearing this, “Hah… just those? I thought they were some kind of dried meat…”

Yang Wan leaned against the doorframe and laughed at him.

As they were talking, they suddenly saw Deng Ying returning.

He wore a white-gray cross-collared inner garment with a matching robe over it, his hair loose down his back, the fabric on his shoulders somewhat damp.

Seeing Yang Wan, he was visibly startled and stood frozen in his tracks.

Li Yu turned to look him over and asked directly, “Did you go take a bath?”

“Mm.”

Though he was responding to Li Yu, he was looking at Yang Wan.

Then he hesitated, feeling that his current appearance might seem disrespectful in her eyes.

Since the fall of the Deng family, he had become solitary in his daily life. Although he maintained his former habits, he no longer received servants’ attendance. Things like eating, changing clothes, and bathing had lost their former ceremonial nature, gradually becoming mere necessities in an awkward existence.

“Didn’t you say you’d wait until tomorrow when I got the fragrance from my sister?”

Li Yu, not knowing what he was thinking, spoke even more explicitly.

Deng Ying adjusted his collar and said to Li Yu, “Oh, I saw there was still half a bar of soap left, so I went ahead.”

After speaking, he lowered his head and walked to Yang Wan’s side, reaching up to unlatch the door and gently pushing it open.

“You…”

“May I come in?”

She asked directly.

This made Deng Ying feel less awkward.

“I only returned yesterday and haven’t had time to tidy up.”

“It’s fine. If you let me in, I’ll go in. If you don’t let me in, I can stand here and talk to you just the same.”

Deng Ying glanced at Li Yu, who rolled his eyes directly at Deng Ying and laughed, “Don’t look at me, I know everything.”

Yang Wan turned and teased back, “You little brat, what do you know?”

“Hey! My brother-in-law told me!”

He jumped up anxiously.

“Li Yu!”

Deng Ying suddenly spoke sternly, and Li Yu quickly waved his hands, “Alright, alright, I’m leaving. I have to go on duty soon anyway.”

With that, he took off running and disappeared in a flash.

Yang Wan watched his retreating figure and said with a laugh, “I think it’s good for you to be with this kid. He’s so simple-minded, makes people happy.”

As she spoke casually, the voice behind her was somewhat low.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know he would speak that way.”

Yang Wan turned around, “Didn’t you stop him with your shout? He didn’t say anything more.”

Deng Ying stood sideways to block the door for her, head lowered avoiding her gaze, and softly said, “Come in.”

Yang Wan entered the room.

Compared to her last visit, there were more furnishings in the room. Though they were all newly made of wood and hadn’t developed a patina yet, one could tell the craftsman who made these cabinets was highly skilled.

The bed was a simple elm frame with gray curtains, his two pairs of shoes placed underneath, and a dark blue quilt neatly spread on top. At the head of the bed stood a drawer cabinet, as Li Yu had mentioned, with a lock hanging on it.

Deng Ying walked to the cabinet almost habitually, opened the lock, and was about to take out a jar when he suddenly realized Yang Wan was right behind him, and quickly withdrew his hand.

“Go ahead and eat, it’s a good habit.”

“Not now, there’s not much left.”

“I’ll bring you more tomorrow.”

She stood by the door, her face bright with a clear smile, her delicate eyes sparkling.

Just as Yang Lun had said earlier, a woman like her could take her time choosing in the capital.

“These are all gifts from Consort Ning. Deng Ying dare not accept more.”

“No.”

She walked up to him and casually took out a jar, shaking it at him, “This is my kindness to you. The Consort is just the financial backer. When I save up my own money later, I’ll send them out to buy lots for us. Then when you’re reading, drawing blueprints, and I’m writing, we can all eat slowly.”

This was originally as simple a statement as could be, yet Deng Ying was almost wounded by it.

Yang Wan was truly too bright and straightforward.

It exceeded all the warmth his current circumstances could bear.

He admired Yang Wan’s goodness, but this admiration almost made him feel like a base person.

Like an ephemeral mayfly yearning for spring blossoms.

Wanting, yet knowing he shouldn’t, he even began to feel meaningless anxiety about losing her.

This wasn’t right.

How dare he?

“Why treat me this way?”

When Deng Ying blurted out these words, even he was startled.

He had asked Yang Lun the same question not long ago at the Ministry of Justice.

“You… know Deng Ying’s future is uncertain, I…”

“I give you a few jars of nuts, and you say all this to me?”

Yang Wan interrupted him with a laugh, “If you want to thank me, why not make me a cabinet? This one is really beautiful.”

After speaking, she put the jar back without a trace and walked to the chair. Just as she was about to sit, Deng Ying called out to stop her.

“Wait, put something down first, there’s a lot of dust here.”

After speaking, he walked to the wooden rack and took off his outer robe, folded it, and placed it on the chair surface, then said, “Now you can sit.”

Yang Wan looked down at his clothes, “I’m not that particular.”

“I know, but I don’t want my place to soil your skirt.”

After speaking, he poured a cup of water and placed it before Yang Wan. Turning to look at the drawer cabinet by the bed, he asked, “Do you like it?”

“Mm. I like it. It’s very delicate.”

“This was made and given to me by a craftsman from the Hall of Supreme Harmony. If you like it, I can ask him to make one for you.”

Yang Wan held the cup and took a sip, looking up to ask, “Can you make one?”

“I can.”

“Then make one for me.”

Deng Ying hesitated, “I’m not as good as they are at this.”

“That’s fine.”

Yang Wan held the cup in one hand and propped her chin with the other, “Hmm… I can draw you a design, but… I might draw it badly, and I don’t know if you’ll understand the… perspective?”

She used a term she wasn’t sure Deng Ying would understand, then asked:

“Do you understand ‘perspective’?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “If you draw it, I might understand.”

“That’s great.”

Yang Wan stood up, “Do you have paper and brushes?”

“Yes.”

He moved aside toward the writing desk, “Come over here.”

Yang Wan liked Deng Ying’s writing desk – just a table surface, a black stone brush holder, an unmarked ink stick, a plain stone inkstone, and a stack of blueprints about a foot high. There were also two books from his teaching at the Inner School. Like Deng Ying himself, clean to the point of having nothing but dust, skin, and flesh.

She didn’t want to mess with Deng Ying’s things carelessly, feeling somewhat nervous as she laid out the paper and ground the ink.

“You don’t know how to grind ink?”

“Ah?”

Yang Wan looked at her technique – it wasn’t that she didn’t know how to grind ink. Her doctoral advisor had been a calligraphy master, and though there were plenty of senior students attending to the brushes and ink, never getting to her, the perpetually disfavored rebellious disciple, Yang Wan had watched many times. After coming here, she had fumbled around trying to recall the techniques she had observed before, never minding the quality as long as the liquid was black.

“Is this wrong?”

Deng Ying rolled up his sleeves to his elbows, “Here, you put it down.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan obediently put down the ink stick and moved aside a step. Deng Ying walked to her side, a faint soap fragrance drifting over. Yang Wan couldn’t help but turn her head to look at him.

He hadn’t tied his hair yet, and a strand fell loose, hanging over the back of his hand. Yang Wan once again saw that crescent-shaped old scar. She couldn’t help but ask, “When did you get this scar?”

Deng Ying continued grinding the ink, and hearing her question, looked down briefly and replied, “Seven or eight years ago, I think it was while repairing the Hall of Imperial Longevity. I’ve forgotten.”

“The things from before… do you forget them quite quickly now?”

Deng Ying’s hand pressed down heavily.

“Why do you say that?”

Yang Wan took a fine brush, held down the paper, and dipped it in the ink Deng Ying had ground, “Just feel that you speak more and more vaguely about them. I don’t know if this is good or bad for you…”

She shook her head as she spoke, lowering her head to begin drawing.

“You haven’t changed at all. Look, your handwriting is still just as beautiful, and your life is still just as pure and clear. And you know everything – you take care of me, make cabinets for me, protect my brother and your teacher, and you even care about those eunuchs who only attended a few of your classes.”

At this point she raised her head, poking her chin with the brush handle as she looked at Deng Ying, “Right? You can still do the things you want to do. See how wonderful you are.”

Because she was right in front of him, Deng Ying couldn’t carefully consider what she had said, but he sincerely wanted to smile at her.

Yang Wan held the brush, tugging at her ear, looking at her drawing, and beginning to worry.

“What on earth have I drawn?”

Hearing her complaint, Deng Ying put down the ink stone and gently pulled the paper toward himself an inch.

“I can understand it.”

“No way, you can understand even this?”

“Mm. More or less. Some parts need thinking about. Haven’t seen this style before.”

Encouraged by his words, Yang Wan suddenly felt confident.

“This is called a ‘rouge and powder storage… cabinet'”

After saying it she felt it sounded too childish, and quickly explained in a more level voice: “Anyway, it’s for storing rouge and powder. Just make it however you like. Don’t worry too much about it, I just got interested. And I drew it so badly…”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying looked at the paper, “I don’t know when I can make it. I…”

“Will the Ministry of Justice take you away again?”

In an instant, she precisely cut to the heart of the matter.

Deng Ying lowered his head and responded with a sound: “Mm. They let me return because the main beam of the Hall of Supreme Harmony is being rebuilt these days.”

“They haven’t tortured you, have they?”

“No.”

Yang Wan let out a sigh of relief.

“I told Yang Lun about it. I don’t know how much Yang Daniu understood, but I bet he still has some conscience. If he acts stupid with those people, I’ll have His Highness scold him to death next time.”

Deng Ying couldn’t help himself and turned away laughing.

Chapter 20: Moon’s Descent on the Apricot Formation (Part 5)
“Seriously, Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan tried to tidy the brush holder she had messed up, her voice gradually becoming softer, “Are you planning to just bear it all like this?”

Deng Ying noticed her mood suddenly dropping. He looked back down at Yang Wan’s drawing, leaned on the desk, bent down to take a brush from the holder, laid out a new piece of paper, rolled up his sleeves, dipped the brush in ink, and asked, “Why do you say that?”

Yang Wan watched him copy her drawing onto another paper and suddenly found herself not wanting to continue this topic.

Detailed glimpses of daily life could often kill many of one’s preconceptions.

The way he ate nuts, his brush-holding posture, the living space he allowed her to enter, his inner clothes, the shoes and socks he wore in leisure, the small items he drew in his spare time – all of these made the temporal boundary between him and Yang Wan increasingly blurry.

“What else can you do besides bearing it? The Ministry of Justice finally caught hold of the Shandong connection through the Liuli Factory. Even if Yang Lun wants to help you, he can’t do it too obviously.”

Deng Ying traced the framework on the paper, occasionally turning his head to reference Yang Wan’s drawing. His voice was soft and calm: “Actually, though you spoke that way earlier, I’m willing to listen. But truthfully, I don’t want Official Yang to help me. At this time, he should stand with Minister Bai and the others against me. For him, even avoiding me would be seen as inappropriate in the eyes of the Grand Secretariat.”

Yang Wan watched as he quickly reproduced her messy drawing in just moments, “When you speak like this… who are you thinking of?”

This question seemed too specific, and not suitable for academic research.

After all, people are historical individuals, and most of their decisions are related to their own identity, position, and social relationships.

Yang Wan didn’t want him to answer seriously.

But Deng Ying stopped his brush and looked at the drawing beneath it, thinking seriously for a moment.

“I don’t have many friends, nor many who approve of me. It’s not deliberately for them, it’s that now, I…”

He paused as he spoke.

The ink had begun to congeal at the brush tip. He lowered his head and rolled his sleeve up another fold, reaching to scrape more ink, “I don’t care anymore, so I want to do some things that I can still do. What I worry about now is that the project of the Three Great Halls is massive, involving numerous accounts. My teacher has returned to his hometown, and I don’t know if there are any oversights from all these years between my teacher and me.”

“What if there are?”

Yang Wan pressed.

Deng Ying smiled and bent down to continue drawing, “Then as you said, bear it.”

After speaking, he suddenly felt a cold pain from the wound in his ankle. He had to close his eyes and endure for a moment, laughing self-mockingly as he asked himself: “Don’t know if I can bear through it.”

“You can.”

Deng Ying moved sideways around Yang Wan’s back to get the paperweight near her hand, and continued asking: “How do you know?”

How to tell Deng Ying?

Because the spring of Zhenning’s twelfth year was peaceful and blank in history.

The Imperial Household Department was still at its zenith, the Grand Secretariat was calm, and people like Yang Lun, Bai Huan, and Bai Yuyang hadn’t experienced any political ups and downs. Therefore, based on the current situation, it wasn’t hard to deduce what choices Deng Ying made during this blank period.

When Yang Wan later wrote notes about this period, she always felt somewhat reluctant to put pen to paper.

She could write it simply.

For example: Spring of Zhenning’s twelfth year, Deng Ying was interrogated by the Ministry of Justice, concealing the Liuli Factory case.

That would be enough.

Historical research needs facts first, then human nature.

But after writing this passage on paper, she felt its implications were far from complete.

“Aunt.”

Yang Wan raised her head at the sound by the lamplight.

The moonlight was clear, and when the screen door opened, various flower fragrances drifted in.

Yi Lang ran to her side, “Where’s Imperial Mother?”

Yang Wan put down her brush and embraced him, “The Consort just took her medicine and went to sleep.”

“Oh…”

Yi Lang quickly lowered his voice.

Yang Wan looked up and asked the eunuch who had come with him, “Why so late?”

The eunuch replied: “Yes, His Highness studied longer than usual today.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan stood up, holding Yi Lang’s hand, “You may all go rest.”

The eunuchs bowed and withdrew from the inner hall, and Yi Lang leaned on the table looking at Yang Wan’s open notebook.

“Aunt, are you studying too?”

Yang Wan sat him down in her chair, “Yes.”

Yi Lang lifted his head, “Aunt is a woman, why do you study so late too?”

This was quite an interesting comment. Yang Wan almost couldn’t resist breaking her rules to enlighten this little child.

Across such a vast period, this child could never imagine that six hundred years later, the privileged class would completely disappear, and a multitude of girls would charge alongside them on the frontlines of college entrance exams, then fight their way into fields they had long controlled, competing for discourse power.

“Then what should I do if not study?”

“Aunt should marry a good person.”

No way to say it – it was different from the twentieth century.

This was truly the most sincere blessing she could receive in the present.

Yang Wan put away her writing implements and crouched down to pat some dust off Yi Lang’s leg.

“In His Highness’s mind, what kind of person is good?”

“People who seek welfare for the common people are good people.”

“Then what kind of people are bad?”

“People like Deng Yi are bad people, he made the common people’s lives difficult.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Why does His Highness say this?”

Yi Lang pulled at Yang Wan’s sleeve, “Because my teacher taught me, ‘The people are important, the ruler is light.'”

Yang Wan asked naturally: “Which teacher?”

“Zhang Cong, Grand Secretary Zhang.”

Oh. Zhang Luo’s father.

Also the first Grand Secretary during the Jinghe years, a “notorious” villain in history alongside Deng Yi.

Yang Wan realized that while historical trends had patterns to follow, paying attention to individuals could make things seem surreal.

For instance, regardless of their character, imperial tutors would all desperately try to guide the dynasty’s ruler toward the right path. No matter if they spent their days extorting from the people and indulging in courtesans, they would still demand their sovereigns be wise rulers, even if they might one day die at those same rulers’ hands.

In this aspect, the eunuch faction was completely different from them.

These eunuchs’ lives and fortunes hung entirely on the ruler’s emotions, so they always devoted themselves to attending to the ruler’s joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure.

This was why throughout the Great Ming’s hundred years, the civil official faction could never destroy the eunuch faction. Human nature always tends toward those who mindlessly care for oneself, even when one knows it’s wrong.

Yang Wan crouched before Yi Lang hugging her knees, finally understanding why she felt that passage in her notes was incomplete in its implications.

What Deng Ying did went against the historical pattern that later generations would summarize. If one were to analyze it specifically, it involved not just choices under the tide of the era, but rather the outward manifestation of an individual’s inner spiritual world in reverse.

“Aunt… what are you thinking about?”

Yi Lang squeezed her fingers, “Why aren’t you speaking?”

Yang Wan came back to herself, quickly saying: “This servant was thinking about what your teacher taught you.”

“Aunt.”

“Yes?”

Yi Lang’s little face suddenly came close to Yang Wan’s, “Aunt, you like to think about things.”

“Ha.”

Yang Wan held her chin and teased him, “How do you know?”

“Because you often space out holding your books. Imperial Mother says you’re very smart, just that you don’t want to tell me and Imperial Mother what you’re thinking about. But Imperial Mother also doesn’t let me ask you.”

“Why?”

“She says asking you would make us like those people who speak ill of you, but I don’t understand, why they speak ill of you. Aunt is so good.”

Yang Wan stood up and, taking advantage of their being alone, boldly stroked Yi Lang’s cheek, “His Highness will understand when he’s older.”

“Oh…”

In early April, the roof project of the Hall of Supreme Harmony was completed.

The conferment ceremony for Consort Jiang had also concluded amid the chaos of the Six Departments.

On this day, Yang Wan was exchanging documents with the seal-holding eunuch at the Imperial Archives. The guards at the Meeting Gate were changing shifts, and it seemed there was some issue during the handover, with both groups arguing red-faced. Eunuch Wu, the seal-holder of the Archives, closed the doors and windows, pinching his nose as he walked to the shelves, avoiding dust while saying to Yang Wan: “Your Imperial Wardrobe Bureau still hasn’t gotten a break, has it?”

Yang Wan replied: “We’re almost done, but the other five departments still have much to do.”

“Oh, I heard Consort Ning is ill, is she better now?”

Yang Wan nodded, “She’s much better now that the weather’s warming up.”

“That’s good, it wouldn’t be good to stay ill for so long.”

Yang Wan caught his meaning and replied with a smile: “You’re thinking for the palace’s sake too.”

Eunuch Wu smiled and waved his hand: “The maid jests. In our position, though we can’t even touch the dust beneath the Consorts’ feet, we’ve seen many ups and downs. In the past, we wouldn’t dare speak, but now that I’m old, sometimes I can’t help but ramble a bit.”

Just as he finished speaking, the voices outside rose again.

Eunuch Wu frowned: “Recently, the guard duty at the four gates has become stricter, I see the night watch officials have added two more people per shift.”

Yang Wan stood by the desk, filling out records in the light from the window, writing while asking: “What are they arguing about?”

Eunuch Wu poured Yang Wan a cup of tea, “Ah, the Meeting Gate has always been guarded by the Imperial Guard, but these past few days the Four Gates Defense adjusted and changed to the Feather Forest Guard. They’re rigid with rules, inflexible, and just now they had friction with the yamen runners from the outer offices. They’re probably unclear about something during the shift change report.”

Yang Wan stopped her brush and was about to ask more when suddenly someone knocked on the window.

Eunuch Wu called out: “Who is it?”

The person outside carefully replied: “Is Sister Wan from the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau inside?”

“I’m here.”

Yang Wan put down her brush and said to Eunuch Wu: “I’ll go out and ask, I’ll come back to write later.”

Eunuch Wu nodded: “Ah, yes, do as you please. We’re usually quite free here, just waiting to serve your Imperial Wardrobe Bureau.”

Yang Wan smiled in acknowledgment as she walked out the door to see a small eunuch in gray standing at the entrance.

“Are you Sister Wan from the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau?”

Yang Wan nodded, “Yes, I am. You are…”

“This servant is from the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Assistant Director Deng asked me to pass a message to Sister. The item you asked him to make is finished. He didn’t dare send it privately to your quarters, so it’s temporarily placed in the felt tent in front of the Hall of Supreme Harmony. He asks Sister to collect it when you have time.”

Yang Wan started, “Your Assistant Director Deng…”

“Today the Ministry of Justice sent people to summon Assistant Director Deng.”

Yang Wan heard this and looked toward the Meeting Gate.

Though she wasn’t surprised, remembering Deng Ying’s previous words made her body tremble slightly.

“Sister.”

“Oh, go on.”

“There’s one more message for Sister. Assistant Director Deng said there were too many matters at the Hall of Supreme Harmony during this period, and he made it quite hastily. If there are any imperfections, he asks Sister to make do with it, and he’ll make you a new one when he returns.”

Chapter 21: Moon’s Descent on the Apricot Formation (Part 6)
After finishing her duties at the Collection Storage, Yang Wan went directly to the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

As she exited the Extreme Gate, the magnificent glazed tiles atop the Hall of Supreme Harmony’s roof entered her view.

Yang Wan had seen the existing Hall of Supreme Harmony in the Forbidden City, but never its appearance during the Ming Dynasty.

At this time, it was still only half-finished under Deng Ying’s supervision.

Though its scale was grand, the exterior remained plain.

The sundials and standard measures had not yet been placed on either side of the imperial steps. Of the six double-eaved pavilions along the imperial way, only their bases had been completed. The stone remained unpolished, exposing grayish-white foundations amid the splendid halls and pavilions. Even so, one could still sense the dedication its builders had poured into it.

Yang Wan entered the felt tent beneath the moonlight terrace. Just past noon, the craftsmen were occupied with various tasks. Only two artisans remained in the tent discussing technical issues. Seeing Yang Wan enter, they hurriedly put down their drawings to greet her.

“The young lady has arrived.”

These men weren’t palace eunuchs. They were older, with the roughness of those who had spent their lives in construction. They spoke directly but not rudely.

Yang Wan smiled and nodded to them. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“Not at all, please sit, young lady.”

After saying this, they realized that with Deng Ying absent, there was hardly room to step into the tent. They felt somewhat embarrassed. “Ah… when the master is here, he can’t stand mess. Once he leaves, we rough folk can’t keep up. But the tea belongs to our master – let us pour you a cup.”

“Thank you.”

Yang Wan wasn’t particular and casually found a place to sit among the piles of wood and stone.

“I’ve come to collect something the master left here.”

“Oh, that strange box?”

The person pouring tea heard this and walked over with the cup, chiding: “What strange box? The master spent several nights making it.”

The first man quickly agreed: “Yes, yes, not strange – just a style we hadn’t seen before. I’ll go fetch it for the young lady.”

Yang Wan accepted the tea and took a sip, looking up to ask the tea pourer: “He made it at night?”

“Yes, these days the construction work has been too busy. We guessed you needed it urgently.”

Yang Wan smiled at this. “So the masters think I’m being inconsiderate.”

“Hey now.”

The man picked up scattered drawings from the ground, dusting them off: “Who are we to comment on the master’s affairs?”

Just then, the craftsman returned with the box, chiming in: “That’s right, we’re just rough folk. We hear those unpleasant palace rumors but can’t make sense of them. Young lady, you’re from the palace, and so is the master. You like him, and he treats you well – what’s wrong with that, right?”

Yang Wan listened and smiled. “Right.”

The man placed the box before Yang Wan. “Please take a look, young lady.”

Yang Wan pulled the drawer box onto her lap.

Indeed, Deng Ying had managed to realize her hurriedly drawn design.

The box was made of nanmu wood, apparently using leftover materials Deng Ying had on hand.

Below were three levels of double drawers, topped by a small cabinet with double doors. When Yang Wan opened the cabinet doors, she vaguely noticed something carved in the dark corners.

“Oh? What’s this…”

She moved her hand into the light and looked closely, discovering a fingernail-sized lotus flower carved in the most obscure corner, as if meant to remain hidden.

“How did he manage to carve in such a tricky spot?”

The two craftsmen came over to look, and one proudly said: “Our master’s handiwork – that’s not something just anyone can match.”

Yang Wan was still examining the lotus flower. “But he told me earlier that he wasn’t as skilled as you all at making these things.”

“What? He said that to you?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan tried reaching in to touch the lotus and found its edges smooth, not sharp at all. Looking at the box itself, though not yet lacquered, the surface was extremely smooth, requiring countless rounds of sanding to achieve such a texture. As she marveled at the exquisite craftsmanship, she didn’t notice the expression of exasperation gradually appearing on the face of the craftsman who had fetched the box.

“Frustrating.”

He muttered.

The person beside him bumped his shoulder: “What are you frustrated about?”

“Heh.”

The man looked at Yang Wan and lowered his voice: “The master usually speaks so plainly, but facing the young lady, he becomes completely tongue-tied.”

The person beside him crossed his arms and rolled his eyes.

“If the master can’t speak, you think you can?”

“I… well, I was just helping speak for the master, wasn’t I?”

“By the way.”

Yang Wan finally put down the box and turned to see their faces flushed red. She paused, “You two…”

“It’s nothing, please continue, young lady.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. I just wanted to ask when the master left.”

At this, their expressions immediately became serious.

One of them hesitated.

“We’re not sure if the master would want the young lady to know…”

“What’s there to hide? I’ll tell you. Early this morning, people from the Ministry of Justice came to summon him. Later, Chief Secretary Eunuch Zheng from the Directorate of Ceremonies and Minister Xu Qi from the Ministry of Works also arrived. We heard quite a debate between the two sides. Though the master didn’t say much.”

“A debate? Between Eunuch Zheng and the Ministry of Justice people?”

“Yes, because of the Porcelain Factory matter, the master had already been to the Ministry of Justice once. We’re not clear why they needed to take him again this time. We just overheard something about the Shandong brick supply… you heard it too, right? I heard them mention several people from the Imperial Palace construction from ten years ago…”

“Right.”

The other man continued, “Eunuch Zheng didn’t want the Ministry of Justice to take the master away, but the master told us not to worry, saying he’d return in a few days. Usually, we should trust the master’s words, but this matter seems… somewhat complicated.”

More than just complicated.

If the Directorate of Ceremonies had sent Zheng Yuejia to inquire, it meant the Shandong brick supply issue was likely as concerning as Deng Ying had feared – something had been overlooked.

As Yang Wan considered this, a sharp pain suddenly struck her temple. She quickly pressed her hand against it, lowering her head to endure.

“Young lady, what’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing.” She waved one hand at them. “It’ll pass in a moment.”

She ended up resting her head on the table, closing her eyes tightly.

Through the pain, she vaguely sensed that this matter stemming from the Porcelain Factory seemed connected to the Tongjia tragedy from twelve years ago in autumn, but she couldn’t yet piece together the specific links.

The vast blank spaces in history have always both terrified and excited researchers.

Yang Wan used to think these two emotions were equal in measure, but now, finding herself within such an unknown void, beyond fear and excitement, there seemed to be another emotion she couldn’t quite name yet. Like this sudden headache, it emerged without warning, piercing through her self-control.

After recovering, Yang Wan didn’t stay long.

She returned to the Fifth Office with the box, sat by the window, and reviewed her notes, trying to connect the threads of thought.

Yang Wan knew clearly that regardless of Deng Ying’s situation, she shouldn’t directly intervene in his political life.

Yet this role of observer left her feeling as if balanced on a knife’s edge.

As the sun set in the west.

Song Qingyun returned from the Department of Imperial Attire and, seeing Yang Wan lost in thought, assumed she was worried about Deng Ying being taken by the Ministry of Justice. She sat beside her to offer comfort.

“I came in and saw you brooding.”

Yang Wan turned to see her, dropping the hand that had been propping up her chin, and closed her notebook.

“It’s nothing.”

“I heard about what happened at the Hall of Supreme Harmony.”

She took Yang Wan’s hand, “We’re all palace servants, getting into trouble is inevitable. Chen Hua used to frequently get into trouble and be taken out for beatings. I was as anxious as you are now. But things got better after some time – he gained status, and people became wary of him. You’ll see, in the palace, as long as one isn’t completely foolish, they can carve out their place. If someone like Chen Hua could do it, let alone Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan suddenly remembered that Song Qingyun was the household keeper of the Fuel Conservation Office’s Chief Eunuch.

“Qingyun, let me ask you something.”

“What is it?”

Yang Wan hesitated, “Just… when you were worried about Chen Hua, what could you do?”

Song Qingyun rested her chin on her hand, thinking, “Not much really, could only pray in my heart for the masters to show mercy. Oh, right, Chen Hua loves food, and while we female officials might not have other advantages over them, we can at least help with that.”

At this, Yang Wan suddenly remembered her glorious achievement of nearly burning down her brother’s kitchen, frightening her sister-in-law enough to almost call the police.

“Um… I don’t know how to cook.”

“I know, you’re the young lady of the Yang family, your fingers have never touched spring water.”

She poured herself a cup of water after speaking, “Shall I serve you one too?”

Yang Wan stood up and grabbed her hand, “Can you teach me?”

“Teach you to cook?”

“Yes.”

“Alright.”

Song Qingyun held her tea in one hand and leaned on the table with the other, moving closer to her.

“Then tomorrow’s office documents…”

“I’ll copy them.”

In the prison office of the Ministry of Justice, Deng Ying and Yang Lun sat facing each other.

After a silent standoff, Yang Lun inevitably lost.

He sprang up, slamming the table hard, immediately raising a thin layer of white dust from the empty wooden surface.

“Can’t you just let us take this gamble? The Directorate of Ceremonies cannot remain under He Yixian’s control any longer!”

Deng Ying raised one arm to the table, straightened his back, and looked at Yang Lun. “I won’t say whether you can win this gamble or not. Even if you win and His Majesty deals with He Yixian, the Directorate will still be the Directorate – just with someone else in charge. But the new policies that Minister Bai and you want to implement in the South won’t even get past the land-clearing stage with His Majesty.”

“With your current status, what do the new policies have to do with you!”

Yang Lun immediately regretted his words after speaking.

However, Deng Ying merely turned his face aside, silently avoiding this remark.

Yang Lun stood with a stiff neck in silence for a while, forcing himself to sit down and trying to suppress the anger in his voice, “Do you know that Bai Yuyang has found the craftsmen from the Imperial Palace construction from the tenth year of Zhenning? For some reason, several of them directly implicated you. Although you and Minister Zhang kept the accounts clean back then, with human testimony, Bai Yuyang can torture you at will to make you talk, and even the Directorate won’t dare say anything. The reason you can still sit here today is because Qi Huaiyang spoke for you. Once tomorrow’s court session is over, you’ll be sent to the Ministry’s prison!”

“You haven’t spoken, have you?”

He looked up to ask this question.

Yang Lun gritted his teeth, “Deng Fuling, I’ve told you many times not to meddle in my affairs.”

Deng Ying gazed at the lamplight between them, “Didn’t I tell you all to consider me dead?”

Yang Lun couldn’t help but stand up again, “How can you expect me to do that? Watch you die? If Yang Wan knows I just stood by and watched, I’ll lose this sister.”

Deng Ying still didn’t move, “Minister Yang need not watch then. As for Minister’s sister…”

He looked up, “She understands better than Minister does.”

Yang Lun’s shoulders suddenly slumped, and he couldn’t help stepping back, shaking his head: “I don’t understand why you do things you don’t need to do.”

“‘Letter to My Son at the End of the Guichou Year’ – does Minister still remember?”

After hearing these words, Yang Lun suddenly clenched his fists, feeling both shame and hatred in his heart, and for a moment didn’t dare look at Deng Ying before him.

“Enough, be quiet!”

Deng Ying didn’t heed Yang Lun’s words, continuing in an even tone: “I am already a broken man, having disgraced the scholarly tradition. The face is not worth mentioning, so even if clubs, ropes, and whips fall upon my body, they won’t disgrace the tradition. I know Minister Bai doesn’t want to listen to me, and you, Minister, need not be troubled in this matter. Life and death are merely a servant’s concerns. Since you don’t trust me, take it lightly.”

Chapter 22: A Spring Encounter (Part 1)
In the spring of the twelfth year of Zhenning, Yang Wan attempted something she would never have done in the 21st century – cooking.

However, it turned into such a disaster that even the ailing Consort Ning was alarmed enough to personally visit the inner kitchen.

The inner kitchen of Chenggian Palace was outside the rear hall, only two rooms wide.

Yang Wan sat on the threshold of the outer room, hands resting on her knees, silently staring at scattered garlic peels on the ground.

Heyu accompanied Consort Ning as she approached, hurriedly rolling up her sleeves to lead people into the inner room.

Yang Wan looked up to see Consort Ning standing before her, laughing at the complaints and commotion of the palace servants inside.

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “Your Grace.”

Hearing the dejection in her voice, Consort Ning lowered her head and said, “I heard from Heyu that Lady Jiang drove you out?”

Yang Wan didn’t speak, only nodded in response.

Consort Ning stopped laughing, gathered her robes to crouch down, and looked into her eyes, “What’s wrong, Wan’er?”

Yang Wan pinched her cut finger, “Nothing, Your Grace.”

Consort Ning observed her expression, “Has Lady Jiang upset you?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “How would I dare feel that way?”

Consort Ning didn’t press further, and took out her handkerchief to wipe the ash from Yang Wan’s face, “Just come back to sister’s place, no one will scold you here.”

“Your Grace’s place has been thrown into chaos because of me. While others might not say it to my face, they’ll surely curse behind my back about my presumption in relying on Your Grace’s favor.”

She helped Consort Ning stand up, “Actually, I’m fine. It’s just that these past few days, my heart… has been unsettled.”

Consort Ning noticed the wound on her hand and quickly called for someone to bring a lamp closer, “How did you cut so deep?”

Yang Wan raised her hand to look, laughing self-deprecatingly, “I should consider myself skilled for not cutting it clean off.”

Consort Ning interrupted her: “What nonsense are you speaking?”

Yang Wan gave an embarrassed smile.

“Yes, this servant acknowledges her error.”

Seeing her unusual demeanor, Consort Ning gently held her wrist and lowered her voice, “Wan’er, is your heart unsettled because you’re thinking about Deputy Supervisor Deng’s situation?”

Yang Wan didn’t deny it.

“You can’t keep dwelling on it like this.”

Yang Wan lowered her eyes and nodded, “This servant understands. Please go rest, Your Grace. This servant will go help Heyu.”

Consort Ning held her back, “With you in such a state, how could sister rest? Yi Lang has woken up and is crying about being hungry.”

She led her toward the inner kitchen, “Come, follow sister.”

The founding emperor of the Ming Dynasty came from humble origins, and his wife valued simplicity. Though she was empress, she often mended clothes and cooked herself. The Ming palace later inherited this tradition, with consorts occasionally doing needlework and cooking when they had free time.

Consort Ning led Yang Wan into the inner kitchen, removed the bracelet from her wrist to give to Heyu, and rolled up her sleeves to wash her hands.

The warm firelight from the stove illuminated her face, highlighting her porcelain-like skin.

She looked up at Yang Wan and said, “Let me teach you how to make a bowl of yangchun noodles. When people return weary from their travels, what they want most is a steaming hot bowl of noodle soup.”

Returning weary from travels.

These words reminded Yang Wan of Deng Ying’s usual grey robes, making her throat tighten.

“Wan’er.”

“This servant is here.”

“When you were at home before, you were too young, and your sister never taught you. Today we can make up for that. The most important thing about cooking is to be mindful. While cooking, don’t think about anything else – when the water should boil, let it boil; when the vegetables should soften, let them soften; don’t skimp on the lard, and use enough sauce.”

Perhaps it was the steam from the pot, but as Yang Wan listened to Consort Ning’s voice, her eyes grew moist.

“I’m sorry, Your Grace. This servant knows you mean well. You’re still ill, yet you have to worry about this servant’s messy affairs.”

The water in the pot gradually began to boil.

Consort Ning dropped in the noodles, “Sister doesn’t know what you’re thinking. Though you’re only eighteen, your understanding of people and situations far surpasses your sister’s. Sometimes, sister feels like you don’t seem to care much about anything, except of course,”

She smiled and turned to look at Yang Wan, “Deputy Supervisor Deng’s matters.”

Yang Wan remained silent for a while as the steam gradually blurred her vision, gently enveloping Consort Ning’s slight frame.

Perhaps to Yang Wan, these people had emerged from century-old historical documents, and so the better they were, the more they gave the illusion of being as fragile as paper.

“Your Grace, you are truly the perceptive one. Sometimes this servant doesn’t even know what she’s thinking, but you understand. Your single phrase about ‘people returning weary from their travels’ has unknotted many of the tangles in this servant’s heart these past few days.”

Consort Ning smiled, “Then why won’t you call me sister?”

Yang Wan froze.

Yang An’s sensitivity wasn’t sharp, but rather warm.

When she opened her mouth, her eyes suddenly reddened.

“I…”

Yang Wan couldn’t continue.

Seeing her silence, Consort Ning shook her head.

“It’s alright, Wan’er. Sister is sister, and you are you. Sister asks this because she very much wants to recover the sisterly bond we’ve lost these past few years, but sister doesn’t want to see you uncomfortable because of it.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together and kept nodding, finally raising her head after a while to say, “Your Grace, let this servant learn from you.”

Consort Ning nodded: “Good, you try.”

Yang Wan had never imagined that her first bowl of noodles would be taught to her by an imperial consort from six hundred years ago.

From the bubbling noodle soup, she lifted two portions with chopsticks, swirling them in the hot broth dotted with oil drops, then added seasonal vegetables.

While still piping hot, she carried out the steaming bowl.

Fresh hot soft noodles, fragrant with oil, garnished with verdant vegetables.

Not a single mistake.

Even though the barriers of history stood as firm as city walls, the eternal commonalities of “hunger and taste,” “sensations of hot and cold,” could always find cracks to suddenly peek through.

Yang Wan sat beside Consort Ning, slurping up the bowl of noodle soup together with Yi Lang.

Immediately her mouth watered and her stomach felt warm.

Her romantic spirit as a humanities researcher led her to extend the meaning of the phrase “weary from travels.”

Compared to Deng Ying, Yang Lun, and Consort Ning, she gradually realized that she was the one who had crossed the barriers of history, returning weary from her travels, wanting more than anyone to squat at the city gate and eat a bowl of noodles.

The next day brought a rare strong wind in late spring.

Before dawn had fully broken, only one noodle stand flew its banner outside Guangji Chamber, as the wind howled down Xiancheng Gate Street.

Yang Lun tied up his horse and sat down to eat noodles.

The burning stove at the stand made his back break out in waves of sweat.

The lights were bright in the direction of Xi’an Gate. Today there would be an imperial lecture at Wenhua Hall, and Bai Huan, Zhang Cong, and several senior scholars from the Hanlin Academy had gone in. Yang Lun had wanted to see his teacher one more time before going to the Ministry of Justice, but yesterday Bai Huan had claimed illness and avoided him at his residence. So today he had deliberately risen very early, yet still missed him at Xi’an Gate.

Yang Lun felt dejected.

After finishing a bowl of noodles sitting in the cold wind, he had just stood up to pay when the noodle vendor pointed behind him, “That official already paid.”

Yang Lun turned to see Zhang Luo just sitting down with his chopsticks.

He wore a black robe with a white cord at his waist, still in a mourning dress.

“Have another bowl?”

Yang Lun didn’t want to talk with him and turned to get his horse, “I have official duties.”

“No rush for just a moment.”

Zhang Luo ordered noodles with minced meat topping, “Today’s trial at the Ministry of Justice will be presided over by Minister Bai, with the Censorate recording and the Northern Command Post attending by imperial order.”

“What?”

Yang Lun turned around: “When was this imperial order given?”

Zhang Luo had his back to Yang Lun as he picked up a mouthful of noodles, “Lord Yang will find out when he reaches the Ministry of Justice.”

After speaking, he slurped up the noodles, the sound like a silent dagger slicing quietly through the wind, threateningly cutting off a few strands of hair.

This sudden imperial order made Yang Lun fully understand Deng Ying’s persistence.

The emperor ordering the Northern Command Post to attend the trial was a warning.

And his teacher deliberately avoiding him yesterday and today was meant to ignore this warning.

In this game between emperor and minister, both sides had now shown their clear positions, leaving Deng Ying as the only variable.

Realizing this, Yang Lun immediately mounted his horse, but heard Zhang Luo call out: “How far can Lord Yang go for the sake of former classmates?”

There was a sharp edge to these words. Yang Lun yanked the reins, “Since Lord Zhang is here on official duty, save your questions for the Ministry of Justice court. I’ll go ahead.”

Yang Lun rode straight to the Ministry of Justice through Xuanwu Gate Street.

When his horse reached the ministry gates, the light had just broken through a gap in the clouds.

The wind made the crowns of the phoenix trees along the road rustle loudly. Yang Lun dismounted to see Bai Yuyang’s sedan chair also just arriving at the entrance.

After the two men stopped and bowed to each other, Yang Lun immediately said: “Have you received the imperial order for the Northern Command Post to attend the trial, Minister?”

Bai Yuyang adjusted his official cap and walked toward the entrance, “I have.”

Yang Lun followed, “We shouldn’t torture Deng Ying today!”

Bai Yuyang stopped, and turned with his hands behind his back, “Do you have any other way to question him?”

Yang Lun stepped forward, “After today’s imperial lecture ends, I can try to see the Minister again…”

Bai Yuyang raised his voice to cut off Yang Lun’s words, “If Father wanted to see you, he would have yesterday, and wouldn’t need to avoid you today!”

He finished by sweeping his sleeves and striding across the threshold of the second gate.

The sun was about to break through.

The sky suddenly brightened, but the wind remained strong, making their robes flutter noisily.

Several censors from the Censorate and two or three court officials including Qi Huaiyang were already waiting in the main hall. The officials bowed to each other in greeting. Yang Lun was particularly perfunctory, only greeting Qi Huaiyang before standing by the door.

Four desk platforms were arranged in the hall, with a pair of carved huanghuali wood circular chairs placed on the right. Bai Yuyang walked straight to the main seat and sat down, and the other officials naturally took their respective positions.

Shortly after, two men with suspended swords entered the hall.

Bai Yuyang stood and bowed, “Deputy Commander Zhang.”

Zhang Luo bowed in return at the door but didn’t answer him, silently walking past everyone to sit on the right side of the hall.

He was originally an official from the Northern Capital, famous for his cold demeanor. The officials in the capital usually avoided him, and even the censors from the Censorate had never seen him this close, so they couldn’t help but lean in to look.

Bai Yuyang coughed once, and the hall immediately fell silent.

The main hall of the Ministry of Justice had small doors on all four sides, now all open, allowing the wind to flow through.

Bai Yuyang raised his hand, using a paperweight to hold down the case documents on his desk, and ordered the bailiff: “Bring in the person.”

He then called out, “Lord Yang.”

Yang Lun still stood by the door without responding, watching a figure approach from the west, silently clenching his fists.

Deng Ying was brought over from the prison office, entering through the western corner door beside the ceremonial gate.

His outer robe had been removed, leaving only his inner garment.

Walking against the wind, his skeletal form was immediately apparent.

Chapter 23: A Spring Encounter (Part 2)
He wore no restraints, and thus each step was light, his shoes making almost no sound against the ground.

At the door, he exchanged a glance with Yang Lun, then paused at the bottom of the steps to raise his arm in greeting to Yang Lun.

Looking at his devastated attire, Yang Lun surprisingly discovered in those close-fitting clothes a trace of scholarly dignity as cold as a snow-covered pine, remaining after all finery had been stripped away.

He didn’t avoid Deng Ying’s greeting, returning it with cupped hands from behind the door.

While Bai Yuyang remained silent on the bench, several censors from the Censorate frowned.

They were all outspoken officials who made their careers through criticism. In previous years, because of several impeachments against Deng Yi, many people from the Censorate had been beaten with court rods at the Meridian Gate. Now seeing Yang Lun and Deng Ying exchange greetings, one Censor Liu couldn’t help but speak up: “Lord Yang, is this appropriate behavior toward such a criminal slave?”

Yang Lun straightened up and turned around, “What criminal slave? Have the Three Judicial Offices convicted him?”

Censor Liu was already advanced in years, and being confronted so directly by a junior who had also served as a censor made his ears turn red.

“You…”

Yang Lun gave a cold snort, said nothing more, and swept his sleeves as he walked back to sit below Bai Yuyang.

After Yang Lun was seated, Qi Huaiyang stood and bowed to Bai Yuyang, “Minister, shall we begin?”

“Yes.”

Bai Yuyang adjusted his official cap and sleeves, and straightened his back about to speak when suddenly someone said: “A palace servant being questioned at the Ministry of Justice, shouldn’t he kneel?”

Everyone turned to look – it was Zhang Luo speaking.

Deng Ying turned sideways to look at Zhang Luo, who was staring right at him.

“No official position, not even a dismissed official, why is the Ministry being so lenient? What’s the meaning of this?”

“Lenient?”

Yang Lun couldn’t help but challenge, “Has Lord Zhang ever seen such ‘leniency’ shown to someone not yet convicted?”

Just as he finished speaking, he saw Deng Ying give him a glance, then kneel. “Honored officials, please proceed with your questions.”

Seeing his cooperative attitude and submissive behavior, even the censors had nothing to say.

Bai Yuyang removed the paperweight, and immediately the papers on the desk curled and fluttered like butterfly wings.

He pulled out one scroll and had it passed to Deng Ying, “These are the testimonies of fifteen craftsmen who worked on building the Imperial Supreme Hall. Look at them first.”

Deng Ying took the scroll and opened it before his eyes.

The people in the testimonies were indeed builders of the Imperial Supreme Hall, with one or two elderly ones who were even hometown friends of Zhang Zhanchun.

Bai Yuyang said: “These people testify that in the tenth year of Zhenning, when building the foundation of the Imperial Supreme Hall, fourteen thousand bricks were used from the Linxi supply, exactly twenty thousand fewer than what was reported. Deputy Supervisor Deng, I know this was two years ago, and with the thousands of details in palace construction, occasional oversights are inevitable. But when the actual number differs so greatly from the records, I must ask again: Where did the silver for these twenty thousand bricks that the Ministry of Revenue allocated go?”

Deng Ying placed the testimonies beside his knee and looked up at Bai Yuyang.

“Throughout history, palace construction, from preparing foundation materials to establishing transportation routes, has taken over ten years. From building the foundation to raising the multiple eaves, there are materials wasted due to craftsmanship and materials wasted due to weather throughout the year. Though the craftsmen may have a sense of the bricks and timber used in construction, these are merely estimates. To verify the actual resources spent on construction, my lord should not value personal testimony over official records.”

Bai Yuyang gave a cold laugh after hearing this, “So you’re saying these testimonies can’t be trusted?”

“Then look at this.”

As he finished speaking, he flung a register directly beside Deng Ying’s knee.

Deng Ying only needed one glance down before a chill ran through his heart.

Bai Yuyang said:

“This is the private journal written by He Hong, a craftsman of the Imperial Supreme Hall in the tenth year of Zhenning. It records all the construction processes and materials used for the hall’s foundation that year. Like the other craftsmen’s testimonies, it also shows twenty thousand fewer bricks. Deputy Supervisor Deng, you say we shouldn’t value personal testimony over official records. How do you explain this then?”

Deng Ying remembered this journal’s author – he should be sixty-two years old now, one of the earliest craftsmen who followed Zhang Zhanchun, and Zhang’s old friend of many years.

“Regarding He Hong, my lord…”

“Come, bring He Hong in.”

A dragging sound came from outside the hall, followed by the sharp smell of blood carried in by the wind.

Deng Ying turned around. The man could no longer walk, supported by two bailiffs on either side as he stumbled and fell beside Deng Ying. His upper clothes had been removed, his body covered in blood, his consciousness barely clear. Seeing Deng Ying, he could only move his mouth, trembling as he said: “Deng… Ying, tell Zhanchun that I, He Hong, have failed him… and now I’m going to harm you too…”

Deng Ying looked at the torture wounds on his body and bent down to say: “It is Deng Ying who has brought suffering upon Elder He.”

Hearing him say this, He Hong’s eyes reddened, and he coughed up a mouthful of bloody foam, shaking his head tearfully at Deng Ying.

Bai Yuyang raised his voice: “Deputy Supervisor Deng, you are from the Directorate of Ceremonies and bear responsibility for rebuilding the Imperial Supreme Hall. His Majesty values you highly, and I don’t wish to be too discourteous to you. But with both witness testimony and physical evidence before us, if you still won’t speak directly to me, I can only question you in another way.”

Deng Ying remained silent.

He Hong looked up at him, “Just speak… at this point, no one will blame you.”

“Deng Ying.”

Seeing his silence, Bai Yuyang called him again, “Are you determined not to speak?”

His words carried with the wind, suddenly thrown out of the main hall.

Yang Lun’s hands secretly clenched, while the censors craned their necks.

Bai Yuyang lost patience, “Guards, twenty strokes of the rod, then we’ll continue questioning.”

“Minister Bai!”

“Lord Yang, you are only assisting in the investigation. Please do not interfere with the court proceedings.”

The punishment rods had already been prepared outside. The bailiffs brought in the punishment bench, then stepped forward to lift Deng Ying and push him onto it, binding his hands and feet with rope.

Deng Ying realized the bailiffs had left him no room to move. The rope bonds aggravated the old wounds on his ankles, causing heart-piercing pain.

But at this moment, he hardly cared about these sensations.

He only felt cold.

That cold came from his spine, penetrating wave after wave into the depths of his heart.

The rod punishment in the Great Ming always carried two aspects.

One was the power class demonstrating humiliation over the punished, the other was the punished demonstrating their resolve to the power class.

Many civil officials who spoke directly to the throne and angered the emperor would receive court-ord punishment.

But this punishment would often become a badge of honor afterward, branded in the officials’ records of glory.

But Deng Ying understood this had nothing to do with him. What he deserved to bear now was only humiliation.

Though he had prepared for this, he still couldn’t help feeling desolate.

Seeing this scene, Yang Lun grew anxious and stood up, about to speak again.

But Zhang Luo said coldly: “Dignified attire is reserved for men of state. By law, criminal slaves don’t deserve this privilege.”

Hearing him say this, Yang Lun could hardly contain himself, wanting to punch Zhang Luo directly.

“Zhang Luo, don’t go too far. This is the Ministry of Justice’s public court, not your imperial prison’s torture chamber.”

Zhang Luo’s expression remained blank, “My office manages the imperial prison and should uphold Great Ming law alongside the Three Judicial Offices. Since when can the Ministry of Revenue interfere with criminal law? Moreover, if torture is to be used, these clothes are no longer dignified attire – leaving them on only allows them to be beaten into the flesh, increasing injury and hindering the next interrogation.”

After speaking, he looked down at Deng Ying, “I’m not pursuing a personal vendetta with you. This is to maintain the dignity of Ming law, and it’s also for your good. Do you understand?”

Deng Ying didn’t look at him, closing his eyes to respond: “Yes.”

But Yang Lun had already stepped forward from his desk: “Zhang Luo, you…”

“Lord Yang.”

The man on the punishment bench suddenly called out to him.

Yang Lun had to stop in his tracks and look down at him, only to see him lower his head and close his eyes, saying softly: “Take it lightly.”

Yang Lun was struck speechless.

The several censors present also suddenly felt conflicted.

Seeing Bai Yuyang remain silent, Qi Huaiyang spoke up: “If that’s the case, follow the official’s instructions.”

He looked toward Deng Ying, “Remove the clothes.”

Just as he finished speaking, a bailiff suddenly reported, “Honored officials, there’s an elderly man outside who passed along this item, asking me to present it to you immediately. He says it’s relevant to today’s trial.”

Yang Lun quickly said: “Hold the punishment, let’s see what it is.”

Qi Huaiyang took what the bailiff presented, glanced at it, and handed it to Bai Yuyang, “Minister, it’s an account book.”

Hearing this, Deng Ying raised his head on the punishment bench and looked, suddenly struggling: “Lord Bai, everything only concerns Deng Ying, I am willing to accept punishment! Please, my lord…”

Bai Yuyang frowned and gave the bailiff a look.

Immediately a rod struck Deng Ying’s back. Caught off guard, his body shuddered, and the rest of his words were immediately cut off by pain.

Bai Yuyang passed the account book to Zhang Luo.

“Deputy Commander Zhang, take a look as well.”

Then he called to those outside the hall: “Bring in the person from outside.”

Yang Lun hadn’t understood why Deng Ying suddenly lost composure, but when he saw who walked in with the bailiffs, he immediately understood everything.

The man wore an apricot-colored straight robe, his white beard reaching his chest, and walking with faltering steps – it was Zhang Zhanchun.

He slowly crossed the threshold, entered the main hall, and bowed to Bai Yuyang.

Deng Ying turned his face to look at him, calling out through his pain: “Master…”

Zhang Zhanchun didn’t look at Deng Ying, saying in a deep voice: “Be quiet.”

Bai Yuyang stood and bowed to Zhang Zhanchun, then straightened up and said: “I didn’t expect Elder Zhang, after returning to your hometown for many years, would come back to the capital.”

Zhang Zhanchun didn’t respond to him, instead turning to crouch down shakily, silently reaching out to untie the ropes binding Deng Ying’s hands and feet.

He was elderly now, without much strength in his hands, undoing the knots very slowly, one by one.

“Master.”

“Don’t speak.”

“But Master…”

“I told you not to speak!”

Finally managing to undo all the binding ropes with effort, he said, “Get up and kneel.”

Deng Ying dared not disobey him and hurriedly rose to kneel.

Zhang Zhanchun straightened up and said to Bai Yuyang: “This is the Ministry of Justice’s public court, and I shouldn’t speak such words, but I fear I won’t have another chance to say them, so I must be discourteous today.”

He stepped forward, pointing back at Deng Ying, “Tell your father that Fuling was originally the best student of both him and me. I left Fuling to him, yet he allows you all to humiliate him like this. In forty years of palace construction, he only spent ten years on projects – how much does he know? Huh?”

He gave a hoarse laugh, pointing outside the hall, “I hear he refused to see Yang Lun for two days. What? He won’t lay hands on his old friend himself, but he also forbids his students from maintaining fellowship. Shameless wretch!”

This tirade made Bai Yuyang’s head throb. He opened his mouth to say something but heard Zhang Zhanchun’s voice rise even higher.

“No need to explain to me.”

“Mr. Zhang…”

“Heh.”

Zhang Zhanchun gave a cold laugh, “Don’t you want to know where the silver for those twenty thousand bricks went? The account book in your hand contains the actual accounts, not just from the tenth year, but from the fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth years of Zhenning – all the construction funds. You look first, then question me!”
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Bai Yuyang, being Zhang Zhanchun’s junior, dared not act recklessly. However, as the Minister of Justice, he could not remain idle either. Caught in this dilemma, he unconsciously lifted his teacup.

Seeing this, Qi Huaiyang mediated, “Minister, since we have the actual accounts, we should examine them together before further discussion.”

Bai Yuyang, still holding his teacup, swept the documents on his desk aside and massaged his temples before responding to Qi Huaiyang, “First, detain both of them. We’ll continue the trial later.”

Yang Lun, upon hearing these words, secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

Zhang Zhanchun closed his eyes. Already afflicted with serious illness, he had endured the bumpy journey to the capital purely through willpower. Now, as his strength faded, he felt a crushing tightness in his chest. His vision darkened, and he swayed backward, nearly collapsing.

Deng Ying quickly stood up to support Zhang Zhanchun, addressing Bai Yuyang, “Lord Bai, please allow me to care for my teacher.”

Bai Yuyang rose and waved his hand, “Keep them detained together.”

The Ministry of Justice’s prison was bitterly cold. At the end of the eleventh year of Zhenning, the Emperor had granted a general amnesty in honor of the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration. Thus, there weren’t many prisoners, and most of those remaining were already sentenced to autumn execution, living without hope, their spirits subdued.

To allow Deng Ying to care for Zhang Zhanchun, Bai Yuyang didn’t have him shackled. Even so, the damp cold of the prison caused his foot injury to ache severely.

“That was injured here last year, wasn’t it?” Zhang Zhanchun asked softly, seeing him turn away and examining his ankle.

“I’m fine,” Deng Ying denied, and Zhang Zhanchun didn’t pursue the matter further.

He tilted his head back, looking at the moss-spotted beams above, speaking wistfully, “After hearing about Deng Yi’s matter in my hometown, I thought I’d never see you again in this lifetime. Unexpectedly, I can still look upon you while I live.”

Deng Ying turned and knelt before him, “Teacher… you shouldn’t have come back to the capital.”

Zhang Zhanchun gave a coughing laugh, “Why kneel? You’ve done nothing wrong.”

Deng Ying bowed his head, “I’ve caused you to suffer, Teacher. I am truly ashamed.”

As he spoke, he bowed deeply and refused to rise.

Zhang Zhanchun shook his head at him, “Fu Lin, I led you down this path. You and Yang Lun passed the imperial examinations the same year. In your youth, you were brilliant – your talents and understanding of politics and economics were no less than Yang Lun’s. I valued your potential, and though I knew Bai Huan also favored you, I still brought you to work on construction projects. Ten years passed in a flash. I knew there was much corruption and filth involved, yet I forced you to endure it with me. Until now, you’ve done excellently, never disappointing me.”

“Teacher, please don’t speak this way. I am filled with remorse.”

Zhang Zhanchun coughed several times, “You call me a teacher – how could I not protect you? As long as I draw breath, no one can insult my student. Not even Bai Zhongzhi.”

“Teacher, Fu Lin no longer cares about insults.”

“You must not think that way.”

Deng Ying raised his head, “Teacher, I beg you to change your testimony tomorrow. Those actual accounts were written when I was young and foolish – they have nothing to do with you. Though the Cabinet may torture me, as long as I don’t confess, they won’t execute me. After all, the Hall of Supreme Harmony isn’t finished yet, I—”

Zhang Zhanchun straightened his back and raised his voice, “Say no more!”

He broke into a fit of coughing. Deng Ying tried to help ease his breathing but was forcefully pushed away.

“You must understand – your body and skin were given by your parents. No matter your status, you must not disregard your worth. Even if you’re wrongly humiliated, you cannot think it’s deserved because of your humble position. Deng Fu Lin, no matter what lies ahead, that isn’t what’s frightening. What’s truly terrifying is forgetting who you are – that would be truly beyond salvation!”

“Yes…”

Zhang Zhanchun broke into another bout of heart-wrenching coughs.

Hearing this, Deng Ying’s throat tightened with pain. He quickly kowtowed, “I was wrong, I was wrong. Please punish me, Teacher, but I beg you not to be angry.”

Zhang Zhanchun clutched his chest and shook his head, “Stand up, stop kneeling. I’m not angry, I’m heartbroken…”

As he spoke, his eyes grew moist, “The reconstruction of the Three Great Halls – most of it is your life’s work. You are a pure-hearted young man, yet because of these Cabinet officials’ political games, you’ve suffered far too much-undeserved hardship.”

Deng Ying looked up, “Even so, I cannot let you be implicated. Teacher, no matter how you scold me, I cannot let you take responsibility for this matter. Once you admit to it, the Directorate of Ceremonial…”

He dared not continue.

Suddenly, footsteps sounded outside the prison cell.

Yang Lun personally carried a lantern to the cell door.

Deng Ying turned around and saw someone wearing a crimson silk robe standing behind Yang Lun.

Zhang Zhanchun looked up at the cell door and chuckled, “You’ve come?”

“Yes, I’ve come.”

The man stepped into the lamplight, “Open the door. This Minister needs to ask some questions.”

Deng Ying recognized Bai Huan’s features and was about to stand when Zhang Zhanchun said, “Don’t bow. First, ask what he’s here for today.”

Bai Huan entered the cell, “Today I’m here to see an old friend. You juniors need not stand on ceremony.”

He finished speaking and looked down at Zhang Zhanchun, “Throughout history, few palace builders have met good ends. Since you’d retired to your hometown, why did you return?”

“Hmph.”

Zhang Zhanchun raised his head, “If I hadn’t returned, you would have torn him to pieces today. Stripping him for torture? Bai Zhongzhi, have you gone senile? Have you forgotten he’s both your student and mine?”

Bai Huan glanced at Deng Ying, “My students are all young men who govern the nation. You’re also reaching your twilight years – you shouldn’t demean yourself with this person.”

“Pedant!”

Bai Huan wasn’t angered, merely sighed, “This Minister had no intention of using the stripping torture on him. Today’s events resulted from the Northern Magistrate’s involvement. If he had abandoned his obsession earlier, things wouldn’t have come to this.”

Zhang Zhanchun demanded, “Did he choose this path? You forced him to this point, and still blame him? What logic is this?”

Bai Huan turned away, his sleeves swishing, and spoke gravely, “You have your views, this Minister has his position. Since you’ve chosen life outside the court, you shouldn’t meddle in palace affairs – nor can you.”

“Very well.”

Zhang Zhanchun struggled to stand, supporting himself against the wall. When Deng Ying tried to help, he was waved away.

He stumbled to stand behind Bai Huan, supporting himself on the cell door.

“He is my only student in construction. His hands are still needed to build the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Since you’re so determined, believing you can bring down the eunuch faction this time, then try it with my life.”

“Zhang Zhanchun…”

“Lord Bai, hear me out. I’m seventy-two this year, not long for this world anyway. These past two years living in hiding haven’t meant much – might as well give my life for your attempt. I have only one condition…”

He looked at Deng Ying, “Let him return.”

“Teacher, you cannot!”

Deng Ying turned to Bai Huan and fell to his knees, “Lord Bai, you cannot!”

Zhang Zhanchun commanded, “Yang Lun, help him up!”

“Yes…”

Yang Lun hurried to grab Deng Ying’s arm, “Stand up first.”

Ignoring Yang Lun, Deng Ying seized Bai Huan’s sleeve, “Lord Bai, it won’t work! If the Directorate of Ceremonial wants to cover this up, they’ll surely plot Teacher’s death. I left home young, raised, and educated by you and your Teacher. I view you both as fathers, even more than my birth father. Since you won’t acknowledge me as your wayward student, I only have a Teacher left. My lord, please don’t listen to Teacher… please don’t…”

“Fu Lin, stand up and stop begging him. Let him try!”

He fixed his gaze on Bai Huan, “Bai Zhongzhi, if you don’t try this once, you’ll never know what kind of heart your discarded student has offered you.”

“No, Teacher, you cannot…”

“Enough, say no more.”

Zhang Zhanchun lowered his hand from the wall and slowly approached Deng Ying, taking his arm.

“Stand up.”

Not daring to let him exert himself, Deng Ying quickly stood and supported Zhang Zhanchun.

Zhang Zhanchun smiled at him kindly, his voice gentler now.

“Fu Lin, at this point, let it be. With Zhang Luo in court today, His Majesty and the Directorate of Ceremonial likely already know. Return with peace of mind and complete the Hall of Supreme Harmony.”

“No, I want to stay with Teacher.”

“Don’t say such things.”

“Teacher, I beg you not to send me away…”

“Fu Lin.”

Zhang Zhanchun called to him, his voice slightly hoarse.

“I’ve spent my life building palaces, yet never saw them completed. For me, this regret outweighs all others. If you truly respect me, then go back and properly finish what needs to be done.”

Deng Ying’s throat burned.

“Even Teacher… doesn’t want me anymore…”

“Nonsense. You are my best student. Remember, don’t forget who you are. Even in your current situation, you can still do what you’ve always wanted to do. Deng Ying, respect yourself and live well. In this world, besides your teacher, there are others worth protecting.”

Deng Ying didn’t know how to respond to these words and could only nod desperately through his tears.

Zhang Zhanchun smiled slightly, “I know I’ve said too much, but you’ve always understood. Just consider it your teacher’s rambling in his old age. Let it pass after hearing it.”

Deng Ying didn’t respond, only shook his head.

Bai Huan turned to Yang Lun, “Take Deng Ying out. I have some words to say in private.”

“Yes.”

Though Deng Ying was unwilling, Yang Lun gave him no choice. He directly ordered the jailer to come in and escort Deng Ying out, following them himself to wait outside the cell.

After they left, Bai Huan removed his crimson silk robe, folded it on the ground, and sat cross-legged against the wall.

“Do you think I wronged Deng Ying?”

The cell walls, having held many people recently, were covered in condensation.

Zhang Zhanchun wiped away a patch and shook his head, “No. You’re in the Cabinet – you also have circumstances beyond your control. Not like me, old and mad. It’s good that I abandoned my position in the Ministry of Works back then and became this old wanderer. Otherwise, today I would be one of those forcing him, rather than saving him.”

Bai Huan found these words quite profound and couldn’t help but laugh.

“Zhongzhi.”

“Speak.”

Zhang Zhanchun showed a gentle smile.

“I hear Yang Lun’s sister is quite fond of Deng Ying.”

“Heh… why are you asking about this now?”

Zhang Zhanchun sat down beside Bai Huan, supporting himself against the wall, “I know you wouldn’t ask about it. Here.”

He took out a jade pendant carved with lotus flowers from his robes and placed it in Bai Huan’s hand.

“The Yang family values jade. The Deng family used to have many fine pieces, but after Deng Yi’s death, all their possessions were confiscated. This is from my private collection. I hear the young lady’s name is Wan, with the pet name ‘Jade Lotus’ – I think this suits her well. Find someone to give this to Deng Ying for me. It’s up to him then. That child is secretly stubborn – even if the young lady is willing, he might not dare accept her heart.”

Chapter 25: A Spring Encounter (Part 4)
As the season waned, all flowers returned to dust.

The boundless silence of late spring in the inner palace bred loneliness in people’s hearts.

Yang Wan made herself a bowl of noodles and carried it steaming to the window. Taking advantage of the empty office at the Fifth Division, she tucked her legs onto the chair, ready for a quick meal.

The noodles were still too hot—she nearly burned her tongue on the first bite. She pushed the bowl aside to cool and rolled up her sleeves to continue writing her notes.

Her recent notes were chaotic, with several pages torn out in succession.

When she couldn’t write anymore, she habitually sketched little portraits of Deng Ying on the paper.

Initially, she had wanted to capture that perfect sense of brokenness she felt when first seeing Deng Ying, but her drawing skills were poor, and her sketches of him always looked somewhat dazed. Yet somehow, over time, she gradually lost her obsession with that broken quality, even beginning to intentionally avoid it.

So she gently turned past the page of little portraits.

She took a bite of noodles with her left hand, then returned to her brush, but still couldn’t write a single word after a long while.

The people of the inner palace knew nothing of the shadow war between the Directorate of Ceremonial and the Cabinet.

Yet Yang Wan’s inner unease grew stronger as time passed.

Without historical records to rely on, depending entirely on her understanding of human nature, she found it difficult to deduce how Deng Ying had escaped the deadly trap between the Directorate and the Cabinet.

Recalling Deng Ying’s words to her, Yang Wan had more than once thought of the Ministry of Justice’s cruel torture methods.

She hadn’t personally studied Ming Dynasty punishments, but she had a senior fellow student who had devoted many years to researching this area. She had mentioned Deng Ying and the three-day lingchi execution at Meridian Gate. In the margins of her notes, her senior had written:

“The emperor of the time perhaps merely used this man’s body as a symbol of guilt, using extreme punishment to declare to the world his attitude toward the eunuch faction, clearly demonstrating the baseness of the eunuch group, and manifesting imperial power’s absolute control over palace servants. When they executed Deng Ying at the palace gates, perhaps no one remembered that this eunuch dying in agony had once been the builder of this imperial city.”

Yang Wan remembered stumbling upon this passage in the research room’s materials.

By then, her senior had graduated and was teaching at a foreign university, so she hesitated to disturb her.

This passage merely describes, outside of academic context, the significance of executing a eunuch by lingchi at that time, without taking any particular stance on Deng Ying as a person.

When Yang Wan first read this passage, she thought her senior was someone who felt compassion for history.

But now, recalling these words, she found herself on the verge of tears.

“Eating noodles made your eyes red again? I think you need to go out for a walk.”

Song Qingyun entered carrying a basin of wood-shaving water.

Yang Wan turned around, “You went to wash your hair.”

“Mm-hmm.”

Song Qingyun’s voice was light and cheerful: “It’s a nice sunny day. I saw those Palace Directorate people all went there. Though they always act superior to us, putting on airs and making me serve them. Hey, do you want to wash? If you go now, they were leaving when I left—it’ll be nice and quiet.”

Yang Wan lowered her head to eat her noodles, “Alright, I’ll go after I finish eating.”

Song Qingyun sat by the window wringing her hair, then suddenly jumped up as if remembering something: “Oh my, I forgot something!”

Yang Wan asked through a mouthful of noodles, “What?”

“Hu Siji’s matter. Asked you to go to the Archives Collection to fetch some documents.”

Yang Wan stirred her noodles, “Oh, I know, wasn’t that for tomorrow? I’m not even on duty today.”

Song Qingyun pursed her lips, “You know what she’s like, rushing around like death itself. She couldn’t find you this morning, guessed you were with Lady Ning, and didn’t dare look there, so she found me instead. Asked me to tell you, but I forgot until seeing you just now.”

Yang Wan glanced at the time, “Still need to go up to Huiji Gate.”

“Mm, it’s my fault for telling you so late.”

Yang Wan continued eating her noodles, “It’s fine, work needs to be done. I’ll go after I finish eating.”

“Alright, leave the bowl, I’ll wash it for you.”

Yang Wan laughed, “How dare I trouble you?”

Song Qingyun said, “Come on, hurry up and go. Everyone knows you’re unsettled with Deputy Director Deng away—as long as you don’t wreck the kitchen, it’s fine.”

Yang Wan understood her good intentions and didn’t refuse further.

She quickly finished her remaining noodles, changed into palace clothes, and headed up to Huiji Gate.

Huiji Gate was the necessary exit for Cabinet ministers leaving the palace, but palace female officials were forbidden from private communication with outside officials. So even when Yang Wan sometimes encountered Yang Lun at the gate, they didn’t dare speak privately. However, being in the inner palace, Yang Lun was her only source of information about Deng Ying’s situation, so today, Yang Wan intended to break this prohibition.

Unlike last time when Yi Lang was present, now she could only wait hidden behind Huiji Gate.

The Cabinet seemed to have business today. Yang Wan kept looking toward their office, but the door remained closed.

The wind blew through the gate, rustling her newly changed thin palace garments. Feeling cold, she sniffled and crouched against the palace wall hugging her knees, thinking to rest a moment.

Suddenly, a shadow fell over her.

Yang Wan looked up to see someone wearing a dark plain robe with a mourning sash at his waist. He held an embroidered spring sword and was looking down at her.

“Do you know what happens when palace women communicate privately with outside officials?”

His voice was ice-cold.

Yang Wan stood up, “Twenty strokes of the rod and bell-ringing on the city roads.”

“So you know.”

“Aren’t you also an outside official, sir?”

Zhang Luo gave a cold laugh: “You’ve never known how to speak to me properly.”

Yang Wan bowed, “Yang Wan acknowledges her error.”

Zhang Luo watched her straighten up after her bow, then suddenly spoke: “Even if you learn of that slave’s situation from Yang Lun, can you save him?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “He never wanted anyone to save him from the beginning.”

Hearing these words, Zhang Luo stepped closer to Yang Wan, close enough that she could almost smell the sandalwood fragrance on him.

“You’re a smarter woman than Yang Lun.”

Yang Wan braced her hand against the wall, “What do you want to tell me, sir?”

“I want to ask why you rejected me to follow someone who doesn’t even qualify as a man.”

“Does this matter so much to you, sir?”

“Yes.”

Zhang Luo raised his voice, “I care. I saw him at the Ministry of Justice hearing the other day, kneeling on the ground at the mercy of the bailiffs. The Great Ming Code shows no mercy to criminal slaves—during torture they strip them naked, and treat them worse than pigs and dogs, with no dignity left. Would you still want to look at such a body?”

Yang Wan’s mind rang with a buzz, “Why do you humiliate him like this?”

“Heh.”

That cold laugh pierced the heart.

“Yang Wan, your words are wrong. It’s not that I want to humiliate him—it’s the Ming Code that must restrain him.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan suddenly understood that this man’s oppressive aura didn’t come entirely from his malice, but from his obsession with the feudal era’s order. He wasn’t venting personal hatred on Deng Ying—he simply had no compassion for eunuchs, merely taking the scholar-official class’s contempt for palace servants to its extreme.

Yang Wan recalled her senior’s words—perhaps no one remembered that this eunuch dying in agony had once been the builder of this imperial city.

A surge of uncontrollable grief welled up, and tears spilled from her eyes before she could stop them.

She quickly tilted her head back.

Zhang Luo looked at her, “You cry for him? When did this begin?”

As he spoke, he raised his hand.

Yang Wan dodged to the side.

“Don’t touch me.”

“Hmph.”

Zhang Luo laughed coldly, “Yang Wan, I’ve been traveling east and west these past few years, not inquiring after your affairs. The other day when father asked about you, I was thinking, if I had married you earlier, kept you by my side, and properly restrained you, would you be different from how you are now?”

“Restrain? What are women in your eyes?”

The words burst from Yang Wan’s lips, but after speaking them, a pale sense of futility rose in her mind.

Saying such words to Zhang Luo six hundred years ago was completely meaningless.

Just as she was about to speak again, Yang Lun’s shout suddenly came from behind.

“Zhang Luo!”

Yang Wan turned to see Yang Lun striding quickly up from Huiji Gate, grabbing her wrist and pulling her behind him.

“What are you doing? This is the inner palace!”

Zhang Luo stepped back, “No need for such behavior, Minister Yang. Your sister’s character is known throughout the city—I find it too dirty to touch.”

With that, he turned and walked toward the gate.

Yang Lun’s throat ached with anger. He started to pursue but was held back by Yang Wan’s grip on his sleeve.

“Let him talk. It won’t take a piece of flesh off me.”

Yang Lun turned around, “Did he lay hands on you?”

“No.”

“Then why are you crying?”

“I’m not crying…”

Yang Wan hurriedly wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

Yang Lun looked at Yang Wan helplessly.

Back home, Yang Wan used to cry in front of him often, but since bringing her back from South Lake, this was the first time Yang Lun had seen her red-eyed.

“I’m going to question Zhang Luo!”

“Enough, brother! It’s nothing. Don’t antagonize him at this time.”

As she spoke, she stumbled from his pull. Yang Lun quickly turned to steady her, looking down at her face, “As long as he didn’t hurt you, that’s good. Otherwise, your brother wouldn’t let him off.”

Yang Wan nodded, “I know. Thank you, brother.”

Seeing her tears had stopped, Yang Lun straightened up and calculated the time, then asked, “Why are you here?”

“Oh, Hu Siji ordered me to come, there’s business at the Archives Collection.”

“Is it finished?”

“It’s done. I was deliberately waiting for brother.”

Hearing this, Yang Lun stepped back, “You wanted to ask about Deng Ying, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

Yang Lun set his jaw, looked at Yang Wan in silence for a moment, then finally spoke.

“Today the Directorate of Ceremonial brought him back from the Ministry of Justice prison.”

“Was he badly injured?”

“He wasn’t injured.”

Yang Wan was stunned.

“But just now Zhang Luo said…”

“They were going to torture him, but Master Zhang came.”

Yang Wan suddenly remembered that Zhang Zhanchun seemed to have died in the fifth month of Zhenning’s twelfth year, but history didn’t record how he died. She quickly asked, “You mean Master Zhang Zhanchun?”

Yang Lun nodded, “For the details, you’ll have to ask Deng Ying yourself, though he might not be well for the next day or two.”

“Why?”

Yang Lun lowered his head, “To save him, Master Zhang took the blame for the Shandong brick supply case. He taught and raised Deng Ying for ten years, and was Deng Ying’s most respected teacher. Now he’s imprisoned for his sake… ai…”

Yang Lun couldn’t help but sigh.

“Alright, I need to leave the palace. How are the Princess and Prince?”

Yang Wan didn’t speak, just nodded numbly.

“Take good care of them. Recently… the political situation has been unstable. The Princess will inevitably hear some news. Explain things well on my behalf, don’t let her worry too much.”

Yang Wan followed a few steps, “Brother, stop investigating this matter.”

Yang Lun turned back, “Wan’er, Deng Fu Lin, and Master Zhang aren’t afraid of death, and we aren’t people who fear death either. Regardless of His Majesty’s stance, we must let the common people see the loyalty that we scholars and officials have for the Great Ming.”

Observing history from afar brings compassion.

But when living within it, mere compassion… seems insufficient.

After Yang Lun left, Yang Wan walked toward the Fifth Division with her sleeves drawn close.

On the palace path, she met Li Yu who was starting his shift. Seeing Yang Wan, he quickly snuck down, “Finally found you!”

Yang Wan coughed once, “What is it?”

Li Yu said, “Deng Ying has returned, but he hasn’t opened his door all day. I’ve shouted myself hoarse, but he won’t answer. I’m worried something’s happened to him. He has no one else looking after him in the palace—don’t you care for him? Go check on him.”

A gust of wind blew down the palace path, lifting Yang Wan’s skirts. The swirling mortal dust brushed against her face.

Yang Wan drew her clothes closer, “Do you have noodles there?”

“Noodles?”

“Yes, ready-made ones.”

“We do.”

“What about a stove?”

“We have that too, by the big willow tree at the moat.”

Chapter 26: A Spring Encounter (Part 5)
The sound of flowing water in the moat never ceased day or night.

On clear evenings without wind or rain, Deng Ying could almost hear its friction against the city walls.

After returning from the Ministry of Justice, he had wanted to lie down and sleep for a while, but he couldn’t sleep and didn’t even want to change his clothes.

He just sat quietly by the bed, cupping his hands around the only oil lamp before him.

“Knock knock.”

A knocking sound came from the door. Deng Ying looked up as a slender shadow flickered past the window screen.

Then he heard Yang Wan’s voice, “Deng Ying, it’s me.”

He clutched the bedding in his hands. Though he wanted to see Yang Wan, he didn’t want to show too much meaningless grief before her.

Fortunately, she only knocked once and didn’t press him further.

Silence fell inside and outside the door, with only the lazy cry of roosting birds from the roof.

It was late, and the wind by the river grew stronger. Shadows of weeping willows danced on the cold, gleaming surface of the water.

Not so different from a twenty-first-century city—cement and stone, each having their rhythms of life between day and night.

“Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan finally called to him, though her voice was hesitant, its trembling end notes like flickering flames, warm yet restrained.

“Um… I’m not sure how to handle this right now. If you feel I shouldn’t disturb you, just tell me, and I’ll leave. If you don’t mind, then I’ll stay a while longer.”

As she finished speaking, a cold wind caught in her throat, making her cough several times. Her face flushed red with embarrassment, and she had to turn away, bending down to cover her mouth and nose, trying not to cough too loudly.

The door behind her opened immediately, and a garment was gently draped over Yang Wan’s back.

Yang Wan looked up to see Deng Ying crouching before her with bent knees. After several days apart, he looked somewhat haggard, though it showed only in his eyes.

“I’ll get you some water.”

Yang Wan lowered her hands from her face and swallowed, waving him off, “No need, just got choked by the cold wind. I’ll be fine in a moment.”

Looking at the clothes on her shoulders, before she could say anything, he spoke, “This is newly made for spring. I’ve never worn it.”

Yang Wan heard this and smiled, pulling the garment closer around her shoulders as she stood up holding the door, “Who would mind when you’re such a clean person?”

When she said the word “clean,” Deng Ying didn’t know how to respond and unconsciously stepped back.

Yang Wan asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve just come from prison, and haven’t had time to clean up.”

Yang Wan tentatively gripped his sleeve, and seeing that he didn’t pull away, grasped his wrist through the fabric.

“Don’t think that way. Everyone has times when they’re mired in mud. If people were afraid to face others because they felt unclean, how cold would relationships between people become? How pitiful would those climbing out of the mire be?”

She looked up with a smile, its brightness all too familiar to Deng Ying.

All day he had used much strength but couldn’t pull himself from the mire of self-blame and grief. Fortunately, she had come to pull him out, even willing to smile at him despite his mud-covered state.

“Li Yu said you haven’t eaten all day.”

“You met him?”

Yang Wan nodded, “Yes, I think he’s good to have around. He’s young and doesn’t fully understand your situation, but he has a good heart.”

She turned to look toward the moat, “You must be hungry. I’ll make you some noodles.”

After saying this, she walked toward the river but didn’t let go of Deng Ying’s hand. The wound on his ankle had flared up in prison and hadn’t yet healed. When stepping on the stairs, it suddenly hurt badly. Though he didn’t stop, his feet hesitated. Yang Wan felt his pause and turned back to see him frowning in pain, “I forgot about your leg injury. Does it hurt badly?”

Deng Ying opened his eyes and shook his head, “I’ll have to get used to it.”

Yang Wan looked down at Deng Ying’s ankle, “I originally wanted to cook the noodles and bring them to you, but… Li Yu’s stove… I don’t know how to use it…”

As she spoke, a blush unconsciously crept across her face, and she quickly raised her hand to press down the flyaway hairs by her ears, laughing self-deprecatingly.

“At first I thought I knew everything, that if I wanted to, I could learn anything here. But in the end, I only learned to write a few characters in official documents.”

“It’s alright. Where is it?”

Yang Wan looked up to see Deng Ying smiling at her. The smile was faint but perfectly encompassed Yang Wan’s current unacknowledged embarrassment.

“Under that big willow tree by the river.”

She raised her other hand to point ahead.

Deng Ying looked up in the direction she indicated, “Then take me there.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan led Deng Ying past rows of Directorate of Ceremonial offices. To accommodate his injured leg, she deliberately walked slowly.

The night shift workers hadn’t returned yet, and those off-duty were taking advantage of the quiet time to doze.

The stars were sparse but the moon was bright, the wind gentle, and all around was quiet.

Deng Ying dared not walk too close to Yang Wan, and could only raise his arm high to maintain distance between them.

The pair of lotus jade pendants Yang Wan wore gently clinked with her steps, making a pleasant sound against the background of flowing water.

“Deng Ying.”

She called his name with her back to him.

Deng Ying quickly responded, “Mm?”

“Do you still have your daily nuts?”

“No more.”

“I’ll bring you some more tomorrow.”

Without thinking, he gave a gentle reply, “Alright.”

Hearing this “Right,” Yang Wan smiled and shook his hand, “You don’t refuse me anymore.”

Deng Ying looked at her fingers gripping his wrist, “I don’t want to make you angry.”

“What?”

“I don’t want you to leave because of me too.”

Yang Wan understood the true melancholy behind his words, but didn’t address it directly, only smiled and replied, “I’m not someone who leaves just because I’m angry.”

She turned around, still holding Deng Ying’s hand, walking backward while saying, “I’ll tell you first, I only know how to make one kind of noodles.”

Deng Ying tilted his head slightly, helping her watch the path behind her, “What kind?”

“Yang Chun noodles, Lady Ning taught me.”

“Lady Ning… when did she enter the palace?”

“When I was… thirteen, I think.”

Deng Ying nodded with a smile, “That’s a long time. No wonder the Princess cares for you so much.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan smiled and nodded at him, “Since I entered the palace, the Princess has never scolded me. Besides you, she’s the gentlest person to me. It’s just that her health hasn’t been good lately, she’s been taking medicine, and the Prince is so young. I’ve been busy looking after them, so several times I said I’d bring you nuts but forgot.”

As they talked, they reached the big weeping willow.

The eunuchs’ quarters had no independent kitchen, so this spot under the big willow was where Li Yu and others prepared their meals. There were still some ash marks on the ground that hadn’t been cleaned up.

Yang Wan let go of Deng Ying, lifted her skirts to crouch by the stove, and pulled the winnowing basket from the stone to her lap, making space for Deng Ying, “I tried for ages but couldn’t light it.”

Deng Ying also crouched down, rolled up his sleeves, and took the fire striker Yang Wan handed him.

Soon, warm flames lit up both their faces.

Yang Wan tried to poke at the fire, but Deng Ying turned and gently pressed down the long stick in her hand, “Be careful, this wood is fresh and might spark.”

Yang Wan quickly withdrew her hand, protecting the noodles and seasonings in the basket, “You’re very careful about everything.”

Deng Ying took her stick and carefully turned the fresh wood on the stove, answering her softly, “So are you.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I’m not. I only put my heart into things I like to do. If it’s something I don’t like, I always disappoint everyone. No matter where I am, many people at home have been unhappy with me. So, Deng Ying, you’re truly the best person I’ve ever met. Your character, your personality, everything is so good—so good that I can’t understand why they treat you that way…”

She puffed out her cheeks and let out a breath, moving to the stove, “Alright, I’m going to cook the noodles now. Go sit for a while.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying heard her words and sat down against the willow tree.

The water in the pot gradually began to boil, white steam surrounding Yang Wan’s face, blurring her delicate features.

Unlike her appearance would suggest, she wasn’t very skilled at cooking, occasionally burning her fingers and fumbling, but she was very focused. Deng Ying couldn’t help thinking that, as she had just said, cooking noodles for him must be something Yang Wan liked doing.

The fragrance of vegetables in the noodle soup wafted out with the steam from the pot.

After quite some effort, Yang Wan finally carefully carried two bowls of noodles over.

“Be careful.”

“I know.”

Without looking up, she said, “If I spill this, I’ll have committed a terrible sin today.”

Deng Ying laughed softly, “You shouldn’t say that.”

Yang Wan crouched down and handed the noodles to Deng Ying, “Try a bite, see if the seasoning is right.”

Deng Ying lowered his head and took a bite. The noodles were soft, warmly filling his entire mouth. There weren’t complex flavors, just the fresh scent of vegetables and the savory taste of pork fat mixed with green onions, comforting his whole being.

“Mm, it’s delicious.”

Hearing his evaluation, Yang Wan smiled and nodded repeatedly.

She sat down beside Deng Ying, picked up her bowl and ate a few bites, then sipped some soup before speaking about the day’s events.

“Today, I secretly went to see Yang Lun. He told me some things about what happened at the Ministry of Justice, but not everything. He said if I wanted to know more details, I should ask you.”

Deng Ying lowered his bowl to look at Yang Wan, “I can tell you.”

Yang Wan raised her head, looking at the cold light filtering through gaps in the tree canopy, and said softly, “Before I came, I really wanted to ask you, but after arriving, I just wanted to share a bowl of noodles with you.”

She sniffled, “If… in the future, I can’t help asking about things you don’t want to talk about, you don’t have to tell me. You can even scold me.”

Deng Ying quickly said, “I would never treat you that way.”

Yang Wan turned to look at him, “Let me finish. These past few days while you were gone, I kept thinking about what was happening to you at the Ministry, about what it would take for you to return. But I never expected Master Zhang would…”

She paused, “Actually, I don’t want to ask about what happened. I just want to tell you not to be too sad, and don’t blame yourself too much. If you want to process the outcome alone, I won’t do anything. Just… you need to eat, need to drink water, don’t harm your own body.”

Listening to her words, Deng Ying lowered his head and ate his noodles bite by bite, until he swallowed the last piece of vegetable leaf.

“It’s not like what you said. I very much want to see you, but I swore an oath to Zi Xi that if I had even a moment’s improper thoughts about you, I would suffer death by lingchi.”

When Yang Wan heard the words “lingchi,” her mind exploded with noise, and she nearly dropped her bowl.

History existed objectively, and Yang Wan was a fish that had slipped through its net.

But when Deng Ying spoke of his fate before her, Yang Wan suddenly felt she wasn’t a fish that had escaped—she was caught in the net herself.

Chapter 27: A Spring Encounter (Part 6)
Early May.

In the capital, Master Zhao, a wealthy household, was marrying off his youngest daughter.

This Master Zhao was a former cabinet minister who, despite his longstanding rivalry with Deng Yi, grew weary after Deng Yi’s downfall and simply retired alongside him, becoming a man of leisure.

He and Zhang Zhanchun were close friends for many years. When he heard about Zhang Zhanchun’s imprisonment, he was so angry that he initially refused to proceed with his daughter’s marriage. It took several visits from the groom’s family and their earnest persuasion before he finally agreed to hold the wedding.

Fearing that the stubborn old man might change his mind at the last moment, the groom’s family distributed invitations widely, inviting every official in the capital with whom they had any connection. Yang Lun originally didn’t want to attend because of Zhang Zhanchun’s situation, but since his wife was close friends with the groom’s mother, he had no choice but to go and socialize, sitting among the crowd drinking sullenly. The Hanlin Academy scholars typically clustered with those from the Six Offices, and seeing Yang Lun sitting in the corner, they gradually gathered around him. Among them were several Donglin Party members, sharp-tongued and arrogant, becoming even more unrestrained after a drink or two.

“Although the case has been sent to the Three Judicial Offices, the investigation is moving too slowly.”

Someone nearby remarked frivolously: “Slow? The Imperial City took forty-some years to build, shouldn’t this Imperial City case take forty-some years to investigate?”

Yang Lun used to enjoy mixing with these people, but after witnessing what Deng Ying and Zhang Zhanchun endured in the Ministry of Justice, he had lost his taste for such politically motivated but heartless mockery.

After two generations of the Ming Dynasty, the verbal battles between civil officials had grown increasingly fierce, losing their nature as genuine debates and sometimes degenerating into mere partisan squabbles. Yang Lun had heard this view more than once from Deng Ying and had asked if this was why he was reluctant to stay in the Hanlin Academy.

Deng Ying hadn’t denied it at the time, and Yang Lun had thought his perspective too detached, unbecoming of a scholar’s ambition to govern the state. But now, hearing these young officials’ “wild talk,” he couldn’t help but slam down his wine cup with a “bang.”

The chatter ceased at the sound of the thrown cup.

Xiao Wen turned around, saw the cup shattered on the ground, and hurried over, lowering her voice: “What’s wrong with you? This is someone’s wedding banquet!”

Yang Lun rubbed his temples, “I’m a bit drunk, my hand slipped. I’ll go outside for some air.”

Xiao Wen grabbed him, “Wait, Chief Eunuch Hu from the Directorate of Ceremonial is here today. Mother has a package for our Wan’er, and you know we can’t privately send things into the palace. Who knows when it will reach her through official channels? With Chief Hu here, why not ask him for this favor?”

Yang Lun glanced at the package she had placed on the chair.

“Why should I ask him for any favors?”

Xiao Wen said, “Since both our girls entered the palace, I’ve watched Mother’s health decline. She spent all spring making this Artemisia pillow, even having to rest for half a month when she couldn’t continue. She only pressed on because she remembered Wan’er’s neck often aches. If you don’t ask, then dispose of it yourself – I certainly wouldn’t dare take it back to Mother.”

Yang Lun, softened by her gentle but pointed words, actually stood up.

But before he could pick up the package, two or three servants in festive attire came rushing out from the back hall in panic. The attendants outside hurried to meet them, asking, “What’s wrong?”

The servant was too panicked to lower his voice, and many guests heard him say: “Master Zhao is coughing up blood in the back. He’s passed out now, and we don’t know if he’ll – what should we do about all this upfront?”

The managing servant also panicked, quickly ordering the musicians to stop and turning to report to his masters.

Xiao Wen walked to Yang Lun’s side and tugged his sleeve, “What happened? Why did the music stop?”

Yang Lun shook his head, “Not sure, seems something happened to old Master Zhao in the back hall. You sit back down, I’ll go look and come back.”

Just as he was about to leave, a Supervising Secretary behind him shouted: “Zhang has died in prison!”

The crowd first froze, then erupted in chaos.

Yang Lun stumbled, nearly falling.

Xiao Wen quickly steadied him, “Husband, you’re frightening me.”

Yang Lun’s mind was in chaos, with only one thing clear – Deng Ying’s words when he knelt before Bai Huan: “The Directorate of Ceremonial will set a death trap for Teacher!”

He finally understood what “testing it with my life” meant.

“Husband… Husband!”

As Xiao Wen called to him in panic, Yang Lun snapped back to awareness and broke free, walking to Hu Xiang, “What did you do?”

Hu Xiang stood up, “What is Lord Yang asking about?”

Yang Lun struggled to control his voice, “How did Master Zhang die?”

Hu Xiang coldly replied, “The man was in the Ministry of Justice prison, why are you asking me?”

Yang Lun said through gritted teeth, “The Ministry never used torture!”

“Then he was old!”

Hu Xiang’s voice suddenly rose, “He was old! Useless! So he died!”

These words instantly enraged the young officials present. They surged forward, hurling abuse. Some became so heated they started fighting with Hu Xiang, who as a eunuch could hardly withstand such treatment. Soon his face was bruised and swollen.

Yang Lun had been stunned by anger, and by the time he came to his senses, Hu Xiang had already crawled under a table in desperation.

He quickly moved to pull back the most aggressive attackers, “Everyone stops!”

Hu Xiang emerged from under the table, holding his nose and pointing unsteadily at Yang Lun, “You all causing such trouble… not showing any respect for His Majesty… sooner or later… sooner or later… something terrible will happen.”

Yang Lun shouted, “Shut your mouth! When you behave, we politely call you ‘Sir,’ but you’re still just a slave. Even if you’re beaten, it has nothing to do with His Majesty. Now get out!”

Hu Xiang understood that though these words were harsh, they also allowed him to escape. He quickly took the order to “get out” and fled the wedding hall in disgrace.

The news came from the back hall that old Master Zhao had died from coughing blood. The servants were in chaos, with crying and cursing echoing from inside and outside. Master Zhao’s daughter, still in her wedding dress, hair disheveled, rushed to the back hall wailing. The entire wedding hall instantly became a scene of devastation.

Several Donglin Party officials were already cursing and preparing to jointly submit a memorial denouncing the Directorate of Ceremonial for abusing power and murder.

Yang Lun stood among them and shouted in exasperation, “Can everyone please refrain from hasty joint petitions? Wait until after the Cabinet and Three Judicial Offices complete their investigation!”

“Can we trust your Cabinet?”

Someone challenged, “How long have the Three Judicial Offices been investigating this case? When they interrogated Deng Ying, we heard they tied him up and beat him with a rod. Lord Yang, we won’t mention your close friendship as fellow students, but how could the Censorate officials stomach this? Now the eunuch escapes unscathed while Master Zhang dies tragically? How can you expect us to accept this?”

“I…”

Yang Lun suddenly remembered Yang Wan pulling him aside at the Gate of Supreme Harmony, saying, “Stop investigating this matter.”

Connecting it to the current situation, he felt a wave of regret.

At that moment in the palace, Yang Wan was copying documents in the Department of Imperial Ceremonials.

The daylight was dim, and just as she was about to look for a candle, Song Qingyun rushed in and asked her, “Do you remember where we kept that medicine for injuries that Lady Jiang had?”

Yang Wan pointed to a red wooden box nearby, “I think it’s in there.”

“Ah, good.”

Song Qingyun quickly rolled up her sleeves and began searching the box. Yang Wan went to help her look, asking, “Did Chen Hua get hurt, or was it Li Yu?”

Song Qingyun replied, “Neither. It’s Chief Secretary Eunuch Hu from the Directorate of Ceremonial. He was beaten outside the palace. Li Yu’s godfather heard we had some good medicine for wounds in the Department and came to ask for it. Considering how good he’s been to Li Yu, I thought I’d help find it.”

“He was beaten?”

“Yes. Haven’t you heard?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I’ve been copying all day and haven’t finished yet. Oh, is this the bottle?”

“Yes, yes it is.”

Song Qingyun took the medicine and headed out. Yang Wan quickly followed, “You haven’t finished telling me – why was he beaten?”

Song Qingyun answered while walking, “I don’t really understand these outside matters, but Master Zhang died in the Ministry of Justice prison. They’re all saying it was murder to silence him…”

Before she could finish, a stern female voice came from behind.

“Do you two have a death wish?”

Yang Wan turned to see Lady Jiang standing by the medicine box.

“Qingyun, go deliver the medicine first.”

Then she walked toward Yang Wan, “Have you finished copying the documents?”

Yang Wan replied quietly, “Not yet.”

“Yang Wan, you absolutely must not go see Deng Ying today.”

“I…”

Lady Jiang cut her off, “You’ve always been intelligent. Do I need to explain why?”

Yang Wan silently lowered her head.

Lady Jiang softened her tone slightly, “After you finish copying the documents, return to Chengqian Palace and attend to Consort Ning. Remember, you’re a palace lady. It’s fine to be kind to a eunuch, but if that person is deeply involved in court affairs, protect yourself first when the situation is unclear.”

“I understand, Lady Jiang.”

Seeing her compliance, Lady Jiang sighed.

“Go on. Finish copying the documents. The candle is on the windowsill, light it yourself.”

Yang Wan returned to her desk and rolled up her sleeves.

The characters on the desk gradually became blurry before her eyes. She took out her notebook from her robes and opened it.

Under Zhang Zhanchun’s name, she had already written a detailed record, leaving only a blank space after the words “died on.”

This day was the second of May.

Yang Wan held her brush in silence for a long while before finally writing to complete that blank space.

Raising her head after writing, she suddenly felt dazed.

The only elder who truly cared for Deng Ying was gone.

Two months remained until autumn of the twelfth year of Zhenning.

After hearing about Hu Xiang being beaten, her historical sensitivity suddenly helped her almost understand the connection between this blank space and the Tongjia Tragedy.

So before he truly stepped between the Directorate of Ceremonial and the Cabinet, he had lost so much.

Yang Wan closed her notebook and looked out the window.

The clouds hung low, with birds flying about in panic.

“Don’t be too sad, and don’t blame yourself too much…”

She repeated these words to herself, yet found she couldn’t believe them either.

Chapter 28: Clear Jade and Glazed Tiles (Part 1)
Yang Lun claimed Zhang Zhanchun’s body from the Ministry of Justice prison.

Before the body was moved, Yang Lun personally examined it alongside the coroner.

For someone who died in prison, the clothing was intact with no external injuries or signs of poisoning. The coroner, who had clearly been instructed from above, only told Yang Lun that death was due to suffocation, explaining that Zhang Zhanchun was elderly with a lung condition and couldn’t withstand the prison’s damp stuffiness, leading to respiratory failure.

When Yang Lun tried to inquire further, the coroner fell silent.

Yang Lun knew he couldn’t get any more information at this point and had no choice but to have the body simply prepared and temporarily placed at Guangji Temple.

The monks deeply respected this renowned builder of the Imperial City. Even without Yang Lun saying anything, Abbot Yuan’an led the monks in performing several days of ceremonies for Zhang Zhanchun’s spiritual passage.

Zhang Zhanchun’s wife had already passed away, and his son was an official in Hainan, still traveling the long distance to attend the funeral.

However, after Master Zhao’s death from coughing blood and Hu Xiang being beaten at the wedding hall by young officials, although people were grief-stricken, few came to pay their respects at the temple.

The Supervising Secretaries of the Six Offices and young censors from the Censorate became embroiled in a chaotic war of words with the Directorate of Ceremonial that the Cabinet couldn’t control.

The officials came from various backgrounds, connected as teachers and students or fellow scholars.

These learned men, who had spent ten years in diligent study, gathered together and treated their memorials like examination essays, citing classics and historical precedents, using every cutting phrase to criticize the chief eunuchs of the Directorate of Ceremonial. Soon memorials from various departments piled up at the Directorate before reaching the Emperor’s desk.

Bai Huan used this grand verbal assault to pressure Emperor Zhenning.

As a result, all draft responses were ambiguous statements.

Without the Cabinet’s input, the Emperor had to reply personally, and the conflict evolved into a battle of words between the Emperor himself and his civil officials.

There were hundreds of civil officials in the capital, young and with boundless energy.

The Emperor was just one person, and by the fourth day of this back-and-forth, Emperor Zhenning finally broke.

He swept the memorials off his desk onto the floor. Consort Ning’s hand paused as she trimmed a lamp, and all the eunuchs and palace maids in the Hall of Mental Cultivation fell to their knees.

Zheng Yuejia was on duty before the Emperor today, kneeling beside him.

The Emperor, in his rage, kicked him in the chest, sending him rolling back against the bookcase. His head struck the corner hard, drawing blood, but he dared not tend to it, crawling back to prostrate himself at the Emperor’s feet.

“This slave… deserves death.”

The Emperor shouted: “Your Directorate of Ceremonial claims everything is for me, eh? Serving me wholeheartedly?”

As he spoke, he grabbed a nearby memorial and threw it at Zheng Yuejia’s face. Zheng endured the punishment, not daring to move, only repeatedly saying while kneeling, “This slave deserves death, please calm your anger, Your Majesty.”

“If you deserve death, then die! Guards, take Zheng Yuejia to the Meridian Gate and beat him to death!”

Many of the palace eunuchs present had received favors from Zheng Yuejia. Hearing the words “beat to death,” they froze, and for a moment, no one moved to relay the order.

The Emperor’s fury peaked, “Did you not hear my command?”

The hall was silent until Consort Ning’s copper lamp trimmer suddenly fell to the ground with a “clang,” rolling to stop beside Zheng Yuejia’s knee.

The eunuchs standing by the door finally came to their senses and hurried out to relay the message to the Office of Careful Conduct.

The Emperor glanced at Consort Ning, seeing her standing frozen beneath the lamp, her entire body trembling slightly.

“Consort Ning?”

“Yes, I am here.”

The Emperor looked at Zheng Yuejia still kneeling at his feet, then back at Consort Ning, “What’s wrong?”

“My… hand shook.”

The Emperor lowered his voice, “I thought I had frightened you.”

While the Emperor’s head was raised, Zheng Yuejia slightly shook his head at Consort Ning.

She quickly avoided meeting his gaze and struggled to steady her voice, saying to the Emperor, “Let me brew you fresh hot tea.”

The Emperor had no mood for anything now, though his throat was indeed dry and sore, so he simply waved her away without further questions.

Consort Ning turned and walked into the inner hall. Heyu, seeing her deathly pale face, hurried forward to support her, asking, “What’s wrong, Your Grace?”

Consort Ning gripped her hand in return, “Where is Wan’er?”

Heyu replied, “Lady Yang… has been with us these past days, she should be waiting below the terrace of the Hall of Mental Cultivation.”

Consort Ning pressed her hand to her chest, her body shaking uncontrollably.

“Good… good… go ask her if there’s any way to save… save Secretary Zheng’s life.”

Heyu, having served in the palace for many years, was startled by this request.

“Your Grace, there’s no need for this.”

Consort Ning gripped Heyu’s wrist tightly, “Just go ask for me!”

Heyu had never seen Consort Ning in such a state and became frightened herself, quickly trying to calm her, “All right, Your Grace, don’t worry, I’ll go ask.”

Yang Wan was standing beneath the bronze crane statue at the Hall of Mental Cultivation. These past few days, she had secretly gone to the Hall of Supreme Harmony several times to see Deng Ying, but without letting him notice her. He remained silent but never stopped working. Under his leadership, the construction of the Hall of Supreme Harmony continued meticulously, and Yang Wan, watching from the shadows, witnessed the entire process of laying the glazed tile roof. He stood on the terrace, calmly directing the craftsmen and monitoring all the complex techniques, just as Yang Wan had said – he did everything with utmost dedication. Only when the craftsmen went to eat would he sit alone on the terrace, lost in thought.

He still hadn’t followed Yang Wan’s advice to eat properly and drink water.

But Yang Wan understood this was his way of punishing himself.

One shouldn’t be too clever, assuming they understand others’ hearts and rashly intervening.

Having spent nearly ten years in academia, experiencing various cold shoulders and setbacks, and having to start over repeatedly through ups and downs, Yang Wan had experienced much. She knew well that strong-willed people often prefer to rely on themselves for their initial struggles.

So she would always secretly ask Li Yu to slip him nuts before Deng Ying returned to his quarters, and to Yang Wan’s relief and joy, no matter how many nuts she sent each day, Deng Ying would eat them all by the next day.

Today when she went to deliver the nuts, she found the drawer where Deng Ying usually kept them was open. She took out the jar to add the new nuts she’d brought, and unexpectedly found a small wooden lotus flower carving inside. Though tiny, every petal’s texture was visible, and when Yang Wan held it in her hand for a closer look, she discovered the flower base even had a hole through it – it could serve as a bead for hanging on a jade pendant.

She quickly undid her jade pendant and threaded this lotus bead onto the hanging cord.

This response was restrained, but Yang Wan loved it so much that throughout the day, she couldn’t help touching the flower bead now and then.

Now she was standing with her eyes closed, fidgeting with the bead to pass the time, when she suddenly saw several people from the Office of Careful Conduct approach. She worried briefly about Consort Ning, but when she saw they were escorting Secretary Zheng Yuejia from the Directorate of Ceremonial, she didn’t think much of it.

However, shortly after, Heyu hurriedly came down from the terrace and, without waiting for Yang Wan to speak, pulled her behind it.

Seeing Heyu’s troubled expression, Yang Wan quickly asked, “What’s happened?”

Heyu looked outside to ensure no one was coming, then held Yang Wan’s hand and said, “Lady Yang, Her Grace asked me to ask if you have any way to save Lord Zheng.”

“Lord Zheng? What’s wrong with him?”

Heyu lowered her voice, “His Majesty has ordered him beaten to death.”

“Beaten to death? Why?”

“I don’t know. Today His Majesty spent two hours reviewing memorials, then suddenly became angry and called for the Office of Careful Conduct, saying to drag Lord Zheng to the Meridian Gate. When Her Grace heard this inside, she looked very distressed, her eyes even turned red.”

Yang Wan had no time to wonder why Consort Ning wanted her to save Zheng Yuejia, but she waved at Heyu, “Don’t panic, let me think for a moment.”

She turned around and lowered her head, recalling the events of the past few days.

Zhang Zhanchun’s death had sparked a “literary tide” in the capital. Yang Wan tried to gauge Bai Huan and others’ attitudes, guessing the Cabinet likely wasn’t siding with the Emperor this time. The Emperor, overwhelmed by the scholars’ pressure, suddenly vented his anger on the third-ranking official of the Directorate of Ceremonial, but this was an impulsive act without the Cabinet’s support. Killing Zheng Yuejia would indirectly acknowledge the Directorate’s guilt.

Realizing this, she quickly turned back, “Heyu.”

“I’m listening.”

“Go tell Her Grace to ask His Majesty: if Lord Zheng is executed today, what about Chief Hu tomorrow?”

Heyu hesitated, “Will… will just saying that save Lord Zheng?”

“Yes, ask Her Grace to try, but please remind her not to show red eyes when speaking. She is an Imperial Consort, and this is for His Majesty’s benefit.”

After saying this, she suddenly paused.

Yes, this was for His Majesty’s benefit, so why had Consort Ning’s eyes turned red earlier?

In her moment of revelation, Yang Wan recalled what Consort Ning had once told her: “Wan’er, don’t walk this path with that person in the palace, you won’t be happy.”

So…

“Wait, Heyu.”

She quickly ran several steps to catch up with Heyu.

Heyu turned around, “Do you have more messages for Her Grace?”

“Tell Her Grace that she must stay calm no matter what. Whether Lord Zheng can be saved depends entirely on whether His Majesty believes Her Grace truly has his interests at heart. She absolutely cannot let His Majesty feel she’s pleading for Lord Zheng, or not only will Lord Zheng die, but Her Grace will also suffer. Make sure Her Grace understands this!”

Though Heyu didn’t fully understand, she nodded seriously before hurrying back up to the terrace.

Watching Heyu’s retreating figure, Yang Wan suddenly felt short of breath.

So her understanding, protection, and tolerance of Yang Wan, so different from Yang Lun and others, was because she had such feelings in her heart.

Lost in thought, Yang Wan couldn’t help looking up at the Hall of Mental Cultivation.

The bright lights inside the hall couldn’t cast any shadows on the people within.

Like seeing through worldly affairs with a Buddha’s heart casting no shadow, only to be drowned by wine brewed from human emotions and desires.

Yang Wan coughed twice in the wind, her breathing gradually steadying.

Soon, the hall doors opened again, and a eunuch ran down the terrace toward the Meridian Gate.

Yang Wan’s shoulders slumped in relief.

Leaning against the cold wall of the terrace, she looked up at the inscrutable sky above.

The historical records didn’t seem to specify exactly when Zheng Yuejia died.

If he was originally meant to die today, and Yang Wan’s actions had changed that, did it mean that this piece of history she inhabited also had the possibility of life?

Chapter 29: Clear Jade and Glazed Tiles (Part 2)
That night, Consort Ning didn’t leave the side chamber of the Hall of Mental Cultivation until midnight.

Though the weather had turned warm, she still wore a padded cotton jacket. Her face was pale, her steps unsteady, and she had to lean on Heyu’s arm to manage the stairs.

Yang Wan lifted her skirts and hurried up the steps to meet them. “Are you all right, Your Grace?”

Consort Ning released Heyu and gently took Yang Wan’s hand. “Sister is fine… Wan’er, I must truly thank you for today’s matter.”

Yang Wan quickly took over from Heyu in supporting Consort Ning, accompanying her slowly down the terrace.

“I wouldn’t dare accept thanks. I’m just glad Your Grace is safe.”

Consort Ning tried to speak but suddenly began coughing. Yang Wan stopped walking and rubbed her back to help ease her breathing.

“Your Grace, shall I call for a sedan chair?”

Consort Ning waved her hand.

“No need.”

After standing quietly at the bottom of the terrace to catch her breath, she looked at Yang Wan and asked, “Wan’er, don’t you have questions for Sister?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “For Your Grace’s and Lord Zheng’s sake, I’d rather not ask.”

Hearing this, Consort Ning tilted her head back and let out a long sigh.

The vast palace complex was silent now, with only faint moonlight above them.

Gazing at the crescent moon, Consort Ning spoke softly: “We always hid it so well before. Even when meeting in the Hall of Mental Cultivation, we wouldn’t spare each other a glance. If not for today’s emergency, Sister would never have involved you. Wan’er, I’m sorry.”

“Please don’t say that, Your Grace.”

Consort Ning closed her eyes, fighting back tears, her voice full of melancholy, “What I feel for him… was once love, now it’s compassion. I think he feels the same for me.”

“Compassion…”

“Yes, there can’t be anything else anymore.”

Yang Wan looked down at the small circle of light cast by the lantern and couldn’t help asking, “What kind of person is he?”

Consort Ning shook her head, “It’s hard to say. Compared to before, he seems to have changed somewhat – he’s very stern with palace servants who make mistakes. But in some ways, he hasn’t changed at all. Sometimes when I see him bow to me, I still remember how gentle he was when he visited the Yang household before I entered the palace.”

“Why did he enter palace service?”

Consort Ning was silent for a moment, “I don’t know. Perhaps for pride, perhaps for me. I’ve never dared to ask him.”

Yang Wan didn’t probe further.

Whether in the Ming Dynasty or the twenty-first century, people’s living spaces were always confined.

Trapped in small spaces, imprisoned by human emotions and desires, one could only give love to those nearby. Yet when love grew too deep, neither party could bear it. Thus, it eventually transformed into what Consort Ning called compassion.

In the vast sea of desire and karmic ties, one could only feel pity for those before them.

Yang Wan felt a warmth in her heart and unconsciously tightened her grip on Consort Ning’s arm.

“Did Sister’s words upset you?”

“No, I was just thinking too much.”

Consort Ning looked at Yang Wan’s profile, “Sister is already like this, but you’re much better off than Sister was.”

She gently embraced Yang Wan, “Don’t be sad.”

Yang Wan leaned into Consort Ning’s embrace, pressed her lips together in silence for a long while, and finally said, “I want to ask Your Grace for something.”

“Of course.”

On the eighth day of the fifth month, it was the seventh day after Zhang Zhanchun’s death.

Just as dawn was breaking, Deng Ying changed into plain white mourning clothes and walked out of his quarters.

It had rained during the night and was still drizzling. The moat’s water level was high, its sound louder than usual, and the weeping willows swayed ghostly in the river wind.

Deng Ying bent to pick up a broom that had fallen by the door, and as he straightened up, he saw Yang Wan walking toward him, holding an oiled paper umbrella.

She too wore pure white mourning clothes, having removed all her ornaments except for the pair of lotus jade pendants she never took off.

Deng Ying quickly brushed the dust from his hands.

“Why have you come?”

“I also want to pay my respects to Master Zhang.”

Deng Ying hesitated, “Did Lady Jiang allow you to leave the palace?”

Yang Wan smiled and shook her head, “Someone like Lady Jiang would never permit it, so I asked Consort Ning instead. Don’t worry, I won’t be punished.”

She tilted the umbrella slightly, “Shall we go?”

Deng Ying reached for her umbrella, “Let me hold it.”

Yang Wan didn’t insist otherwise, and they walked along the moat toward the Huiji Gate.

Yang Wan noticed he was still carefully avoiding any physical contact with her.

He held the umbrella tilted completely toward her side, leaving half his body in the rain.

Yang Wan raised her hand to straighten the umbrella handle.

Deng Ying glanced at the handle and quickly said, “I’m fine.”

Yang Wan shook her head with a smile, “Don’t tilt it toward me. You’re going to pay respects to your teacher – you should take proper care of your appearance.”

Deng Ying was startled by her words.

“Yes, you’re right to correct me. How thoughtless of me.”

Yang Wan looked up at him as they walked:

“You’re always trying to take care of everyone else, which is why you keep walking alone in the rain. I’m not as heartless as Yang Lun – I know you’re protecting me, but I’m doing well now, and I want you to think more about yourself.”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, “Have you been feeling better these past few days?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer verbally but nodded.

Yang Wan moved slightly closer to him, staying under the umbrella without touching him.

“But you still haven’t listened to me. I asked Li Yu – he said you haven’t been eating properly or getting enough sleep.”

Deng Ying’s steps faltered, “Don’t be angry, I…”

Yang Wan looked up at him with a smile, “I told you I’m not the type to leave when I’m angry.”

She took out a package of nuts from her sleeve, opened the oiled paper, and held it out to him, “At least you’re not completely foolish – you eat these every day. I shelled these myself before coming today. Try the walnuts, they’re more fragrant than the previous ones.”

She popped a few pieces of preserved fruit into her mouth.

Following her suggestion, Deng Ying took some walnut kernels, “Why do you like eating these so much?”

“It’s not that I particularly like them. You’ve seen me cook noodles… I’m not good at cooking, so I don’t know how to take good care of myself when it comes to food. These nuts are simple – just shell them and eat them, and they’re good for health, so I got used to eating them.”

Deng Ying looked at the walnuts and smiled slightly, “I’m getting used to them too.”

He lowered his head and put the walnut in his mouth.

Watching him chew, Yang Wan suddenly said, “Deng Ying, is it improper for me to have you walking and eating like this…”

Deng Ying shook his head, “There’s no one by the moat, it’s fine.”

Just as he finished speaking, someone called out to Yang Wan from ahead.

“Lady Yang.”

Yang Wan nearly choked on her preserved fruit. Looking up, she saw it was Zheng Yuejia.

He wasn’t in his official duties today, wearing informal grey robes, looking somewhat younger than when she’d seen him before the examinations.

Deng Ying handed the umbrella to Yang Wan and was about to bow when Zheng Yuejia said, “Stand still, no need to bow.”

He walked directly to Yang Wan and knelt, lifting his robes.

Yang Wan was startled, “What… what are you doing, Secretary Zheng?”

Zheng Yuejia prostrated himself, “Miss Heyu from Her Grace’s household told me about the other day. This slave thanked Lady Yang for saving my life. Please accept my three kowtows.”

Seeing him about to kowtow, Yang Wan suddenly panicked, clutching Deng Ying’s sleeve and hiding behind him.

Seeing her face turn red, Deng Ying quickly steadied the umbrella and turned to ask her, “What’s wrong?”

How could she explain to these two that in all her life, she’d never had someone older than her kowtow to her? Such grand gestures seemed more appropriate for after death, and she felt very uncomfortable right now.

“Please… please help Secretary Zheng up, I can’t accept this.”

Zheng Yuejia raised his head, “Lady Yang saved this slave’s life. Even if I were to weave grass into rings or carry twigs in my mouth like the grateful birds, I couldn’t repay you. How can you say you can’t accept three kowtows?”

Yang Wan didn’t know what to say and kept poking Deng Ying’s back from behind him, whispering urgently, “Don’t just stand there stupidly, say something…”

Deng Ying had no choice but to try calming her, “Alright, I’ll speak, but could you stop…”

Yang Wan quickly grabbed her hand, “I’ll stop poking you, just hurry and ask him to get up.”

She was completely flustered.

Deng Ying, seeing her red-faced panic, found it somewhat amusing.

He turned and handed the umbrella back to her, then walked to Zheng Yuejia and bent to help him up by the arm, “Secretary Zheng, please stand up to speak.”

Zheng Yuejia, seeing Yang Wan’s embarrassment, looked puzzled.

But he didn’t insist on kneeling, rising to give Yang Wan a formal bow instead.

Yang Wan finally relaxed, cautiously stepping closer but still hiding behind Deng Ying, peering out from behind him, “Lord Zheng, I only had Miss Heyu relay a message. The one who truly saved you was Consort Ning.”

Zheng Yuejia bowed again, “This slave will remember, and will gladly give my life for Her Grace and the young prince.”

Yang Wan felt a chill down her spine at those last words.

Like Deng Ying, the oaths of this era always made light of one’s own life.

Execution by a thousand cuts, giving one’s life – such phrases came easily to their lips.

Rushing headlong into desperate situations without considering who might be hurt by hearing such words.

She looked up at Deng Ying as she thought this. He stood quietly beside Zheng Yuejia, in plain white mourning clothes, as pure as snow, looking so ephemeral and fragile.

“I really… hate hearing you make such oaths.”

Deng Ying’s gaze shifted.

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “After you give your life, who suffers the heartache?”

Zheng Yuejia and Deng Ying exchanged a glance, speechless.

“Stay alive properly – that’s how you protect those you want to protect.”

She turned to Deng Ying, “I’m not just talking about Lord Zheng, I’m talking about you too. Do you understand?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Yes.”

“Good that you understand.”

She let out a breath and raised her voice to ask Zheng Yuejia, “Lord Zheng, why are you by the moat so early?”

Zheng Yuejia replied, “Oh, I came to find Deng Ying.”

He looked at Deng Ying, “Today is the seventh day after Master Zhang’s passing. Are you going to Guangji Temple to pay respects?”

“Yes.”

“Have you considered what the Imperial Ancestor will think of you going to pay respects to Master Zhang?”

Deng Ying nodded, “I know.”

“If you know, then you shouldn’t go.”

Deng Ying raised his head, “If I don’t go, how am I different from animals?”

Zheng Yuejia sighed, “Many officials from the capital will be at Guangji Temple today – Chief Minister Bai, Chief Minister Zhang, people from the Six Offices and Six Ministries. Do you think they’ll tolerate your presence?”

“I don’t need their tolerance. I only need my teacher to accept me.”

“Why subject yourself to humiliation?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “I want to see my teacher one more time.”

Zheng Yuejia looked to Yang Wan, “Lady Yang, are you going with him?”

“Yes. I’m going to burn incense on behalf of Her Grace.”

Zheng Yuejia lowered his head, remained silent for a moment, then continued, “I’ve already tried to dissuade you, but you won’t listen. When you return from Guangji Temple, if the Directorate of Ceremonial takes action against you, I won’t be able to say a single word in your defense before the Imperial Ancestor.”

“I understand.”

“Very well.”

Zheng Yuejia stepped aside and bowed again, “Please offer a stick of incense to Master Zhang on my behalf as well.”

Chapter 30: Clear Jade and Glazed Tiles (Part 3)
Zhang Zhanchun’s coffin rested in the Hall of Many Treasures at Guangji Temple.

On this day, rain began at the Chen hour (7-9 AM) and had not yet ceased. The ancient trees in the temple, washed by the rain, appeared even more lush and verdant against the white mourning clothes, their branches strong and leaves abundant, dripping with emerald moisture.

The officials who came to pay their respects all held plain white umbrellas. Though numerous, they maintained solemn expressions, with no voices to be heard.

Yang Lun stood beneath the cloud pine in front of the hall, speaking quietly with Qi Huaiyang.

Qi Huaiyang, arms folded, watched the helpless ants in the muddy rain. “These creatures look quite pitiful when it rains heavily.”

Yang Lun asked, “Did you come to find me about something?”

Qi Huaiyang looked at him.

“I heard His Majesty rejected the joint memorial from the Six Offices of Scrutiny.”

“Yes.”

“How many rounds of rejection now?”

“Four.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “What are you all thinking?”

Yang Lun laughed softly, reaching out to touch the rough branches of the cloud pine. “You’re usually the one who never asks about anything. Why so talkative today?”

Qi Huaiyang dropped his arms and spoke more openly: “That servant from the Directorate of Ceremonial came to see me.”

Yang Lun quickly turned around. “Deng Ying?”

“Yes. I originally didn’t want to interact with him, but some of what he said made sense, so I thought to relay it to you.”

“Go on.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “These joint memorials can’t continue. I heard that the previous night, His Majesty nearly killed Zheng Yuejia from the Directorate of Ceremonial.”

Yang Lun said coldly, “Isn’t that good?”

Qi Huaiyang gave a short laugh. “That’s exactly what I asked him.”

Yang Lun asked, “What did he say?”

Instead of answering directly, Qi Huaiyang asked, “Can your Grand Secretariat currently control those people from the Six Offices and the Censorate?”

Hearing this question, Yang Lun walked forward a few steps in silence, then finally shook his head after a while. “I don’t know now if it’s that the Teacher is unwilling to suppress them, or unable to.”

Qi Huaiyang shook his head and said, “If Zheng Yuejia is truly beaten to death by His Majesty, and if it could quell these people, that would be fine. But if it instead emboldens the Donglin Party, you and Grand Secretary Bai should consider how this matter will end.”

Yang Lun lowered his head and asked, “You think Deng Ying’s view is correct?”

“Not entirely. After all, he’s now with the Directorate of Ceremonial.”

Qi Huaiyang paused, then continued, “But I think his words weren’t meant to protect the Directorate.”

Yang Lun nodded, “I know that.”

Qi Huaiyang continued, “Actually, I’ve been wondering why he came to find me instead of speaking directly with you.”

“Heh…”

Yang Lun shook his head with a laugh, patted the tree trunk behind him, and said wistfully:

“Master Zhang is dead. He must hate me and the Teacher very much.”

Qi Huaiyang didn’t respond to this, instead turning to look at the row of side halls to the west, where candlelight flickered, vaguely showing the shadows of two or three people.

“Have all the Grand Secretaries come today?”

Yang Lun followed his gaze and glanced over. “Zhang Cong hasn’t arrived yet.”

Qi Huaiyang smiled and said, “Without him here, that Youdu Official won’t come either. That’s probably for the best.”

Just as these words were spoken, the crowd before the hall suddenly fell silent.

Yang Lun turned around to see Zhang Cong getting out of his sedan chair at the temple gate.

Qi Huaiyang walked to Yang Lun’s side. “Heh, speak of the devil.”

Yang Lun turned back and said, “You should go first.”

With that, he walked alone toward the temple gate.

Zhang Cong was sixty-seven this year, his hair and beard white, but he still appeared vigorous and didn’t look as severe as Zhang Luo.

He stood by his sedan chair, waiting for Yang Lun to bow in greeting, then smiled and returned the courtesy.

“I hear it was Vice Minister Yang who took care of Master Zhang’s funeral arrangements.”

Yang Lun replied evenly, “Master Zhang’s son is still on his way back from Hainan and should arrive today. This official merely acted on their behalf.”

Zhang Cong smiled, “No small task, indeed. By the way, where is Grand Secretary Bai?”

Yang Lun stepped aside, “The Teacher is in the western side hall.”

“Good.”

Zhang Cong said nothing more and walked toward the western side hall with his hands behind his back.

Yang Lun was about to leave when Zhang Luo suddenly called out, “Vice Minister Yang.”

Yang Lun stopped.

“What is it?”

Zhang Luo threw his horse’s reins to his servant and silently walked past Yang Lun, only speaking once he was ahead: “His Majesty has shown great patience with you all. You should exercise restraint. If Zhang Zhanchun’s death isn’t enough to intimidate those people from the Six Offices…”

“Zhang Luo!”

Zhang Luo turned around, unconcerned that Yang Lun had interrupted him, and said with his head tilted, “The Northern Depot exists to maintain the Emperor’s authority. Offending imperial authority is a crime – I can’t control anything else.”

“Wait.”

Yang Lun turned and caught up with him. “What do you mean by that?”

Zhang Luo didn’t respond to his question, only saying coldly, “Step aside.”

Yang Lun wanted to ask more but suddenly heard commotion break out at the temple gate.

The officials scattered in front of the Hall of Many Treasures now all gathered toward the gate.

Zhang Luo glanced down at the temple gate, then turned and walked over as well, with Yang Lun hurriedly following.

At the temple gate, Deng Ying stood in the rain holding an umbrella.

The rain was much heavier now, with droplets hanging like strings of pearls from the umbrella’s edge.

Though many of the officials present had known Deng Ying before, this was their first time seeing him since his punishment.

Despite their varying attitudes, they couldn’t help but show contempt.

A Censor surnamed Huang from the Censorate stepped out from the crowd, raising his hand in direct accusation: “Your teacher died because of you, yet you have the face to stand here?”

Deng Ying raised his head, “Deng Ying comes to pay respects to his teacher, with no intention to offend the officials.”

After speaking, he lowered his umbrella, raised his hands, and bowed deeply.

Censor Huang did not return the courtesy, pointing at Deng Ying while laughing lightly to those behind him, “Look at this – now even palace servants perform scholars’ courtesies. What has become of the proper ceremony?”

Deng Ying kept his head lowered without speaking, released his hands from the bow, lifted his robes, and knelt, prostrating himself again.

“Please, honored officials, allow Deng Ying to pay respects to his teacher.”

Yang Lun stood at the back of the crowd, about to step forward when Qi Huaiyang suddenly grabbed him from behind. “Don’t go.”

He felt somewhat annoyed and said in a low voice:

“Let go.”

Qi Huaiyang didn’t listen to him, looking down toward the back of the crowd.

“It’s not that I want to hold you back, but the one kneeling there doesn’t want you to show your face.”

Yang Lun was startled.

“Why?”

Qi Huaiyang watched the figure in the rain and said evenly:

“You’re from the Grand Secretariat. The criminal court is one thing, but at this moment you can’t stand opposite the Six Offices and the Censorate. Otherwise, the Grand Secretariat will be in an even more difficult position when trying to suppress people like Censor Huang.”

Yang Lun couldn’t help but clench his fists after hearing this.

Sometimes, he truly hated Deng Ying.

He had thought Zhang Zhanchun’s death would make Deng Ying hate him and hate this official world, but it seemed he didn’t. Just as Zhang Zhanchun had understood them, he didn’t blame him and Bai Huan. Even in his most humble state, he was still trying to protect the Grand Secretariat that had humiliated him.

But wasn’t this also forcing them to feel ashamed?

“Please, honored officials, allow Deng Ying to pay respects to his teacher.”

Deng Ying repeated in a louder voice.

Some officials, seeing him kneeling and begging in the rain, fell silent.

Censor Huang didn’t speak either.

However, just as someone was about to persuade those nearby to make way for him, a cold voice suddenly came from within the crowd: “Letting you enter the memorial hall would only shame the deceased.”

Everyone turned to look and saw the speaker wearing dark robes with an embroidered spring sword at his waist. They hurriedly made their way, pushing and squeezing to the sides.

No one dared speak.

Yang Lun could hardly bear to watch anymore and was about to turn toward the hall when he suddenly heard a clear female voice.

“Deng Ying, stand up.”

Yang Lun’s heart sank. He turned back and pushed through the crowd to see Yang Wan bending down, one hand holding an umbrella, the other supporting Deng Ying’s arm.

She too wore plain clothes without ornaments, only the pair of lotus jade pendants at her waist instantly revealing her identity.

Deng Ying raised his head.

The person before him was already soaked by the rain, hair clinging to her face, but her expression remained gentle.

“Stand up, or I’ll get angry and leave.”

That’s what she said, but her hand supporting his arm never let go.

In this rain during the twelfth year of Zhenning, many people forced him to kneel, but only this young lady asked him to stand.

While he was still stunned, she pressed her lips together, looked up toward the temple gate, and then back down at him, speaking softly:

“Deng Ying, it would pain Master Zhang to see you like this.”

She then used a bit more strength, “Stand up, I’ll help you.”

Not daring to hurt her by pulling away, Deng Ying quickly stood up following her guidance.

Yang Wan helped him steady himself, then took out her handkerchief and handed it to him, “Dry the rain from your face, and hold your umbrella properly.”

With that, she walked alone toward Zhang Luo.

“Yang Wan!”

Yang Wan didn’t respond to Deng Ying, walking straight to the stone steps at the temple gate.

This wasn’t her first time facing Zhang Luo, but this time, there wasn’t a trace of fear in her heart.

“Though you share the surname Zhang, are you Master Zhang’s relative?”

Zhang Luo’s eyes darkened.

Yang Lun hurriedly stepped out from the crowd and rebuked, “Wan’er, don’t be impudent.”

Yang Wan turned to look at Yang Lun, “Lord Yang, I am a female official of the Bureau of Ceremonies, in charge of inner palace etiquette. Am I not allowed to point out and correct errors in funeral and memorial rites?”

Yang Lun was so angry his chest felt tight. She had no intention of giving face to him, or indeed to anyone present.

Yang Wan looked at Zhang Luo again, repeating, “Is Official Zhang a relative of Master Zhang?”

Zhang Luo was silent at first, then said coldly, “No.”

“Today, Master Zhang’s relatives are not here. Of those close to him, only his sole student remains, yet you force him to kneel and beg, refusing to let him pay respects. What kind of proper ceremony is this? Did you study for decades just to stand above others and attack those who differ from you?”

Zhang Luo said in a deep voice, “Do you know what you’re saying?”

Yang Wan curtsied, “If my words have given offense, I willingly accept punishment.”

A few drops of rain ran down her cheeks and into her mouth.

After saying those words, she suddenly felt somewhat dazed.

This scene seemed entirely new to her and yet as if she had experienced it countless times.

In numerous academic seminars, she had stood alone like this, facing a group of stern people. Those people weren’t wrong either – they too had buried themselves in ancient texts their whole lives, steadfastly defending their academic views. It’s just that they didn’t believe her, or the person behind her. Compared to those years when she desperately tried to reconstruct Deng Ying’s image before them, desperately tried to correct those deeply prejudiced views about him, and tried to protect the posthumous reputation of someone already gone.

Now, she was protecting Deng Ying’s real dignity.

He was alive, standing right behind her.

Not an illusory figure in the river of history, nor her lonely obsession.

Yang Wan’s throat tightened.

If she hadn’t come back from six hundred years in the future, would Deng Ying never have known that later there would be a descendant he didn’t know, standing opposite to most people, expressing the feelings he couldn’t voice?

Chapter 31: Clear Jade and Glazed Tiles (Part 4)
Deng Ying gazed at Yang Wan standing before him, his heart gripped by an indescribable cold ache.

Just at the Huiji Gate, she had hidden behind him to avoid Zheng Yuejia’s formal greeting.

Now he wanted to pull her back, back behind him.

But he also realized that all along, Yang Wan’s courage and fears seemed to run counter to everyone else’s.

“Heh.”

Zhang Luo’s low laugh sent chills through many of the officials present.

He walked down the stone steps, rainwater splashing loudly beneath his feet.

Step by step, he approached Yang Wan. “Accept punishment, you say? What kind of punishment?”

Without any hesitation, he reversed his sword handle and struck sharply at the back of Yang Wan’s knees.

Yang Wan wasn’t prepared and immediately fell to the rainy ground.

A pain that robbed her of speech shot through her knees, but she also realized that Zhang Luo probably hadn’t used his full strength – otherwise, that single strike would likely have shattered her bones.

“Yang Wan!”

Hearing Deng Ying’s voice, Zhang Luo didn’t even look up as he called out to the nearby Imperial Guards: “Hold down that servant.”

Then he turned to Yang Lun and said: “This is her lesson for offending a superior.”

With that, he ordered his horse brought over, mounted it, and looking down at Deng Ying, spat out: “You two are utterly despicable.”

“Zhang Luo, stop right there!”

Seeing him ride off, Yang Lun immediately moved to chase after him, but Yang Wan quickly called out: “Don’t chase him!”

She struggled to stand but sucked in a sharp breath of pain. Deng Ying hurriedly supported her arm.

Yang Lun anxiously snapped from the side: “Who gave you permission to touch her!”

Deng Ying froze, but Yang Wan grabbed his sleeve. “Don’t be foolish and let go – if you do, I’ll fall.”

Deng Ying quickly said, “All right, I won’t let go. Can you stand steady?”

Yang Wan tried to straighten her legs, saying through the pain, “It’s fine, I can walk. He didn’t use much force, I just fell.”

Seeing Yang Wan holding onto Deng Ying, Yang Lun couldn’t say anything more to him, instead turning to curse aloud: “This Northern Depot has nearly abandoned all law!”

Yang Wan gave a bitter smile. “Isn’t he the law? Executing the Emperor’s will.”

Yang Lun said: “That’s the principle, but taken to extremes he’s just a madman – who can restrain him?”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan couldn’t help but look at Deng Ying beside her.

During the reigns of both Zhenning and Jinghe, it had been Deng Ying as Director of the Eastern Depot, checked and balanced the Imperial Guard.

Yang Lun didn’t know that the “who” he spoke of was standing right in front of him.

“Someone will be able to keep him in check. Right?”

Deng Ying realized she was saying this to him.

He didn’t know how to answer, but he didn’t want to disappoint her.

“Right.”

He instinctively gave this one-word response.

Yang Lun hadn’t paid attention to their exchange, bending down to examine Yang Wan’s injury, but unable to have her exposed skin in public, he could only gently squeeze her leg. “Are you all right?”

Yang Wan gritted her teeth and shook her head, “I’m fine, it might just be a bit swollen.”

Deng Ying said to Yang Lun: “I’m sorry, Lord Yang. I submit to whatever punishment you deem fit.”

Yang Lun scolded: “Do you take me for a fool? Zhang Luo was the one who hurt her.”

Yang Wan let go of Deng Ying. “It’s fine, I’m all right. You should go in now. Don’t delay the proper time.”

Deng Ying stood motionless.

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, forcing a smile for him. “Go on, I’ll wait for you outside.”

Deng Ying freed one hand to hold the umbrella over her. “Let me help you inside to sit.”

Yang Wan shook her head. “No need. I can’t kneel at the memorial hall like this, and… my heart isn’t sincere. I fear I would offend the deceased inside.”

Yang Lun pulled Yang Wan to his side and looked up at Deng Ying: “All right, you go now. Don’t let her down. I’ll take care of my sister.”

Yang Wan nodded at Deng Ying, following Yang Lun’s words.

“Go on, I’ll wait to return to the palace with you.”

Only then did Deng Ying step back, bowing deeply to Yang Lun before heading toward the memorial hall.

The people at the gate dispersed, each with their thoughts.

Yang Lun asked Yang Wan: “Can you walk?”

“Yes, thank you, Lord Yang.”

For some reason, Yang Wan usually addressed him formally, rarely calling him brother.

This frustrated Yang Lun, but ethics and moral principles were too deeply rooted in his heart – serious words were simply unsuitable for expressing his disappointment as an elder brother.

“I’m sorry, I embarrassed you today.”

She said this while rubbing her hands together.

Yang Lun helped her sit by the temple gate. “Do you feel guilty?”

“Somewhat toward you, but not toward others.”

Yang Lun smiled slightly, taking the umbrella from the servant and having his cloak brought over to give to her.

“Put this on.”

He held the umbrella steady for her and said quietly: “Let it go this time.”

He spoke very softly while adjusting the cloak around her. “I don’t want to see him touch you.”

“Deng Ying?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan didn’t answer.

Seeing her silence, Yang Lun couldn’t help but ask: “Has he offended you before?”

Yang Wan watched the broken shadows of people in the rain.

“Do you think he would?”

“He wouldn’t dare.”

“Indeed.”

She looked up at Yang Lun. “You put chains on his hands and feet, and want to put shackles on his emotions too. Until now he’s accepted it all, never resisting you all, but I don’t think this is him admitting guilt or showing weakness to you. He just doesn’t want to give up on himself, or you all. Even if you don’t want to listen to him, please don’t join these people in pressuring him. If one day he’s executed by lingchi, both you and I will regret it.”

Yang Lun was startled.

“He told you?”

“Yes. I was shocked too. When he faces you all, his humility isn’t real, but when he faces me, he’s truly afraid.”

She paused, pressing her lips together and lowering her head. “I don’t want to see him like this.”

After hearing this, Yang Lun was silent for a long while.

“Are you blaming me?”

“A little bit.”

Yang Lun nodded.

“Fine, I won’t speak to Deng Ying like that anymore, and you stop giving me such a gloomy face.”

“Thank you.”

After she spoke, a smile flashed briefly across her face.

Yang Lun sighed with a smile and changed the subject: “By the way, there’s something I want to ask you.”

“Mm?”

“About Zheng Yuejia – I heard His Majesty nearly beat him to death but then pardoned him. You’re in the palace, do you know why?”

Yang Wan thought of Consort Ning, and couldn’t help but gloss over it.

“That happened in the Hall of Mental Cultivation. No specific details leaked out.”

Yang Lun rubbed his chin. “There’s something strange about this.”

“What’s strange?”

Yang Lun said: “By rights, once His Majesty ordered the beating, there’s no reason to suddenly take it back.”

Yang Wan asked in return: “Do you think this matter is important?”

Yang Lun shook his head. “I can’t tell now if this is a good thing or a bad thing.”

“Bad thing.”

She said it decisively. “The Grand Secretariat has allowed the Six Offices and Censorate to press their remonstrations, and His Majesty has been angry for more than a day or two. But his killing intent only touched Zheng Yuejia, not to mention the Directorate of Ceremonial or He Yixian. This attitude shows these people have already lost – if this continues, something will eventually happen. This time your Grand Secretariat is staying in the background, but what about the others?”

Yang Lun said: “It won’t come to that.”

Yang Wan continued, “True, the court won’t punish the entire Six Offices. But might they not make examples elsewhere?”

Hearing her say this, Yang Lun suddenly remembered Zhang Luo’s unfinished sentence.

He quickly turned around: “Hold the umbrella well, I need to see the Teacher.”

Yang Wan watched Yang Lun’s retreating figure and took a deep breath, letting it catch in her throat, unwilling to exhale for a long time.

Sometimes, she would have a terrifying illusion.

As if history was made up of the lives and deaths of a group of people.

Early in the twelfth year of Zhenning, Deng Yi was beheaded.

In the summer of Zhenning’s twelfth year, Zhang Zhanchun passed away.

In the autumn of Zhenning’s twelfth year, over eighty people from the Tongjia Academy died in the imperial prison.

…

Some of these people had clear faces in historical records, while some didn’t even have names.

But they made up the joys and sorrows of the Zhenning era and paved the way for those still living – Deng Ying, Yang Lun, Zhang Luo.

If Yang Wan could be a bit more cold-hearted, this was undoubtedly a blood feast hosting her.

But could she enjoy it alone?

Yang Wan shook her head at the silent temple gate.

For now, she could only try not to think too much, quietly waiting for Deng Ying to return.

After about two hours, the person she waited for finally walked out alone, grief visible on his face though well-contained.

Yang Wan stumbled forward, and Deng Ying almost instinctively reached out to support her, forgetting he still held a jade lotus pendant in his hand.

Yang Wan looked down and lifted his hand. “Oh, what’s this…”

“Nothing.”

He hurriedly put the jade pendant in his robes, his movements notably flustered.

Yang Wan watched his nervous manner and tentatively asked:

“Who gave it to you?”

“Teacher left it for me.”

Yang Wan nodded without asking more. “Then keep it safe.”

She gently swayed the umbrella. “Let’s go back.”

“All right.”

She heard his agreement but didn’t immediately move. “I want to hold onto your sleeve while we walk.”

“I can support you while we walk.”

Yang Wan shook her head and grabbed Deng Ying’s sleeve.

“Wait until the day you truly want to support me. By the way, I want to go to your place first to apply some medicine and change clothes. I don’t want the Consort and Lady Jiang to know about today’s events.”

As she spoke, she kept a steady grip on Deng Ying’s sleeve, her body trembling slightly, whether from cold or pain.

Deng Ying turned his head to look at her.

“Are you afraid of Zhang Luo?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan nodded. “He’s the person I fear most. Not just me – Lord Yang and the others fear him too.”

Hearing these words, Deng Ying fell silent for a moment.

Yang Wan tugged at his sleeve.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Thinking about what you said.”

Yang Wan stopped walking. “Don’t think too much.”

Deng Ying smiled slightly without responding to her words.

The blood feast hosting Yang Wan finally raised its curtain in June of that year.

A month-long literary uproar involved nearly four hundred officials in the capital. The Emperor, furious, ordered the Imperial Guard to publicly cane dozens of officials, including the two censors Huang and Liu. He commanded all officials to gather at the Meridian Gate to witness the punishment.

However, such punishment failed to intimidate these young officials.

Instead, it became new material for the Donglin Party’s memorials. The scholars, eyes red with passion, didn’t fear the public caning and even took pride in it. Their words became increasingly unrestrained, and the matters they involved grew more and more numerous.

Bai Huan still showed no reaction, and Zhang Cong’s several attempts to suppress the situation proved completely ineffective.

On this day, just as Zhang Luo walked out of the Northern Depot, he saw a sedan chair waiting nearby.

“Who is it?”

“This old servant.”

He Yixian responded and got down from the sedan, bowing to Zhang Luo.

Zhang Luo said: “Why has Director He left serving His Majesty to come here?”

He Yixian raised his head. “This old servant is His Majesty’s servant, naturally here on His Majesty’s business.”

Chapter 32: Clear Jade and Glazed Tiles (Part 5)
Zhang Luo looked down at He Yixian.

This man had entered the palace as a eunuch at age seven, and now had “numerous descendants” – all the palace servants in the inner court called him Patriarch, and even the female officials of the Bureau of Ceremonies called him “Godfather.” He had managed the Directorate of Ceremonial for twelve years, and though constantly criticized and cursed by civil officials, the Emperor himself had said to Zhang Luo: “Without this servant, if I want to reward someone in my household, must I go beg at the duty office of the Grand Secretariat?”

These words held no hidden meaning; Zhang Luo had understood them perfectly at the time.

Though he despised associating with these eunuchs, they were dogs that couldn’t be beaten.

He turned and walked toward the east gate, saying solemnly, “If it’s His Majesty’s business, let’s discuss it inside the office.”

He Yixian followed Zhang Luo into the main hall.

Zhang Luo unbuckled his sword and placed it on the desk, casually pulled over a chair to sit down, and looked up saying: “Speak.”

He Yixian stood before Zhang Luo with a slight stoop. “Lord Zhang showed mercy to Huang and Liu.”

Zhang Luo said: “It was His Majesty who showed mercy.”

“Indeed.”

He Yixian sighed with a smile. “His Majesty has shown these people the utmost benevolence, yet they completely fail to recognize his grace.”

Just as he finished speaking, a blood-curdling scream suddenly came from the imperial prison in the rear courtyard. Zhang Luo turned his head. “Who’s back there?”

The commander replied: “It’s Captain Qin. The prisoners from Tongjia Academy were making a commotion in their cells, speaking rashly about His Majesty. Captain Qin is dealing with Zhou Congshan.”

Zhang Luo said: “Can’t you see we’re discussing matters here? Gag him!”

“Yes sir.”

The commander hurried to the rear courtyard.

He Yixian straightened up and looked toward the back courtyard.

“Is this Zhou Congshan the teacher from Tongjia Academy?”

The terrible screams turned into wretched whimpers.

Zhang Luo frowned and said directly: “Director He, speak plainly.”

“Yes.”

He Yixian turned around. “Half a year has passed since Deng Yi’s case. These people, using the pretext of speaking up for Deng Ying, have written a pile of treasonous articles. In truth, it’s still the Donglin Party’s way – insulting the sovereign father, their arrogance knows no bounds. They should have been convicted and executed long ago. Today they dare to speak rashly about His Majesty again – they truly deserve death by a thousand cuts. His Majesty pities the young officials of the Six Offices and Censorate and is unwilling to use severe punishment, but for these grave offenders in the imperial prison, Lord Zhang, surely there’s no need for further leniency?”

Zhang Luo clenched his hand.

“Kill the people from Tongjia Academy?”

He Yixian responded: “These people were convicted because of the Deng case – they should have been executed from the start. Even the Censorate wouldn’t dare object. Lord Zhang need only let the civil officials at court see the consequences of insulting the sovereign father.”

Zhang Luo stood up and strode to He Yixian. “Is this His Majesty’s intention, or yours?”

He Yixian bowed. “Forgive me, my lord, but if His Majesty had such intentions, he wouldn’t say it.”

Hearing these words, Zhang Luo suddenly struck He Yixian hard across the face with the back of his hand. He Yixian rolled under the desk from the force.

But he didn’t cry out. He lifted his sleeve to press his mouth corner and said to Zhang Luo:

“If every word must come from His Majesty, every action must be done by His Majesty, then how are this old servant and my lord to conduct ourselves?”

Zhang Luo looked down at him. “Don’t lump me together with people like you.”

“Yes, my lord’s lesson is well taken.”

Zhang Luo took the sword from the desk and pressed its scabbard against He Yixian’s injury, tilting his head to ask: “What will you say happened?”

“This old servant struck himself.”

The June heat was stifling. The Imperial Dispensary was brewing cooling tea for various palaces, and the twenty-four Inner Court Offices and Six Bureaus each sent some palace servants to help.

Yang Wan finished her shift and squatted by the tea stove with Li Yu, her sleeves tied back.

She had never gotten along well with these fiery things, and in no time was covered in soot and dust.

Li Yu watched her fumbling about and said with exasperation, “Hey, is this tea so urgent that even the Bureau of Ceremonies had to send you?”

Yang Wan fanned herself a few times with a fan, wiping away sweat as she said, “What would a child like you understand?”

Just then, she saw the Imperial Physician walking out with his medicine box. Yang Wan quickly wiped the soot from her face and stood up to address Physician Peng: “Physician Peng, are you leaving the palace now?”

Physician Peng looked at Yang Wan’s appearance and smiled: “Young lady, you’ve been helping here after your shifts these past few days – such hard work. Come in and wash your hands.”

“Alright, I also have something to ask of you, Physician.”

Physician Peng led Yang Wan into the medicine hall, ordered an attendant to bring water, set down his medicine box,g and gestured for Yang Wan to sit with him.

“What can I do for you, Lady Yang?”

Yang Wan wiped her face with the water the attendant brought, clasped her hands in her lap, and said somewhat nervously in a soft voice: “Actually, I’m afraid to ask. I know the Imperial Physicians never treat the palace servants. But Deputy Director Deng’s leg injury has been particularly painful this month, and even though he can get some medicine, it doesn’t seem to help much. I don’t know what else to do, so I thought I’d try asking you.”

Physician Peng smiled slightly. “So that’s what this is about. Lady Yang, how did Deputy Director Deng injure his leg?”

Seeing he hadn’t immediately refused, Yang Wan quickly replied: “Last year in the Ministry of Justice prison, he wore heavy chains for too long and it injured the bone. This year has had particularly heavy spring and summer rains. After getting caught in the rain early last month, I’ve noticed he seems to be in constant pain.”

Physician Peng nodded after listening. He opened his medicine box and took out a bottle of medicine for injuries, but as he was about to hand it to Yang Wan, he suddenly paused, put it back, and said: “How about this – have him come here and I’ll examine him.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help standing up. “Really?”

“Yes. It’s been injured for over half a year now. We need to examine it to know how to treat it properly – otherwise, any amount of medicine will only treat the symptoms, not the root cause.”

Yang Wan quickly asked, “Are you leaving the palace now?”

Physician Peng looked at the sky. “It’s still early.”

“Then I’ll send Li Yu to fetch him right away.”

With that, she happily walked outside and snatched Li Yu’s palm-leaf fan.

Li Yu jumped up. “What are you doing?”

“I’ll watch things here – you go find Deng Ying.”

Li Yu said: “You’re not asking him to come help with the fire, are you? He’s been either at the Hall of Literary Brilliance or the Hall of Supreme Harmony these days – he’s incredibly busy.”

Yang Wan hit Li Yu’s head with the fan.

“Who said I’m asking him to tend the fire? Hurry up and go find him, or I’ll tell your sister you didn’t listen to me.”

“You…”

Li Yu stomped his foot and turned around. “Fine, I’ll go find him.”

“Wait, you haven’t asked what I want him for. What if he doesn’t come?”

Li Yu rolled his eyes.

“He’d climb a mountain of swords if you asked – he won’t even question it. I’m going. Don’t tell my sister, okay?”

Yang Wan smiled and squatted down behind Li Yu, bending to tend the fire in the stove.

As the autumn of Zhenning’s twelfth year approached, she had been having nightmares for an entire month, tossing and turning, unable to sleep soundly.

She didn’t dare let Consort Ning and the people of the Bureau of Ceremonies know. She still delivered documents between the Inner Court Offices daily, but when she saw Consort Ning and Yi Lang, she spoke noticeably less.

Her notes had been filled in up to the Tongjia tragedy – from Zhang Zhanchun to the two censors Huang and Liu, every word, though concise and calm in her usual writing style, concealed blood and tears.

Today finally brought something to make her happy.

As she thought about this, she fanned herself while watching the entrance.

The golden sun was setting.

When Deng Ying arrived, it was just twilight.

He seemed to have come directly from the Hall of Supreme Harmony, wearing a gray robe with dust on his sleeves. As he walked, he rolled up his sleeves and squatted down beside Yang Wan. “Were you punished?”

Yang Wan folded her hands in her lap. “Something like that.”

Deng Ying reached for her fan. “Let me do it.”

Yang Wan shook her head. “I was joking, I’m fine.”

She then waved to Li Yu behind him. “Come here.”

Li Yu resignedly took the fan. “Alright, Deng Ying, hurry and take her away. Even the fire is afraid of her.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help laughing as she tapped his head: “Thank you for your help.”

Then she stood and said to Deng Ying: “Come, follow me inside.”

Deng Ying also stood up, looking at the medicine hall. “This isn’t a place I can enter privately.”

“It’s fine.”

Physician Peng came to the door. “Today, for Lady Yang and the Bureau of Ceremonies’ sake, we can make an exception.”

He stepped aside. “Come in.”

Deng Ying entered the medicine hall with Yang Wan.

Physician Peng pointed to a round-backed armchair. “Sit here.”

Deng Ying remained standing. “I dare not. If my lord has something to say, please speak.”

Physician Peng said: “Your injury is on your ankle – how can I examine it while you’re standing?”

Deng Ying was startled. “How could I let my lord examine my injury?”

Yang Wan pulled his sleeve and led him to the chair. “I begged my lord for so long – don’t say another word, or if he refuses to examine you, I’ll die of anger right in front of you.”

Though Deng Ying sat down uncomfortably under her pressure, he didn’t speak further.

Physician Peng glanced at Yang Wan and smiled. “No need to get angry with him.”

Then he said to Deng Ying: “Remove your shoes and socks, let me look first.”

“My lord, you cannot!”

Yang Wan saw how he almost instinctively turned his leg to one side, so she released her hand pressing Deng Ying down and stepping back toward the door.

“I’m a bit hot – I want to go out for some air. Don’t you dare anger Physician Peng, understand?”

Without waiting for Deng Ying’s response, she turned and went outside, closing the door.

Li Yu saw her come out alone and asked: “Why did you come out by yourself?”

Yang Wan sat on the steps. “Don’t you understand that patients need privacy?”

“What nonsense… I don’t understand.”

Yang Wan smiled, resting her chin in her hand. “That’s because you’re just a kid.”

“I’m going to tell my sister you insulted me.”

Yang Wan reached out to pat his head. “Go ahead, kid.”

Deng Ying listened to the cheerful voices outside, stood up, and bowed to Physician Peng.

“This lowly one’s body truly cannot offend my lord. Moreover, this ankle injury was received while serving my punishment – it was meant as punishment and warning, and needs no treatment.”

Physician Peng gestured for him to sit.

“This official is a healer – I don’t concern myself much with legal matters. However, in the palace, the principle is the same: healing is also forming a connection. Even if you truly were a criminal servant, as long as your crime wasn’t capital, I would still be willing to treat you. Just now you wouldn’t remove your shoes and socks – that was because you didn’t want to be improper in front of Lady Yang, wasn’t it?”

An outsider had seen through it in one sentence.

He felt deeply ashamed.

Yang Wan was the person closest to him, so close she had seen him nearly naked, with only a cloth covering his shame.

Before this young woman, he should have long since had no “propriety” to speak of, and indeed could never regain it.

Just liking her was already a grave mistake.

So, almost like confessing to a crime, he answered with a single “Yes.”

Physician Peng said: “She’s not here now. Remove them and let me look – I can see you’ve been enduring pain since you came in. If this continues, there will be severe consequences. You don’t want to be crippled at such a young age, do you?”

Hearing these words, Deng Ying no longer insisted. He bent down and rolled up his trouser leg. Since returning from Guangji Temple, his ankle had been severely bruised and swollen. Every day when putting on shoes, the pain was excruciating, but he had endured without telling anyone. He didn’t know how Yang Wan had noticed.

“It hurts even like this, doesn’t it?”

Physician Peng squatted down to examine the affected area. “Have you been walking much these days?”

“At the Hall of Supreme Harmony, walking is unavoidable.”

“No wonder.”

He stood up as he spoke. “The root of the pain is in the bone. With the foundation damaged, it’s very difficult to cure completely, but it can still be treated. I must say, though Lady Yang doesn’t understand medicine, she has quite a good eye. How old is she this year?”

Deng Ying lowered his trouser leg and began arranging his shoes and socks. “Eighteen.”

Physician Peng stood by the window washing his hands, glancing at the steps outside. Without elaborating further, he just smiled and said, “At such an age, having such consideration is rare.”

Just then, they suddenly heard a commotion from the direction of the Grand Secretariat’s duty office.

Physician Peng simply pushed the window wide open.

“What’s happening at the Grand Secretariat today?”

Deng Ying stood and walked to the window. “Today is the assembly – what’s wrong?”

Yang Wan also stood up, and seeing Deng Ying at the window, hurried over saying: “I heard Yang Lun’s voice – it sounds like he’s arguing.”

Chapter 33: Clear Jade and Glazed Tiles (Part 6)
Deng Ying turned to walk to the doorway, but just as he was about to step down, Yang Wan blocked his path.

“I want to go too.”

Deng Ying shook his head. “You’re a female official. Meeting with outside officials privately is a serious offense.”

Yang Wan moved behind him, her plain clothes thin. When she spoke, Deng Ying could feel her breath falling on his shoulder through the fabric.

“I’ll just follow you. I won’t say anything.”

Deng Ying dared not turn around. “Why do you want to involve yourself in these matters?”

She maintained her usual light tone: “Because I have a big heart.”

Whether this was true or not didn’t matter.

Everyone is forced to walk alone in life. If another person is willing to walk alongside you without questioning or doubting anything, that is heaven’s greatest blessing.

Deng Ying didn’t know how much more grace his broken body could receive. If possible, he didn’t want much else – he only hoped that before she found her destined path and fulfilled her duties, she could continue to visit him when she had time, accompany him for a while, not asking for any particular length of time, just going as far as they could.

Inside the Grand Hall of the Inner Cabinet, Zhang Cong was forced by Yang Lun to sit behind the desk.

Eight bronze lamps burned for illumination in the hall. Even with the doors open for ventilation, it was still so hot that people were drenched in sweat. Sweat ran down Yang Lun’s forehead, face, and neck, seeping into his inner garments.

Zhang Cong’s face was also covered in sweat. He wiped his face and sat up straight. “It’s already too late. Do you two, master and student, think I didn’t want to save Zhou Congshan? Earlier, I earnestly advised those young men at the Censorate not to jointly petition again. Did anyone listen? Now that the Northern Commanding Guard is going to execute people, they finally know fear and dread. What use is that?”

Yang Lun said, “Did the Elder not know about Deputy Zhang’s memorial condemning the Tongjia Academy?”

Zhang Cong slapped his thigh. “Even if I knew, what could I do? You know now too, but can only vent your anger at me, right? Besides, loyalty to the ruler comes before filial piety! I have no say in the Northern Commanding Guard’s affairs!”

The sweat on Yang Lun’s back suddenly turned cold.

Bai Huan moved the bronze lamp beside him and stood up, walking behind Yang Lun. “Is it just Zhou Congshan alone who will be executed, or several people?”

Yang Lun turned his head. “According to the message from Secretary Zheng, the imperial edict names Zhou Congshan and others including Zhao Pingling, ten people in total. But the Northern Commanding Guard has been torturing people for days – over twenty have already died in the imperial prison. His Majesty hasn’t summoned the Inner Cabinet for discussion yet. It seems there’s no room for change.”

Bai Yuyang added from the side: “The bodies were transferred from the Ministry of Justice to their families today. When the families came to identify the bodies…”

He couldn’t continue speaking. “It was too brutal. That eighteen-year-old Zhao Pingsheng, when they carried him out… he was just a pile of minced flesh! Barely recognizable as human.”

After hearing their words, Bai Huan tilted his head back and closed his eyes, remaining silent for a long while. Suddenly he began coughing violently. He stumbled forward several steps, his eyes reddening, and vomited a mouthful of fresh blood, immediately collapsing onto the desk.

The writing implements on the desk are scattered across the floor.

Bai Yuyang, forgetting about the others present, cried out in shock: “Father!”

Everyone in the hall was startled by the pool of blood on the floor, except for Yang Lun, who reacted quickly and called out loudly: “Quickly summon someone from the Imperial Pharmacy!”

“Zixi…”

Bai Huan’s throat felt like it had swallowed burning coals, his voice hoarse.

He coughed up another mouthful of blood and waved his hand at everyone: “Don’t panic. This minister is fine.”

Then he reached out a trembling hand to Yang Lun and called again: “Zixi…”

Yang Lun hurried to the front of the desk. “Student is here.”

Bai Huan grasped his hand. “Tomorrow… you and I will go to the Censorate to see Inspector Liu. Nothing else needs to be said…”

No one spoke until Zhang Cong said: “There’s no need to deliberately go see Liu and Huang. The Inner Cabinet only received Inspector Liu’s memorial; the other co-signers have all fallen silent. We can temporarily hold this memorial in the Cabinet. Elder, you’re advanced in years – you must take care of your health.”

Bai Huan gave a coughing laugh. “Yes, this minister is advanced in years. I should take care of my health.”

As he spoke, he gripped his sleeve, took up a brush and paper, and wrote a memorial.

Then he stood and called out: “Is the ceremonial attendant from the Directorate of Ceremonial outside?”

The eunuch attendant from the Directorate of Ceremonial quickly stood at attention by the door.

“What are the Elder’s instructions?”

Bai Huan beckoned to him: “Come in, take this memorial to His Majesty. Tell him this old minister knows his crime. This minister is at the Gate of Supreme Harmony, asking His Majesty’s forgiveness, requesting punishment and severe reprimand.”

Having finished speaking, he put down his brush, straightened his official hat with trembling hands, and then stumbled alone toward the outside of the hall.

Yang Lun and Bai Yuyang tried to follow and support him, but Bai Huan shook them off. “None of you… follow me!”

“Father…”

“Listen to me!”

No one in the hall dared speak again. They gathered at the door frame, watching as this over-seventy-year-old Chief Minister of the Inner Cabinet stumbled alone into the night.

Deng Ying and Yang Wan were standing outside the grand hall.

Dusk had fallen completely, with wind whistling all around and shadows flickering.

Deng Ying watched as Bai Huan walked step by step toward him. He was about to bow when Bai Huan spoke:

“Do you… hate this minister very much?”

Deng Ying remained silent.

Bai Huan drew a breath and asked again, “Your teacher died in the Ministry of Justice prison. Do you hate me?”

After speaking these words, his gaze moved subtly, clearly hiding both hope and doubt.

Deng Ying closed his eyes and replied evenly:

“Deng Ying wouldn’t dare.”

Hearing this, Bai Huan gave a bitter laugh. “Your teacher was right. Without testing it with his life, I truly didn’t know what kind of heart you were offering me.”

He finished speaking and patted Deng Ying’s shoulder.

“Director Deng, the Tongjia Academy was condemned because of you, but they died because of me. It was my stubborn self-righteousness, and my failure to recognize others’ wisdom. All guilt lies with me. You needn’t blame yourself too much. If in the future Director Deng hears cutting remarks about this, this minister hereby apologizes to you.”

Having said this, he raised his hand, breathing heavily, and bowed to Deng Ying.

Deng Ying quickly knelt and prostrated himself. “Senior Bai, please don’t do this.”

Bai Huan paid no attention to his words and actions, maintaining his bow with raised arms until it was complete.

Deng Ying raised his head, looking at Bai Huan bowing before him, his heart filled with great anguish.

It was also in this place that Bai Huan had once told him, “Don’t disgrace my best student.”

Yet today, he was bowing to him.

Deng Ying had originally forced himself to sever this master-student relationship, but that tiny possibility seeping through the cut had shattered the prison he had built for himself. Yet he knew deeply that even without those constraints, this was a step he absolutely could not take.

“I beg the Senior not to treat this servant this way.”

He used the self-reference of a servant to force himself to stay clear-headed.

Bai Huan straightened up, but the long bow had made him dizzy, and his body lurched forward uncontrollably.

Yang Wan, seeing Deng Ying kneeling, quickly stepped forward to support Bai Huan.

Bai Huan glanced at her from the side but said nothing.

He merely gently brushed aside Yang Wan’s arm and continued looking down at Deng Ying.

Master and student remained thus, one kneeling and one standing, in speechless silence.

After a long while, Bai Huan finally sighed: “It’s fortunate that back then, he didn’t hand you over to me.”

Having said this, he slowly walked past him, crossed the Hall of Military Glory, and walked toward the Gate of Supreme Harmony.

Yang Lun followed from behind, stopping beside Deng Ying. “What did you say to the teacher? Why did he bow to you?”

Deng Ying remained kneeling without moving.

Yang Lun raised his voice, “What exactly did you say!”

Deng Ying put his hand on the ground and said softly: “Master Yang, could you please not speak?”

Yang Lun was startled.

“I…”

Yang Wan spoke up: “Why are you shouting? Can’t you see he’s holding back his pain?”

She then helped Deng Ying up, pulling him behind her, and looked up at Yang Lun: “With all this chaos, did something happen at the Tongjia Academy?”

Yang Lun was surprised. “How did you know?”

Yang Wan looked at Bai Huan’s retreating figure. “Just now… Minister Bai mentioned it.”

Yang Lun looked at Deng Ying, hesitated for a moment, then lowered his voice: “I know there were people at Tongjia Academy who associated with you. Don’t be too distressed when you hear this. Today the Commanding Guard presented charges against Zhou Congshan and others to His Majesty, including conspiracy with the Deng faction and insulting the sovereign. Zhou Congshan and ten others have been sentenced to beheading, to be carried out after autumn. As for the others… some are sentenced to exile and some to imprisonment, but I suspect Zhang Luo won’t let these people live until the Ministry of Justice takes over.”

After hearing this, Deng Ying couldn’t help but choke. “The two young masters of the Zhao family, are they still alive?”

Yang Lun said: “Zhao Pingsheng… is already dead. His brother Zhao Pingling is among the ten to be executed.”

Deng Ying asked, suppressing his grief: “Is there no way out?”

Yang Lun shook his head, looking toward the Gate of Supreme Harmony. “It depends on whether the teacher’s plea for punishment can dispel His Majesty’s anger.”

Deng Ying turned around to look at Bai Huan, kneeling alone before the Gate of Supreme Harmony.

He understood how difficult this kowtow was for Bai Huan.

This was not just a minister admitting error and begging forgiveness from the emperor after a political struggle – it was also his apology to the more than eighty people of Tongjia Academy. Compared to the former, the latter was what truly broke one’s heart and spirit.

“Master Yang.”

Yang Lun had also been lost in thought, but hearing Deng Ying call him, he came back to himself.

“Speak.”

Deng Ying turned around. “Does His Majesty know about Deputy Zhang executing the academy students at the Eastern Depot?”

Yang Lun said: “According to Secretary Zheng, His Majesty only approved the execution of Zhou Congshan and over ten others. Since he showed mercy to the remaining students, he shouldn’t have secretly ordered Zhang Luo to execute them. For the specifics, you can ask Secretary Zheng yourself.”

He finished speaking and gave a long sigh. “These students were so innocent, dying so brutally – it was meant as a warning to those in the Six Offices and Censorate. Fortunately these past few days, no one has dared to jointly petition again. Well, I can’t say too much more to you here.”

As he was about to leave, he remembered something.

“Yang Wan.”

“Mm?”

“These matters are not for you to inquire about.”

Yang Wan nodded. “I understand.”

After Yang Lun left, Deng Ying still stood silently outside the Hall of Military Glory.

Yang Wan gently tugged at his sleeve, and only then did he lower his head. “Did I make you stand too long?”

Yang Wan shook her head.

“You have a leg injury but didn’t say anything. I’m not tired.”

Deng Ying turned around. “Let me escort you back to the Fifth Division.”

“No need. I’ll escort you back to your duty room. Your feet shouldn’t walk too much.”

As she spoke, she took his hand and walked toward the moat, saying as they walked: “Deng Ying, you didn’t speak just now. What were you thinking about?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer immediately.

Hearing his silence, Yang Wan continued: “Haven’t figured it out yet?”

Deng Ying nodded.

“Mm. I haven’t thought it through yet.”

Yang Wan turned back. “I told you before that I’m very afraid of Zhang Luo, and Master Yang and the others are very afraid too. Do you remember?”

“I remember.”

“I want to take back those words now.”

Deng Ying stopped walking. “Why?”

Yang Wan’s eyes grew moist as she let go of his hand: “I feel that because of those words, you’re going to do something you don’t want to do.”

Deng Ying was stunned, only now noticing that her eyes seemed to have reddened.

He hesitated for a moment but still walked closer to her, bending his knees to match her height. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just suddenly feeling a bit unhappy.”

“Is it because of me?”

Yang Wan suddenly raised her head. “Deng Ying, are you suffering because of me?”

Deng Ying was startled. “Why would you say that?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together. “Crouch down a little more.”

Deng Ying didn’t know what she wanted to do, but he obediently lowered himself another few inches.

Unexpectedly, Yang Wan gently rested her head on his shoulder.

“Don’t move.”

“Alright…”

“Deng Ying, promise me, don’t do things you don’t want to do. Everyone has their path. Their life and death might seem related to you, but actually, they brought it upon themselves.”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan and asked softly: “What if it’s something I want to do?”

Yang Wan bit her lip, trying her best to steady her voice. After a long while, she finally said:

“Then it’s the same – I’ll help you.”

Chapter 34: Clear Jade and Glazed Tiles (Part 7)
The autumn of the twelfth year of Zhenning arrived silently amid the bloody mist of the imperial prison.

A few days before the Mid-Autumn Festival, a cold rain fell, and the weather quickly turned chilly. Yang Wan, caught off guard, caught a slight cold. With the affairs of the Department of Imperial Attire growing increasingly busy as the Mid-Autumn Festival approached, Yang Wan delayed treatment for a day or two and unexpectedly began running a fever.

In modern times, this would be something easily solved with a few cephalosporin pills, but in the great Ming Dynasty, it could be life-threatening.

Initially, Yang Wan didn’t want to let Consort Ning know, but Lady Jiang dared not conceal it from her.

After Song Yunqing reported to Chengrong Palace, Consort Ning ordered Heyu to bring Yang Wan to Chengrong Palace for care.

Yang Wan, afraid that people around Consort Ning would tell Deng Ying about this, kept asking about it from time to time.

When Consort Ning came to see her, hearing this, she couldn’t help but press Yang Wan down onto the couch, “Getting up again and again, do you not want to get better?”

Yang Wan clutched the bedding, “I’m afraid they’ll gossip needlessly with people like Li Yu.”

Consort Ning lifted the bed curtain, sat down beside her, and smoothed her sweat-dampened hair, “What does it matter if he knows?”

Yang Wan coughed once, “It’s nothing, just that he seems too busy.”

She sighed after speaking.

For an entire sixth month, Deng Ying had exhausted himself working on the Hall of Supreme Harmony project. Although he was always focused when working, Yang Wan had never seen him pour himself into something so self-destructively before.

“The Hall of Supreme Harmony must be near completion, right?”

Yang Wan nodded.

“When I went to look a few days ago, I saw that all the ridge-beast sculptures on the roof had been completed.”

Consort Ning smiled, “You… whenever it comes to matters concerning him, no matter how sick you are, you become energetic.”

Yang Wan neither agreed nor disagreed.

Sometimes when one focuses too much on one person, they overlook those around them.

Looking at Consort Ning’s gentle gaze, Yang Wan thought of how every time after was summoned to serve the emperor, she would sit quietly alone in the sleeping chamber for a while, but show nothing when she came out.

She was better than Yang Wan at concealing her emotions, not wanting those around her to worry, but this only made Yang Wan feel more heartache for her.

“The Mid-Autumn Festival is in a few days. Once this servant is feeling better, I’ll make some mooncakes with novel flavors for Your Highness.”

Consort Ning patted her forehead, “Heyu and the others have told me many times, from now on, except for cooking noodles, you’re not allowed in the kitchen anymore.”

Yang Wan propped herself up, “If I can’t enter the kitchen, I can teach them!”

Consort Ning nodded with a smile, “Alright, this is sister’s first Mid-Autumn Festival in the palace with Wan’er.”

Perhaps because she had found some practical joy, over the next two days, Yang Wan did indeed get much better.

After her fever broke, she was able to get up and move around.

On this clear day, Yang Wan lit an incense stick and sat at her desk wearing a light robe, organizing her previous notes. Yi Lang, wearing a brand new brocade robe, returned and rushed straight to Yang Wan as soon as he entered.

“Aunt, are you feeling better?”

Yang Wan stood up and bowed to him, “This servant is improperly dressed, I fear I’m being disrespectful to Your Highness.”

Yi Lang took Yang Wan’s hand, “Aunt hasn’t played with me for a long time.”

Yang Wan crouched down, using her sleeve to wipe his sweat, and looked up to ask the eunuch following him: “Where is the Consort?”

The eunuch bowed and replied: “The Consort went to Cining Palace to pay respects to the Empress Dowager, she hasn’t returned yet.”

Yang Wan nodded and said: “Alright, you wait outside, I’ll accompany His Highness.”

Then she pointed to a chair nearby, “Your Highness, please sit for a moment while this servant goes to put on proper clothes.”

Yi Lang nodded in agreement and obediently went to sit in the chair.

Yang Wan didn’t think much of it and turned to enter the inner chamber.

However, when she came back out, she saw Yi Lang leafing through her notes that were left on the desk.

To avoid unnecessary trouble, Yang Wan had written all her analytical and evaluative content in English, using Chinese characters only for purely historical records. She was usually very careful and rarely let anyone see this notebook, but today, she had indeed been careless with this child who had only recently learned to read.

Yi Lang couldn’t understand the earlier parts, but on the page, Yang Wan had left open, he saw the names of Zhou Congshan, Zhao Pingling, and more than ten others, along with the characters for “autumn execution” noted after these names. He couldn’t help but raise his head to ask Yang Wan, “Aunt, why are you writing down these people’s names?”

For some reason, when he asked this question, though his voice was childish, his expression was very serious.

Yang Wan was momentarily speechless.

Yi Lang suddenly raised his voice.

“Aunt, you’re privately discussing state affairs.”

After saying this, he looked up at Yang Wan.

Yang Wan suddenly understood.

Perhaps because he was so young and so close to her, she had almost forgotten that this child would be the next emperor.

“Aunt.”

He called to her again, and Yang Wan quickly knelt before the desk, “This servant acknowledges her error.”

Yi Lang lowered his head, “Palace servants are not allowed to privately discuss state affairs, and it’s even more inappropriate for Aunt to write it down.”

Yang Wan bit her lip, momentarily unable to speak.

According to historical records, Emperor Jinghe was different from his father.

He was considered one of the least problematic among the Ming Dynasty’s dozen or so peculiar emperors. This was not only due to the guidance of his imperial tutor Zhang Cong and later Chief Minister Yang Lun, but also due to his natural astuteness. However, the distance between written words and actual people was too great, and it was only today that Yang Wan suddenly gained a firsthand understanding of the word “astute” that history had attributed to Yi Lang.

She prostrated herself and again acknowledged her error, requesting punishment.

Just then, Consort Ning returned from Cining Palace, and the eunuch outside quickly led her in.

Consort Ning entered the side hall to see Yang Wan prostrated on the ground, with Yi Lang sitting behind the desk looking down at her.

She quickly spoke: “What’s happening, why is your aunt kneeling?”

Hearing her voice, Yi Lang stood up and bowed to Consort Ning, “Aunt has done something wrong.”

Consort Ning walked to Yang Wan’s side and took her arm, saying: “Come, get up first.”

Yang Wan didn’t rise, “Your Highness, this servant has erred, this servant dares not rise.”

Seeing her like this, Consort Ning frowned at Yi Lang, “What wrong has she done?”

Yi Lang pointed at the notebook in front of him and replied: “She privately discussed state affairs.”

Consort Ning walked behind the desk and glanced at Yang Wan’s open notebook. Yi Lang pointed to Zhou Congshan’s name and said to Consort Ning: “Mother, Master Zhang told me this person is someone Father Emperor wants to be executed. He insulted Father Emperor, who was very angry and forbade anyone from pleading for mercy. Aunt is a palace servant who shouldn’t meddle in state affairs, yet she privately wrote down these people’s names. This is a grave taboo.”

Consort Ning closed Yang Wan’s notebook and crouched down to embrace Yi Lang.

“Your aunt… has only just recovered.”

Yi Lang nodded, “Son understands, Mother, son doesn’t want to punish aunt either.”

Saying this, he released Consort Ning’s hand and walked to Yang Wan’s front, “Aunt, don’t write these things anymore.”

Yang Wan quickly replied: “Yes, this servant will strictly follow Your Highness’s words.”

Hearing her say this, Yi Lang looked back at Consort Ning before saying: “Then aunt, you may rise.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan stood up, looking apologetically at Consort Ning.

Consort Ning bent down to stroke Yi Lang’s head, “Go out first, Mother has something to say to your aunt.”

Yi Lang nodded and followed the servant out of the side hall.

Consort Ning picked up the notebook from the desk and placed it in Yang Wan’s hands, “Keep it safe.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together as she took the notebook, looking up to say: “Your Highness doesn’t blame this servant?”

“Why would I blame you?”

As she spoke, she looked down at Yang Wan’s knees, “Did he make you kneel for long?”

“No, Your Highness arrived just after I knelt.”

Consort Ning sighed, using her sleeve to adjust her slightly loosened hair, “You still say sister should blame you. If you hadn’t understood the connection between the Directorate of Ceremonial and His Majesty, Secretary Zheng would be dead already. As a woman, you’re so much stronger than me, your sister. However… my son, though close to you, is after all the students’ pupil. I can only care for his daily needs, while his character and intellect are entrusted to the Hall of Literary Brilliance. I didn’t know he would treat you this way today.”

Yang Wan shook her head, helped Consort Ning sit down, then crouched down herself and looked up at her, saying: “Your Highness, this is right. Whether he inherits the throne or guards a territory, he will be the master of all under heaven. He should understand great propriety and fair justice – only then can all sides remain peaceful, isn’t that so?”

Consort Ning held Yang Wan’s hand, “Is that what you think?”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “It’s how we must think.”

Consort Ning asked: “Then will you still make those novel mooncakes for him?”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan nodded with a smile, “His Highness didn’t do anything wrong, why would this servant be angry? Your Highness… this servant wants to ask for something. But you cannot let His Highness know about it.”

“What is it?”

“On the second day after Frost’s Descent, this servant wishes to leave the palace once.”

“For what?”

The second day after Frost’s Descent was the day of the “autumn executions.”

Yang Wan had roughly seen some descriptions in her senior’s research materials about Ming Dynasty punishments, but those were merely textual things, requiring imagination to piece together the specific scenes.

This time, she wanted to see with her own eyes what the historically recorded scene of “vomiting blood clots, revealing rotting flesh” looked like. She wanted to see up close how these people, who had previously existed only on paper to her, faced their deaths, how they walked to their final moments. She also wanted to personally experience just how cruel the Northern Commanding Guard’s punishments were during the Ming Dynasty.

Having experienced this blank period in history, Yang Wan gradually understood that to truly comprehend the era Deng Ying lived in, she must understand what the most genuine terrors of this era were.

“If you don’t want to say, that’s fine.”

Consort Ning’s voice interrupted Yang Wan’s thoughts.

She was about to speak when Consort Ning continued: “Sister… needs to find a reason for you. How about this… I heard that my brother’s wife developed some symptoms early last month and hasn’t improved much. I’ve been wanting to send someone to inquire about her. After Frost’s Descent, you can go home to visit. Mother must miss you too.”

She had thought it through so thoroughly that Yang Wan felt almost unworthy.

“Your Highness… you trust me this much, without questioning anything?”

Consort Ning helped her up, “I know what you’re thinking. If we could go back twenty years, I would want to do the same as you.”

Yang Wan was startled.

This statement seemed unremarkable at first hearing, but upon careful consideration, it was quite subtle.

Consort Ning seemed unwilling to let her think too deeply about it and stood up saying: “Seeing that you can get out of bed, and I happen to be free today, didn’t you say you wanted to teach Heyu and the others how to make some novel mooncake fillings? I’ll have the internal kitchen prepare things, you change your clothes and come along.”

She walked a few steps toward the hall door, then remembered something and turned back: “Oh right, the day after tomorrow is the Mid-Autumn Festival, and there’s a grand banquet in the palace. Sister has to go too – it would be lonely for you to be alone during the major festival. But you’re not fully recovered yet, it wouldn’t be good to move about and catch another cold…”

“I’m fine, Your Highness.”

Consort Ning laughed, “I haven’t said you can’t leave Chengrong Palace, why are you so anxious? Take good care of yourself these two days, and even if you go moon-viewing the day after tomorrow, don’t stay in windy places. Mm… remember to pack some of the mooncakes we make today to take with you.”

Chapter 35: Clear Jade and Glazed Tiles (Part 8)
The Mid-Autumn palace banquet of the twelfth year of Zhenning allowed Yang Wan to witness firsthand the extravagant style of royal feasts during the Zhenning era of the great Ming Dynasty.

If the Ministry of Revenue’s deficit in historical records was just a single number, then the delicacies, pageantry, and utensils laid out before Yang Wan’s eyes were its detailed annotations. Being in the midst of it, she finally understood Yang Lun and Bai Huan’s contradictions and despair.

Because of the long-standing tension between the civil officials and the emperor, this was only a three-cup regular banquet. Even so, the Six Departments and Twenty-Four Offices of the Inner Court were overwhelmed with preparations. While Yang Wan was recuperating in Chengrong Palace, Song Yunqing was nearly driven to tears working under Wang Siyue.

She and Yang Wan were both “scribes” in the Department of Imperial Attire. With one person missing, the workload of documentation increased significantly. Today’s feast required constant requisitioning of items and deployment of personnel between the Departments of Music and Ceremonies. Official documents poured in like snowflakes, piling up on Song Yunqing’s desk, yet people from outside still came urgently requesting more.

Song Yunqing couldn’t help but complain: “This isn’t some makeshift operation that can be dismantled after one show. I’ve been stationed here all day without even a chance to eat or drink, what more do you people outside want? I can’t just sprout another pair of hands!”

Just as she finished speaking, a voice came from the doorway: “Getting this angry?”

Song Yunqing raised her head from her writing to see Yang Wan entering with a food tray, and finally smiled: “Why are you here? Are you feeling better?”

Yang Wan set down the tray while rolling up her sleeves, “More or less. Give me some space to work.”

Song Yunqing pointed to the opposite side, “Clear yourself a spot, I’m already dizzy.”

Yang Wan lowered her head to sort through the documents before her, “I could hear you complaining from outside.”

Song Yunqing put down her brush and said: “But don’t push yourself. If you don’t recover properly from this cold, the effects could last a lifetime.”

Yang Wan smiled, “I still have a bit of a cough, but I couldn’t stay cooped up in my room anymore. Go take a break, at least eat something. I’ll handle things for a while.”

Song Yunqing set down her work and sat to the side, picking up the chopsticks from the food tray, “What did you make?”

Yang Wan dipped her brush in ink while casually replying: “Plain noodles, just make do with them.”

Song Yunqing picked up some noodles and took a bite, “I heard Li Yu and Chen Hua mention once that you made these noodles for Director Deng.”

Yang Wan continued writing while saying: “Wasn’t it you who taught me? We can’t do much else, but isn’t eating the easiest thing?”

Song Yunqing laughed, “Come on, easy? Last time you nearly scared the Department Head to death when you started the fire.”

Yang Wan smiled without responding.

She wrote quickly, and soon several volumes had accumulated beside her. She looked up and called outside: “Have the female servants from the Department of Music come in and deliver these out. The rest that isn’t related to current requisitions, tell them to wait a while.”

Seeing her composed manner, Song Yunqing smiled and said: “I must say, you do have some talent. I find it difficult just to sort these things out, but you not only organized them but also clearly distinguished their priority and order.”

Yang Wan laughed, “You’re flattering me.”

“No, I think you’re good. We talk privately about how in this whole palace, it seems only Director Deng is worthy of you.”

She sighed, “Such a pure and pristine person… ah… if only he hadn’t been punished with that knife wound.”

Yang Wan glanced at her sideways, smiling as she said: “Does Chief Chen know you think this way?”

Song Yunqing quickly shook her head: “That’s not what I meant. I’m thinking of you. You’re Consort Ning’s sister – if you want to leave the palace later, you could get permission with some grace. I’m different. My family has dispersed, and my brother became a eunuch. Even if I left, I’d have no one to depend on. Fortunately, Chen Hua is willing to let me be his primary concern. Now I feel nothing else matters – what’s important is having someone to accompany you, knowing your joys and sorrows. That’s better than anything.”

After speaking, she quickly finished several mouthfuls of noodles and stood up to wash her hands, adding: “Tonight, Chen Hua, Li Yu, and I are getting together for a fish hotpot. Would you like to come? Bring Director Deng along?”

Yang Wan continued working without pause, “I wouldn’t dare disturb you. Quickly finish these tasks so you can leave early.”

“All right.”

Song Yunqing picked up her brush again, her expression becoming slightly somber, “I originally didn’t want to trouble anyone by forcing a gathering, seeing how busy Chen Hua is. But these past couple of months, hearing about things outside… ah, it’s too tragic… Living people suddenly become like that, never to be seen again. It made me realize we should enjoy ourselves while we can, eating and drinking, taking pleasure in each day we have.”

Yang Wan stopped writing and looked up: “You speak well. I’ll remember this and tell Deng Ying later.”

Song Yunqing said: “He’s different. He’s building the imperial palace. If he were to let go, these hundred halls and thousand pavilions couldn’t be built.”

A hundred halls and a thousand pavilions couldn’t be built.

Song Yunqing hadn’t deeply considered the meaning behind these words she’d spoken unintentionally, but Yang Wan was struck by their implications.

Although later generations developed more scientific worldviews and methodologies to analyze dynastic lifespans and ancestral fate, their commentary on historical figures was always based on historical limitations, speaking from on high. None matched the sincerity and depth of Song Yunqing’s simple statement that “the hundred halls and thousand pavilions couldn’t be built.”

Yang Wan fell silent at this, and Song Yunqing also stopped speaking. The two women each managed their tasks, their brushes moving without pause.

At the hour of shen (3-5 PM), they finally left the Department of Imperial Attire together.

When Yang Wan returned to Chengrong Palace, everything was quiet.

The older palace maids like Heyu had all followed Consort Ning to the Mid-Autumn palace banquet, while the younger servants had taken advantage of their free time to gather in various places to enjoy food and view the moon. Yang Wan took some mooncakes from the kitchen and walked toward the duty room of the Directorate of Ceremonial. When she reached Deng Ying’s quarters, she found no lights inside. The water sounds from the moat was cold and clear, and besides the boundless moonlight, there wasn’t a trace of human sound.

Yang Wan looked at the mooncakes in her hands, feeling somewhat helpless, and could only find a spot sheltered from the wind to stand.

She could guess that Deng Ying was probably at the Hall of Supreme Harmony. This past month, Yang Lun and Bai Huan had sacrificed almost all their dignity as officials and servants of the people trying to save the people of Tongjia Academy, but Deng Ying never inquired about this matter, focusing single-mindedly on the Hall of Supreme Harmony. The construction schedule had accelerated – originally planned for completion in October, they had already finished painting the colored beams.

Yang Wan remembered that after Frost’s Descent in the twelfth year of Zhenning, Zhou Congshan died tragically at the Meridian Gate. Throughout Beijing’s streets and alleys, there were countless roadside memorial services, and the entire city was filled with grief and weeping.

Emperor Zhenning deeply felt that the Embroidered Uniform Guard’s extra-legal authority had grown too expansive, so he established the Eastern Depot within the Directorate of Ceremonial to monitor Zhang Luo’s control over the Northern Commanding Guard’s prisons, using this to check the power of the Embroidered Uniform Guard. Yang Wan felt that Deng Ying seemed to sense this subtle political change at this time, though he hadn’t spoken about it to anyone.

As she thought about these things, her eyes grew heavy.

Her body hadn’t fully recovered, and now standing for so long by the wind-swept moat, her hands and feet grew cold, and her throat itched terribly. She pulled her padded jacket tighter and, disregarding propriety, crouched down while hugging the mooncakes.

Just when Yang Wan was becoming unbearably cold, Deng Ying finally returned.

He was still wearing his ash-grey plain shirt with sleeves half-rolled up his arms. He had been going to fetch water to wash his face when he vaguely saw someone crouching in front of his quarters.

He hurried forward and found Yang Wan huddled behind the broom by his door, shivering from the cold.

Deng Ying crouched down to block the wind behind her, “How long have you been waiting here?”

Yang Wan coughed several times, “About an hour or so. If you hadn’t come back soon, I would have frozen to death.”

Deng Ying felt somewhat at a loss, “I didn’t know you’d come, I…”

Yang Wan looked up, “I originally wanted to find you at the Hall of Supreme Harmony, but I didn’t want to disturb your work. I thought since it’s Mid-Autumn Festival, you’d return earlier, but I was wrong.”

After speaking, she coughed several more times, her face turning somewhat pale.

“Open the door and let me in.”

Only then did Deng Ying react, quickly getting up to open the door.

Yang Wan trembled as she shuffled into Deng Ying’s room.

The room was pitch dark. As Deng Ying searched for candles on his desk, he heard Yang Wan standing by the door, coughing almost uncontrollably. He quickly closed the doors and windows, frustrated that his quarters were so sparse they didn’t even have extra lamps or candles.

“Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan called from behind him, and he quickly turned to respond: “I’m here.”

Yang Wan’s eyes were red. She felt she must have caught a chill – her face, which had been ice-cold earlier, now felt somewhat hot, yet her body was still stiff with cold.

She couldn’t help sniffling, saying in a stuffy voice: “Deng Ying, I’m still a bit cold.”

Deng Ying looked around the room – besides a few unwashed clothes, there was only one cotton quilt. He looked at Yang Wan with great hesitation.

He was unwilling to let his items touch her body, yet he had nothing else to help her keep warm.

Yang Wan coughed again, sniffling uncomfortably while shrugging her shoulders.

Deng Ying truly couldn’t consider anything else now and lit a candle as he walked to his couch.

“Come warm up on my couch for a while.”

Saying this, he bent down to spread out his cotton quilt, “Come.”

Yang Wan crouched by the bed to remove her shoes, then hugged her knees as she curled up under Deng Ying’s quilt.

His cotton quilt wasn’t as soft as the silk quilts in Chengrong Palace, but it had a faint scent of soapbean.

Deng Ying stood behind her, placing his pillow behind her back, then turned to tell her: “I’ll go boil some hot water.”

Yang Wan shook her head and grabbed the hem of his clothes, “No need, I’ll be fine after warming up for a while. Sit.”

Deng Ying sat down along the edge of the bed, bending down to arrange Yang Wan’s shoes neatly to one side, but after straightening up he remained silent.

Yang Wan wrapped herself in the quilt, moving closer to where he sat.

“What’s wrong?”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan’s shoes with their dark embroidered patterns, “This place of mine is too cramped.”

“Not at all. The quilt is very warm. After warming up like this for a while, I feel much better than before.”

After speaking, she tucked her head under the quilt as well.

“When I was little and sick, I liked to hide under the quilt like this and not come out.”

Deng Ying looked at her feverish red face, “Are you running a fever?”

As he spoke, he unconsciously raised his hand to touch her forehead but stopped halfway.

Unexpectedly, Yang Wan raised her hand and gently pressed it against his forehead, while her other hand felt her forehead. She said with some frustration: “Oh no.”

After speaking, she withdrew her hand and wrapped herself up again, “Deng Ying.”

“Mm?”

“Go eat the mooncakes.”

She nodded toward the front, “I put them on the table.”

Deng Ying turned to look at the oiled paper package but didn’t move.

Yang Wan said helplessly: “You’re not speaking again.”

“I don’t know…”

His hands lightly gripped his knees, “How am I worthy of you treating me this way.”
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He refused to turn around, so Yang Wan couldn’t see his expression as he spoke these words.

Until now, she still couldn’t fully comprehend how devastating castration was for a grown man, but she had glimpsed a fragile corner of Deng Ying’s spirit. Like “frost that melts easily, while the full moon rarely stays constant,” his nature was like the winter season – unafraid of ice and cold, yet displaying humility through his excessive silence.

As a person from later times, Yang Wan’s only remaining humility toward this era came from Deng Ying’s humility.

He respected the punishment that had humiliated him, understood the teacher who had abandoned him and defended old friends who had misunderstood him.

His forbearance was a life force that belonged to him alone.

Yang Wan understood all this, but she didn’t want to see the humility Deng Ying showed before her.

It wasn’t humility – it was true degradation.

This made her wonder: in the history where she hadn’t appeared, had Deng Ying ever loved anyone?

Did the person he loved know how to dissolve his sense of unworthiness?

“Deng Ying.”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan pulled the quilt to her shoulders, freed one hand to smooth the messy hair on her forehead, and said, “I’m thinking about the same question as you.”

“What?”

How do I deserve you treating me this way?

She said these words to herself in her heart.

But outwardly, she changed the subject, pointing at the mooncakes on the table: “Come get the mooncakes, I want to eat some too.”

The mooncakes Yang Wan brought were wrapped in oiled paper, three in total. The crust was different from the mooncakes Deng Ying had eaten before, seeming to be made from glutinous rice.

Deng Ying placed the oiled paper on his knee and took one out to give to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan withdrew her hand after breaking it open, and the icy filling spilled out.

“Try a bite.”

Deng Ying took the half mooncake, “Inside is…”

“Peanuts and dried fruits, ground together with ice. I originally taught He Yu and the others to make these to please the young prince. He especially likes them. Giving them to you is perhaps a bit presumptuous – just try it as something novel. My throat isn’t feeling well, I can’t eat these. I want one with meat filling – give me the one with the red heart mark.”

After speaking, she pointed to one stamped with a plum blossom pattern and said: “That one was made for Teacher Zhang.”

Deng Ying froze at her words.

Yang Wan pulled her hand back under the quilt, “I didn’t go pay my respects to Teacher Zhang last time, but I’ve always wanted to do what I could to show my regard for him.”

Deng Ying held the mooncake without speaking. The icy filling melted and ran down his wrist into his sleeve. He hurriedly lowered his head and took a bite.

Yang Wan watched him eating and couldn’t help but smile.

“Deng Ying, whether it’s Teacher Zhang or the people of Tongjia Academy, their deaths won’t be in vain.”

Deng Ying swallowed the cold sweetness in his mouth and replied: “But I’m afraid that in the future, no one will know how they died.”

“Someone will.”

Hearing her confident voice, Deng Ying couldn’t help but turn back, “Yang Wan, I am a person who has no control over my life or death. If one day, I end up like my teacher, I hope you won’t record me, won’t let anyone know how I died.”

Yang Wan was stunned for a moment before asking, “Why?”

“I don’t want anyone in the future to suffer questioning and humiliation like the people of Tongjia Academy did, ending up with such a fate, all because they wanted to prove something about me.”

He looked up at Yang Wan as he spoke, “I can live dishonorably because living cleanly is no longer possible. Since that’s the case, I want to listen to my teacher’s words, remember my position, and continue doing what I can do.”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying, “I’ve always wanted to ask you – have you made up your mind?”

Deng Ying looked at the half-mooncake in his hand, “I have. The previous emperor established the Eastern Depot to monitor the Embroidered Uniform Guard, but after His Majesty ascended the throne, he trusted the Zhang father and son, so the Eastern Depot became virtually powerless. Now, although Zheng Bingbi is the Superintendent Eunuch of the Eastern Depot, he cannot interfere with the affairs of the Northern Disciplinary Command.”

“You want this position.”

Deng Ying nodded at her.

“This time, when the Northern Disciplinary Command executed over eighty people from Tongjia Academy, although it indeed intimidated the Six Ministries and the Censorate, it also shocked His Majesty. Zheng Bingbi told me that He Zhangyin had met with Zhang Luo, after which Zhang Luo submitted Tongjia Academy’s crimes to His Majesty. Looking at it this way, the Ceremonial Office seems to have made two moves in one step: first, to silence the officials, and second, to force His Majesty to give power to the Eastern Depot.”

Yang Wan nodded, “But if He Yixian made this move, he must intend to keep the Eastern Depot position for his people.”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “That’s his thinking, but in His Majesty’s mind, I might be more suitable.”

“Why?”

“Because I am alone.”

When he finished speaking these words, Yang Wan’s heart felt as if it had been pierced by an icy needle.

She had to bend over, pressing her knees against her chest.

Deng Ying’s voice didn’t stop, simply and laying out the current situation.

“Given my current position, I can neither be accepted by the Cabinet nor fully embraced by the Ceremonial Office. Using me, the Cabinet won’t criticize His Majesty for favoring He Yixian. His Majesty also won’t need to worry about the Ceremonial Office and Northern Disciplinary Command colluding to become ineffective again.”

Yang Wan suppressed her pain and coughed once before continuing, “So that’s why you’ve been desperately trying to complete the Taihe Hall reconstruction these past few days.”

“Yes, it must be finished before frost falls.”

Yang Wan felt short of breath, “You know, once you take that position, it’s like tearing yourself in half.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan, his gaze softening.

“I’m already not a complete person anymore.”

After he said these words, Yang Wan was left speechless.

Deng Ying sat with her in silence for a long while before finally speaking: “Yang Wan, I deeply fear divine retribution for defiling you, but I’m also afraid you’ll never want to see me again.”

He lowered his head after speaking, “You can give me the pity one gives to a slave, but nothing more. I cannot bear anything else in this life.”

After hearing these words, Yang Wan’s throat tightened.

But she didn’t immediately speak. She kept telling herself to be clever, not to judge the Deng Ying before her with overly modern thinking, not to recklessly teach him self-confidence, not to do things that would break him while harboring thoughts of protecting him.

Even so, she still felt deeply sad.

He was Yang Wan’s only faith in ten years, yet all he dared ask of Yang Wan was pity.

Yang Wan lifted her head and took a big bite of the mooncake. The fragrance of meat filling filled her mouth as she forced herself to chew twice, compelling herself not to think too much.

That night, Yang Wan didn’t return to Chengqian Palace.

She lay on her side wrapped in Deng Ying’s cotton quilt, while Deng Ying sat fully clothed beside the bed.

Yang Wan didn’t sleep all night. She remembered that night at Nanhai, when he sat before her in prisoner’s clothes. At that time, Yang Wan could still appreciate the quality born from his brokenness, but now she completely refused to think about any sense of fragmentation.

Deng Ying had truly been harmed by that cruel punishment. This harm was irreversible and difficult to repair. Although he concealed it well from Yang Lun, Bai Huan, and even himself, when the season turned cold and clothes grew thin, as she tried to get close to him, every word he revealed to Yang Wan was wrapped in blood.

In the past, viewing him through paper, Yang Wan could respect him but couldn’t love him.

Now, sharing a bed, it seemed she could love him, but first had to respect him.

See? Heaven was always the best at causing trouble.

Yang Wan opened her eyes in a daze. The sky outside was barely brightening. She had broken into a sweat once, and now felt as if she’d been pulled from water, her body burning hot.

Deng Ying sat beside her with his eyes closed. He must have been too tired from his work at Taihe Hall yesterday, but even so, his breathing remained calm, his hands lightly clasped in his lap, his half-rolled sleeves forgotten unrolled.

For some reason, no matter when, no matter what kind of clothes he wore, he always gave people a sense of coldness. It was as if he had just returned from heavy snow, travel-worn, unable to shake off the snow’s essence, and thus afraid to approach the people inside.

After frost fell, the worst chill of Zhenning’s twelfth year crept into the spines of all scholars.

Yang Wan walked alone on the great street before the Meridian Gate. Many people had gathered to watch the execution, with most of those standing in front were officials from the Justice Ministry. In early autumn, the emperor had originally decreed that all officials of the eighth rank and above in the capital must gather to watch the execution, but later, after hearing of the horrors in the imperial prison, he had withdrawn this decree.

However, most officials in the capital still gathered before the Meridian Gate to bid farewell to Zhou Congshan and the other ten students.

Zhou Congshan was an old Hanlin Academy scholar who had retired twenty years ago, now in his eighties. When he was lifted from the prisoner cart, his knees were completely fleshless, white bones exposed, his ankles too thin to hold the shackles. His eyes were sealed shut by his own blood, and when the Ministry of Justice guards pushed him onto the execution platform, he could only discern direction from the voices below.

Seeing an old Hanlin scholar tortured to such a state, several officials below couldn’t help but say quietly: “When the previous emperor established the Northern Disciplinary Command’s prison, it was meant to be an instrument of justice for the realm. This Zhang Luo, as Commander of the Northern Disciplinary Command, has employed torture beyond the law, tormenting people to this extent – it truly violates the previous emperor’s original intent in establishing the prison.”

“Don’t you understand? He’s using these people’s bodies to express the emperor’s rebuke of his officials. We should also keep our voices down – the Northern Disciplinary Command has too many eyes and ears.”

Yang Wan listened to the voices around her and looked up at Zhang Luo on the execution platform.

Today he wore the official robes of the Northern Disciplinary Command Commander, sitting behind the execution supervision desk, unmoved by the sounds of grief filling his ears.

On the platform, Zhou Congshan couldn’t kneel. The guards tried many ways but couldn’t make him stay up, so they simply let him lie on the ground. But he tore his throat crying out, desperately lifting his head to shout at the crowd: “The sovereign father is blind to such extremes… wrongly trusting eunuchs… allowing private torture, cruelly killing our… over eighty young scholars of Tongjia… Though I die today, my pure soul refuses to depart. May my flesh and blood falling to earth pave a righteous path for future generations… May my bones become trees, spreading canopies to shelter those who follow…”

May my flesh and blood falling to earth pave a righteous path for future generations.

May my bones become trees, spreading canopies to shelter those who follow.

Yang Wan stood in the crowd silently repeating these two lines, her whole body trembling.

In historical records of Zhou Congshan’s final moments, there was only the note that he “vomited blood clots, showing severe decay.”

Only today did Yang Wan learn that he had spoken such soul-stirring last words that would inspire future generations.

Not just Yang Wan – all the officials present showed expressions of grief.

They all turned angry eyes toward Zhang Luo.

However, from behind the execution supervision desk came only two cold words: “Cut out his tongue.”

Two guards from the Embroidered Uniform Guard immediately seized Zhou Congshan. A weak yet piercing scream came from the execution platform, and Yang Wan dug her nails into her hand as she whirled away.

The crowd fell silent, while her scalp burned with horror.
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The sky was dark with clouds, and the execution ground fell silent.

Only Zhou Congshan’s whimpers remained.

“How cruel…”

Someone said.

The voice was as thin as gauze, instantly cut off by another voice announcing, “The time has come.”

Yang Wan lifted her head, still pressing her thumb joint.

The second day after the frost fell was cloudless and clear.

The sky was high, hiding the shadows of wild geese.

These departing birds took with them the yang energy of the third quarter of the noon hour, leaving vast patches of shadows that fell neither heavily nor lightly on everyone.

Yang Wan forced herself to turn around, watching as the executioners raised their brightly polished execution blades. In an instant, blood poured like a torrent of water, splashing across half the execution platform. More than ten of the condemned fell at once, and besides the sound of blades cutting through flesh and bone, Yang Wan heard no screams.

She couldn’t help covering her mouth as her stomach churned violently. She suddenly crouched down, acidic bile rising into her nose and mouth.

Qi Huaiyang, standing in the crowd, happened to see her and quickly tugged at Yang Lun’s sleeve beside him. “Look over there.”

“What?”

Yang Lun turned around and hurriedly pushed through the crowd to Yang Wan’s side, pulling her up from the ground with one motion.

“Yang Wan! How could you come to a place like this?”

He was too anxious to scold her further and just pulled her backward.

The sudden movement made Yang Wan unable to hold back any longer. A mouthful of acid bile came up, and she broke free from Yang Lun’s grasp, rushing to a street tree where she held the trunk and retched violently.

Yang Lun only then realized he had been too rough.

He hurried over to rub her back. “How are you feeling?”

Yang Wan stood supporting herself against her knees under the tree, taking great gasping breaths. After a while, she finally managed to say brokenly: “I’m… I’m fine now.”

Seeing her recover somewhat, Yang Lun asked again: “Did you follow right after I left home this morning?”

Yang Wan nodded.

Yang Lun was both angry and confused. “You’re a young woman – why would you come to watch something like this?”

Yang Wan quietly listened to his words, then raised her hand to rub her reddened eyes and said softly: “I’m sorry.”

“You…”

In all their previous arguments, Yang Lun had always ended up yielding to her, but he hadn’t expected her to apologize so sincerely this time and found himself unable to say any harsh words.

He tried to be gentle as he reached out to smooth Yang Wan’s messy hair. “Were you frightened?”

Yang Wan nodded.

Yang Lun sighed. “Alright, come home with me first.”

Yang Wan stood still. “No, I came today on behalf of Her Highness to visit relatives who are ill. I must return to the palace by the hour of si, or I’ll violate palace rules.”

Hearing this, Yang Lun could only nod and turn to his servant: “Bring my horse.”

After the horse was brought, he steadied the saddle for Yang Wan. “You ride. Your brother will escort you.”

Yang Wan didn’t refuse.

Yang Lun lifted Yang Wan onto the horse and held the reins. “Which gate will you use to enter the palace?”

The Meridian Gate was no longer an option. Yang Wan looked east, “Let’s go to the East Prosperity Gate.”

Yang Lun said nothing more and personally led the horse along the moat toward the East Prosperity Gate.

Yang Wan sat on horseback, looking down at Yang Lun’s back, and suddenly called out softly, “Lord Yang.”

“Mm.”

She had been trying to find a better moment, but Yang Lun kept his back rigid and said nothing.

Even as they approached the East Prosperity Gate, Yang Wan hadn’t found the right opportunity, so she finally stopped hesitating: “My lord, if Deng Ying does something that you all consider shameless, could you please not blame him?”

Yang Lun froze, then suddenly pulled the reins. The horse stopped abruptly, causing Yang Wan to lurch forward.

“What is he planning to do?”

Yang Wan steadied herself by gripping the horse’s mane.

“Zhang Luo’s cruel execution of the Tongjia Academy teachers and students has shaken His Majesty. I heard from Her Highness that the other day, His Majesty spoke with He Yixian in the Hall of Mental Cultivation for a long time about the prison executions.”

Yang Lun said: “Even if His Majesty intends to deal with Zhang Luo, can it bring back the more than eighty who died so tragically?”

“We can’t let them die in vain.”

Hearing this, Yang Lun silently gripped the reins tighter.

Yang Wan lowered her head and said: “My lord’s path is not easy now. The Ceremonial Office has practically become the emperor’s voice. His Majesty trusts the eunuchs while being wary of the Cabinet. If this continues, it is the common people who will suffer. My lord, the dead are gone, but why not use this opportunity to change the structure of the Ceremonial Office?”

Yang Lun was startled.

“What do you mean? How to change it?”

Yang Wan said: “His Majesty might reactivate the Eastern Depot established by the previous emperor. If His Majesty seeks the Cabinet’s counsel on this matter, my lord shouldn’t avoid the issue – nominate Deng Ying.”

“Nominate Deng Ying?”

Yang Lun raised his voice, “Absurd! The Tongjia Academy people were imprisoned because of him, and now that Zhou Congshan has died tragically, he would use their deaths to advance himself. What are his intentions? How will the Supervising Secretaries of the Six Ministries and the Censors view him? Yang Wan, he’s digging his own grave!”

“But if not this way, how can you break the deadlock between the Cabinet and the Ceremonial Office? How can you check the Northern Disciplinary Command? My lord, you’ve tried before, and the result is this bloodbath we see now, you all…”

“Silence!”

After hearing her words, Yang Lun’s voice suddenly turned cold. “Do you know what you’re saying? As a female palace official of the inner court, you’re communicating with outside officials. If I report this matter, it’s a capital offense – do you understand?”

“Then report it.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together. “Since you brought me back from Nanhai, I’ve caused many troubles for the family, but neither you nor sister-in-law have blamed me. Instead, it was I who recklessly only thought of saving myself. I’ve long wanted to sincerely apologize to you. If you feel my words violate your principles as an official and a person, then deal with me as you see fit.”

“Yang Wan!”

“I say this not to wound you, my lord, but because I truly regret my actions. I have indeed been presumptuous and deserve punishment, but I hope you will hear my words. Today at the execution ground, when I heard those words ‘May my flesh and blood falling to earth pave a righteous path for future generations, may my bones become trees, spreading canopies to shelter those who follow,’ I truly…”

Her voice caught here, making it difficult to continue.

She had to cough several times before continuing: “I truly cannot bear to see them die in vain.”

After speaking, she looked at Yang Lun with reddened eyes. “Perhaps both Deng Ying and I will face retribution for my words, but I can’t worry about that now. I want to help Deng Ying, and I want to help you all.”

Yang Lun shook his head at her words.

His heart ached.

“Why do you say such things? You’re my sister – your brother is here to shield you from any trouble. You just need to attend to Her Highness well, and behave properly in the palace, and when you’re of age, your brother will bring you home and find you the best husband in the land. Why do you want to follow that neither human nor ghost…”

He suddenly realized he was speaking of Deng Ying, and seeing Yang Wan’s red eyes, he stopped himself.

“You must understand, with your brother here, no one can harm you – not even Zhang Luo!”

Yang Wan felt a chill in her heart.

In this era, those who could truly hurt her were never the ones who treated her badly. She wasn’t saddened by Zhang Luo’s contempt or Yi Lang’s criticism. What truly hurt her were the brilliant spirits in this dark political environment, and people like Deng Ying who refused to give up.

So she wanted to say: let’s try, let’s try to help Deng Ying.

This thought seemed somewhat naive even to herself, like betting several generations of research results, betting the later dialectical materialism, betting the materialist view of history, betting her ten years of training as a Ming Dynasty historian – to fight an impossible battle. Thinking about it, it truly seemed tragic.

“I know you’ve always wanted to protect your sister and give her a good life. I’ve disappointed you.”

“Yang Wan!”

Yang Lun could barely contain himself. “Do you remember your childhood?”

Yang Wan lowered her head in silence, and after a long while said: “I’ve forgotten much of it.”

Yang Lun was speechless below the horse, and after a long time finally exhaled a damp, sour breath through his nose.

“No wonder.”

He sighed deeply. “I’m still treating you like a little girl.”

He shrugged and smiled, turning his head to the side and saying softly: “Never mind…”

In this “never mind,” Yang Wan heard disappointment and a kind of helpless understanding.

“Brother…”

She had barely uttered the first word when Yang Lun waved his hand to cut her off. “I’ll think carefully about what you’ve said.”

Hearing him say this, Yang Wan finally let out a long breath on horseback.

She closed her eyes and said nothing more, but after a moment of silence, she pressed her lips together and looked back toward the execution ground.

People were already collecting the bodies of Zhou Congshan and the others.

The voices of the dead still lingered, crying tears of blood across six hundred years, telling her, a person from the future, not to be afraid.

Yang Wan looked at the people on the execution platform, released her pressed lips, and turned back to say:

“Also, for His Majesty to activate the Eastern Depot, he still needs an opening. Rather than asking His Majesty’s forgiveness for the Tongjia Academy case, you and Elder Bai should submit a petition requesting mercy for the remaining Tongjia Academy students. This will give His Majesty the opening he needs.”

Yang Lun nodded. “I had thought of this, but regarding Deng Ying’s matter, I cannot decide alone. I need to discuss it with my teachers.”

“Good.”

Yang Wan prepared to dismount.

Yang Lun held her arm, letting her step on his knee to come down, and whispered: “Wan’er, no matter what, you cannot involve Her Highness and the young prince.”

Yang Wan responded softly: “Don’t worry, I will protect them.”

Yang Lun couldn’t help but laugh. “Silly girl, who do you think you are? They are the ones protecting you.”

Yang Wan tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Yes, I’m being presumptuous in front of my brother again.”

Although both had spoken from the heart, they couldn’t linger long at the East Prosperity Gate.

After exchanging a few more words, they parted, and Yang Wan entered the palace gate alone.

There was still some time before the hour of si. Thinking about how she had taken leave from the Department of Imperial Garments and left many duties to Song Yunqing, she planned to return to the Fifth Bureau to change clothes and find Song Yunqing. Just as she reached Renshou Palace, she saw eunuchs from the Ceremonial Office hurrying toward Wansui Mountain on the other side of the moat.

Yang Wan hadn’t paid much attention at first, but just as she returned to the Fifth Bureau, Song Yunqing grabbed her and said: “Good thing I waited, or I would have missed you.”

Yang Wan pulled her wrist free, seeing her troubled expression.

“What’s wrong? I was just about to change clothes and come find you at the Department of Imperial Garments.”

Song Yunqing said: “When you came, didn’t you see the people from the Ceremonial Office duty room all heading to the Ceremonial Office?”

Yang Wan nodded. “Did something happen?”

Song Yunqing pressed her lips together. “Director He has ordered forty strokes of the rod for Deputy Director Deng, and commanded all internal supervisors of the eighth rank and above in the Ceremonial Office to witness the punishment.”

“What?”

Yang Wan instinctively turned around, but Song Yunqing quickly grabbed her. “We female officials shouldn’t go there. Madam Jiang was afraid you would act rashly, that’s why she sent me to find you.”

Yang Wan stopped in her tracks. “What offense did he commit? Do we know now?”

Song Yunqing shook her head. “They say he missed his duty at the Internal School, but that’s just an excuse. I had Li Yu try to ask his godfather, and he’ll come back to tell you when he has news. Or you can ask him yourself after the punishment is over.”

“How could I ask?”

Yang Wan gripped her sleeve, her voice trembling.

Song Yunqing quickly grabbed Yang Wan’s sleeve again, stepping in front of her and looking at her earnestly: “Yang Wan, this is an internal punishment of the Ceremonial Office, and he is one of their own. No one can interfere. No matter how much it pains you, you must endure.”

Chapter 38: Duckweed in the Waves (Part 1)
All the eunuchs of the eighth rank and above in the Imperial Ceremonial Office had gathered at its entrance.

These men rarely saw Deng Ying, only knowing that he oversaw the reconstruction of Taihe Hall and, like Yang Lun and others, gave lectures at the Inner School—a transcendent figure not to be offended. Today, as the Old Ancestor suddenly ordered his caning, each harbored their own thoughts. Some stretched their necks eagerly for the spectacle, while others, empathizing with his situation, wore expressions of fox-like sorrow.

Zheng Yuejia walked with his hands behind his back to the executioner from the Office of Careful Conduct, tapping lightly on the back of his hand.

The executioner, Head Eunuch Wang, hurriedly bowed and asked, “What is the Old Ancestor’s meaning?”

As he spoke, he looked toward Deng Ying, who stood with lowered hands before the punishment bench.

He wore a long robe without his official outer garment, appearing as if he’d been brought directly from his quarters.

Zheng Yuejia knew that Taihe Hall’s early completion was achieved through Deng Ying’s self-sacrifice.

Even after many days following completion, Deng Ying spent most of his time resting in his duty room, yet still appeared haggard.

Seeing Zheng Yuejia’s silence, Head Eunuch Wang observed Deng Ying’s condition and carefully considered before saying, “I hear his health isn’t good. For forty strokes… there are lenient ways and harsh ways. Which should we use?”

Zheng Yuejia replied, “With Taihe Hall complete, His Majesty rewarded him just today in the Hall of Mental Cultivation. How could we use the harshest method?”

Head Eunuch Wang responded, “Yes… yes yes, that’s what I thought too, but when I left, I noticed the Old Ancestor’s foot position… he wants us to strike hard.”

Zheng Yuejia turned and said, “The Imperial Ceremonial Office oversees the punishment to serve as a warning to others. You know these methods—make it look frightening, but don’t damage his bones.”

Hearing Zheng Yuejia’s words, Head Eunuch Wang quickly said, “Yes, these few words with you have given us clarity.”

He couldn’t help but sigh, “Truthfully, I find him both hateful and pitiful. We’re not like those sour officials outside who were overthrown at the Meridian Gate. He still maintains his stubborn pride. Before, when the Old Ancestor punished those below, it was just anger at their thoughtlessness—actually being merciful. Seeing the children crying pitifully before him, when did he ever truly order us to be harsh? A bit of discipline was enough. But this… aiya.”

As he spoke, he sighed: “Indeed worthy of having studied with Minister Bai—he can’t be treated as a mere descendant.”

His emotional exclamation wasn’t subdued, and many present heard it.

Deng Ying, standing at the punishment bench, bent over and coughed softly.

In truth, as observers could see, what Yang Lun and others wouldn’t say, this eunuch had voiced. For Deng Ying, these weren’t words of humiliation, but rather of understanding—quite rare.

Thinking this, he looked down at the blood-stained punishment bench. Fear wasn’t absent, but Deng Ying wanted to force it from his heart. Previously, he couldn’t understand why the court treated him this way, but since Zhang Zhanchun and the people of Tongjia Academy died tragically, he felt those incomprehensible matters gradually becoming insignificant.

As Yang Wan said, he couldn’t let them die in vain. No matter what became of him, as their successor, he had to live on well.

The autumn wind blew in from the moat, seeming to carry a faint scent of blood.

Everyone looked up to see the sky had already begun to darken. Today’s executions at the Meridian Gate seemed to have drawn away all vital energy—the wind borrowed the chill of new ghosts, blowing until people’s scalps tingled.

Suddenly, the office door was pushed open, and Hu Xiang walked out with his hands on his hips.

He had been beaten once before at Zhao Landlord’s wedding hall by those men from the Six Offices, leaving a large scar on his forehead that he would frequently rub.

Pressing his forehead, he first glanced at Deng Ying, then swept his gaze across everyone present before turning to ask Zheng Yuejia, “Everyone here?”

Zheng Yuejia replied, “All here.”

Hu Xiang found the scar on his forehead more irritating than usual, and the malicious fire he’d suppressed for months seemed to finally find an outlet. “Then what are we waiting for? Beat him.”

“Yes.”

Head Eunuch Wang stepped forward, “Hold him down and tie him up.”

“Hey hey hey?”

Hu Xiang raised his hand, “What kind of procedure is this? Beating him like this, how will these people learn shame? Why preserve this bottom layer of dignity? Zheng Bibang forgot when we were beaten, and when the Old Ancestor taught us proper conduct, he showed no mercy either. Strip his lower garments—what kind of game is this?”

Deng Ying closed his eyes, remaining silent.

As Zheng Yuejia watched someone step forward to untie Deng Ying’s sweat towel, he quickly said, “Wait.”

Hu Xiang turned back, “Zheng Yuejia, this isn’t the first time you’ve protected this person.”

Zheng Yuejia walked to Hu Xiang’s front, “I beg mercy for him.”

Hu Xiang smiled, “Heh, I forgot, you were once almost an imperial examination candidate yourself. What? You find him pitiful?”

“Yes, please, Director Hu, have mercy on him.”

Hu Xiang looked at Deng Ying’s back, “True, he’s young, good-looking, and certainly capable…”

His tone suddenly changed, “You and I have served the Old Ancestor for so long—don’t we know he most despises those who are too capable? If you want to beg mercy, go beg the Old Ancestor. Here, I must vent today’s anger from the Hall of Mental Cultivation for the Old Ancestor.”

Zheng Yuejia wiped sweat from his forehead, “He deserves punishment, I dare not beg mercy, but you and I must consider—His Majesty just greatly praised him today for completing Taihe Hall. If he learns that we beat the man too severely here today, he’ll surely think we servants can’t comprehend his heart.”

Hu Xiang said, “Nonsense, this is the internal discipline of the Imperial Ceremonial Office—who would dare speak of it to His Majesty?”

Zheng Yuejia said, “Have you forgotten? His lover is Miss Yang from the Imperial Dressing Bureau—she’s Noble Consort Ning’s sister. If she learns we went too far today, won’t she make a fuss to the Noble Consort? Imperial Consort Jiang is with child, and these days Noble Consort Ning has been attending His Majesty…”

Hearing this, Hu Xiang was somewhat intimidated.

“Hehe, you certainly know how to talk. Fine, for your sake, we’ll beat him with one layer of inner clothing—that’s how we’ll do it.”

“Thank you.”

After speaking, Zheng Yuejia looked at Head Eunuch Wang.

Head Eunuch Wang understood, turning to speak a few words to the executing eunuchs.

Everyone before the office held their breath. This wasn’t their first time witnessing such a scene—they were all palace servants, and after that one cut, nothing else mattered. They didn’t find anything strange about it among themselves, and there wasn’t a time when someone didn’t weep and beg for mercy, hoping to receive fewer strokes. Like Deng Ying, silently enduring the punishment, unwilling to beg for a single stroke of mercy—this was the first time they’d seen such a person.

Deng Ying lay on the punishment bench, turning his face to rest sideways on the bench surface.

He remembered this was also an autumn execution day—the day Zhou Congshan and others died.

He had felt tremendous guilt over the deaths of Zhang Zhanchun, Zhou Congshan, and the Zhao brothers, yet couldn’t punish himself. Since that was so, weren’t these forty strokes a form of redemption?

Thinking this, he couldn’t help but feel at peace.

He coughed several times, trying to calm his breathing, closed his eyes, and quietly waited.

The clothes he wore were his sleeping garments, clinging to his skin in the wind, very cold.

It was autumn, yet Deng Ying felt as if he had returned to South Lake in the first month.

Before his punishment, he opened that window, wanting to see the people and things outside, absurdly hoping to meet someone warmer than himself.

Yang Wan.

Compared to his confusion then, now he recalled Yang Wan’s appearance.

But in that instant, his newly calmed state of mind was suddenly disrupted, and he even wanted to slap himself.

How could he think of her at this moment?

How could he bring her to this place of filth?

But no matter how he forced himself, he couldn’t drive this woman from his mind.

She just quietly stood there watching Deng Ying, opening her mouth but making no sound, seemingly right before his eyes yet separated by hundreds of years.

Deng Ying felt somewhat fearful.

In this present moment, stripped of dignity and barely surviving, no matter how much he rejected everyone’s pity, he desperately wanted—needed—Yang Wan’s compassion.

With her, although he tried his utmost to conceal his inner wounds, he paradoxically wanted to lay all his humiliation and pain before her. It seemed only before her could he admit that he couldn’t accept his life; if possible, he hoped he wouldn’t be treated too cruelly; if possible, he wished to live a better life.

The executioner didn’t give him extra time to compose himself.

The first stroke fell, muffled through the clothing.

Following Head Eunuch Wang’s instructions, though the stance was frightening, the force was held back. Deng Ying’s body jerked upward. Previously, when he was imprisoned in the Ministry of Justice due to his father’s crime since Deng Yi’s crimes were already determined, the Ministry had nothing to interrogate him about, so he was only imprisoned without torture. Therefore, the current pain exceeded his understanding of this punishment, like being carved with a dull knife, almost shattering his rationality. For the first ten strokes, he could still control his body, but by the eleventh stroke, he could no longer maintain composure. However, whenever he struggled, someone immediately pressed him down.

Hu Xiang watched as the punishment rod fell on Deng Ying’s body, drawing blood after just twenty strokes.

“Stop for now.”

He walked a few steps toward Deng Ying, crouched down, leaned close, and said in a low voice, “The Old Ancestor told me to ask you—why did you speak to His Majesty that way in the Hall of Mental Cultivation today?”

This was the true intent behind this caning.

Deng Ying recalled this morning’s Chen hour when he and Xu Qi from the Ministry of Works reported the completion of Taihe Hall to Emperor Zhenning in the Hall of Mental Cultivation.

The Emperor was greatly pleased, immediately decreeing that on his birthday, he would receive the court officials’ congratulations in Taihe Hall. He Yixian, Zheng Yuejia, and others all knelt to congratulate Emperor Zhenning.

The Emperor looked at Deng Ying and suddenly said to He Yixian, “It was also you who stayed my hand from killing him, allowing me to grant him this grace. He hasn’t disappointed you, nor has he disappointed me. You’ve indeed grown old and have your ways of judging people, but regarding the Eastern Depot matter, you didn’t judge correctly.”

Hearing these words, Zheng Yuejia hurriedly prostrated himself, “This slave deserves death.”

Emperor Zhenning shook his head, “You servant, you don’t care much about anything, just knowing to attend to my brush and ink daily—though you do attend to them well, I can’t do without them. From now on, stop running between both sides, I see you’re not up to it anymore.”

Zheng Yuejia kowtowed: “Yes, this slave thanks Your Majesty for the grace.”

The Emperor nodded, then looked at Deng Ying kneeling behind Zheng Yuejia.

“How old are you this year?”

Deng Ying raised his head, “This slave is twenty-four.”

“Twenty-four, a good age.”

The Emperor spoke while rubbing his forehead, recalling, “I remember you passed the imperial examination about ten years ago, come to think of it, you were once my student.”

“This slave dares not.”

The Emperor waved his hand, “Such words, I’ve heard too many, Deng Ying.”

“Present.”

“I ask you, how do you feel about me letting you live like this?”

“This slave…”

“Speak truthfully.”

The Emperor suddenly raised his voice, “Otherwise, I’ll have you beaten to death right now.”

Deng Ying took a deep breath, prostrated himself in kowtow, and then said, “This slave is a criminal, fortunate to preserve his life through imperial grace. Therefore, this slave has no other thoughts, only wishing to serve Your Majesty with his remaining life, sharing Your Majesty’s burdens, hoping to redeem one ten-thousandth of his father’s crimes.”

The Emperor looked at He Yixian, “What does the Senior Attendant think?”

He Yixian hurriedly asked, “What does Your Majesty mean?”

The Emperor clicked his tongue impatiently:

“I want you to recommend another person.”

He Yixian saw the Emperor’s gaze sweep toward Deng Ying as he spoke these words, and could only say quietly:

“Your Majesty, Deng Ying is the son of a criminal…”

The Emperor smiled slightly, no longer looking at He Yixian, and lowered his head to address Deng Ying: “Fine, you may rise first. I’ll think more about how to let you share my burdens.”

Chapter 39: Duckweed in the Waves (Part 2)
Hu Xiang watched Deng Ying lying silently on the bench, showing no intention to answer and gradually lost patience.

“The Old Ancestor having me ask you this is already showing heavenly grace. What do you mean by not speaking?”

Deng Ying opened his mouth, and a faint taste of blood welled up from his throat. Unable to raise his head, he could only let his face rest against the bench surface. “Please tell the Seal Holder that Deng Ying… has nothing to say.”

“You impudent thing!”

Hu Xiang flung his sleeve as he stood up, “Continue beating.”

After the remaining twenty strokes, Deng Ying could no longer move.

Zheng Yuejia, disregarding Hu Xiang’s presence, removed his outer robe to cover Deng Ying’s lower body and said to Head Eunuch Wang, “Quickly, untie him!”

Head Eunuch Wang hurriedly ordered people to untie Deng Ying, but every pull caused him pain like a thousand needles.

Seeing no one dared come forward to help support him, Zheng Yuejia turned back to see Li Yu standing dazed among the crowd. Remembering he wasn’t from the Imperial Ceremonial Office, he said, “You standing at the side, come here.”

Li Yu finally snapped back to his senses, quickly wiped his face, and came forward to support Deng Ying’s other arm.

Though still conscious, Deng Ying was breathing with difficulty.

He kept coughing, but little air came out.

Li Yu didn’t dare pull him forcefully, but this too caused Deng Ying to suffer. Zheng Yuejia said, “Support his arms properly. If you don’t hold him steady, it’ll hurt him more.”

Hearing these words, Li Yu began crying helplessly, saying between sobs, “Deng Ying, what wrong did you do to deserve this? Why did the Old Ancestor have to beat you so severely?”

Deng Ying spoke through the pain in broken phrases, “Li Yu, don’t cry… don’t make a sound.”

Seeing his suffering, Li Yu couldn’t control his sobbing, turning to Zheng Yuejia with a panicked face, “What do we do now, Director Zheng?”

Seeing Deng Ying’s consciousness fading, Zheng Yuejia quickly supported Deng Ying’s back, trying to make him more comfortable while saying to Li Yu, “Let’s get him back to his quarters first.”

The journey remained an extension of the earlier torture for Deng Ying, until by the time they reached the moat’s edge, he could no longer maintain consciousness. He didn’t want to faint like this—he feared Yang Wan might come looking for him. At this moment, anything would be better than letting the woman who told him to cherish his dignity see his wounds that he could not now protect.

After Li Yu had barely managed to settle Deng Ying, he was about to go find Song Yunqing with red eyes when he saw Yang Wan standing alone behind the willow tree in front of the room.

“Hey.”

“Ah?”

Li Yu rarely saw her so distracted. He rubbed his eyes and called to her, “Why are you hiding there?”

Yang Wan let out a breath, pulled her lined jacket closer, and walked a few steps toward Li Yu. “Is he awake?”

Li Yu looked back, saw Zheng Yuejia coming out, and remained silent.

Zheng Yuejia looked at Yang Wan. She wore everyday clothes, her makeup somewhat disheveled, her hands red from the cold—who knew how long she had been standing there.

“Why don’t you go in?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I’ll wait until he’s asleep before going in.”

Zheng Yuejia blurted out, “Why?”

Seeing Yang Wan’s silence, Li Yu suddenly remembered something and said, “Oh, she once said something about patients having privacy…”

Zheng Yuejia didn’t understand these words but didn’t probe further. Rolling down his sleeves, he said to Yang Wan, “I tried to mediate for him, but since the entire Imperial Ceremonial Office was watching the punishment, Head Eunuch Wang and the others couldn’t be too lenient. However, flesh wounds heal easily—Miss Yang shouldn’t worry too much.”

After listening, Yang Wan stepped back and bowed to Zheng Yuejia, “Thank you, Director Zheng.”

“I dare not.”

Yang Wan straightened up, “Director Zheng, why was he treated this way today?”

Zheng Yuejia glanced at Li Yu, who tactfully stepped aside.

Only then did Zheng Yuejia say, “It’s not because he did anything wrong, but because His Majesty has taken notice of him.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Is it about the Eastern Depot matter?”

Zheng Yuejia didn’t deny it.

“Yes, His Majesty has relieved me of my position as Superintendent of the Eastern Depot, and now orders the Imperial Ceremonial Office to recommend another person. The Old Ancestor wishes to recommend Hu Xiang, but after the incident at Landlord Zhao’s, the Cabinet definitely won’t accept him. Today in the Hall of Mental Cultivation, His Majesty didn’t settle this matter, perhaps he will consult the Cabinet later. I’m somewhat worried that Minister Bai and Vice Minister Yang might not accept Deng Ying either.”

He looked back before continuing, “He has already offended the Old Ancestor today. If the imperial will doesn’t fall on him this time, his future days in the Imperial Ceremonial Office will be difficult.”

Yang Wan remained silent.

If, as Zheng Yuejia said, Deng Ying didn’t become Superintendent of the Eastern Depot, how would he spend the rest of his life?

Would it be simpler? Could he avoid that brutal lingering death at the Meridian Gate?

Thinking of this, she suddenly felt herself falling into nihilistic fallacies.

This thought was truly meaningless. Even if she told Deng Ying directly about his future fate, at this moment, he wouldn’t choose to back down.

And what about Yang Wan herself?

Yang Wan recalled her words to Yang Lun at the East Prosperity Gate, “Don’t avoid recommending him, nominate Deng Ying.”

She didn’t know if her words to Yang Lun could alter Deng Ying’s fate, but at that time, she hadn’t thought about his eventual end at all. So when women make decisions, they can be so ruthless they disregard even known consequences.

Zheng Yuejia didn’t know what kind of logical loop she had fallen into, but he didn’t interrupt her, turning to walk toward the Extreme Gate.

Li Yu said from the side, “Director Zheng, please don’t leave. I have nothing here… what if he takes a turn for the worse during the night?”

Zheng Yuejia said, “I’ll check the Imperial Pharmacy and return shortly.”

Yang Wan followed him from behind, saying, “Let me go instead. You should return to the Imperial Ceremonial Office. Having helped him so much today, Director He must have questions for you—you need to think about how to respond.”

Zheng Yuejia smiled, “I’ve served the Old Ancestor for many years; he knows everything about me. Moreover, I serve not only the Old Ancestor but also His Majesty. Our dignity comes half from the Old Ancestor and half from His Majesty. I’ve been in the palace for years—Miss Yang need not worry.”

While Zheng Yuejia and Li Yu were inside applying medicine to Deng Ying’s wounds, Yang Wan remained outside.

During this time, Song Yunqing came looking for her once, saw her leaning by the door, and asked, “Why are you standing outside?”

Yang Wan tucked back her wind-blown hair.

“Afraid of causing trouble.”

Song Yunqing asked, “Are you returning to the Fifth Bureau tonight?”

Yang Wan shook her head.

“Alright then.”

Song Yunqing didn’t ask further, handing two porcelain bottles to Yang Wan, “This red one is from Lady Jiang. I also asked Chen Hua for some, though I’m not sure how good it is. Lady Jiang says she won’t interfere with the Old Ancestor’s affairs, so she tells you to be discreet.”

Yang Wan nodded, “I understand. You’re right—no matter how heartbroken I am, I must endure it.”

Song Yunqing looked inside, “Is Li Yu in there?”

Yang Wan nodded, “Thank you, both you and your brother.”

Song Yunqing gently patted her shoulder, “What’s there to thank for? We’re all pitiful beings. I’m going now—I’ll cover your duties tomorrow. You return to the Fifth Bureau in the morning and get some proper rest.”

Yang Wan watched her leave. Shortly after, Zheng Yuejia also came out with blood-stained hands.

Zheng Yuejia closed the door and said to Yang Wan, “He’s asleep. Li Yu is still inside.”

“Good.”

Yang Wan nodded, bowing to see him off.

Only after he had gone far did she gently push open the door, pressing her lips together as she entered.

Deng Ying lay quietly on the bed. Li Yu was wringing out a cloth nearby, and when he saw Yang Wan about to speak, she made a gesture of silence. Seeing her sit down by the couch, Li Yu tactfully got up and left, closing the door behind him.

Deng Ying slept with his hands beneath the pillow, his face turned outward on the pillow.

His hands were slightly clenched, trembling occasionally.

“Yang Wan…”

He suddenly called out her name with closed eyes.

Yang Wan started.

“How did you know it was me?”

“Your scent… I remember…”

Yang Wan pinched her sleeve and stood up, “Do you want water?”

Deng Ying breathed out softly, “Don’t serve me…”

He clenched his fingers as he spoke, “I look… too unsightly.”

Yang Wan lifted her skirt, crouched by his couch, and rested her chin on her folded hands on the couch surface, “Not unsightly.”

Deng Ying coughed once, “I know myself.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Then do you know? I want very much to see your wounds, to help apply medicine, but I dare not do so.”

Deng Ying opened his eyes, “Why… dare not?”

Yang Wan gently brushed away the sweat-dampened hair from his face.

“The person I regard as frost and snow doesn’t want me to see him in an undignified state. Though I’m not particularly sensitive, I don’t want to presume to hurt him. So I dare not…”

Having said this, she released her legs and sat on the ground.

“Deng Ying, I’ll say again what I said before—I’ll stay as close as you want me to be, and when you don’t want to see me, I’ll wait longer. Just don’t worry that I’ll get angry and leave. Heaven knows how anxious I was coming to see you.”

After hearing her words, Deng Ying slowly reached out one hand toward her, seeming to hesitate as he neared her wrist.

Yang Wan looked down at his hand, waiting quietly without a word. After quite a while, Deng Ying finally gently grasped her wrist.

“Get up… don’t sit on the ground, it’s very cold.”

The touch from Deng Ying almost made Yang Wan tremble. She pressed her lips together, steadying her voice as she said, “Yes, it’s truly cold today. Perhaps frost will fall tonight.”

She sniffled as she spoke.

“May I stay by your side for a while?”

“Yes…”

“That’s wonderful.”

After speaking, Yang Wan took off her lined jacket, bent down to remove her shoes and socks, lifted the cotton quilt, and lay down on her side at the edge of the bed.

Deng Ying tried to move inward to let her lie more comfortably, but just moving his legs caused him such pain he almost cried out.

Suddenly, warmth spread from his shoulder.

It was Yang Wan’s hand.

Gently stroking up and down his spine.

“Does this help?” she asked softly.

“It does…”

He hardly knew how he uttered this word, his tone so urgent, as if fearing she wouldn’t believe him.

Yang Wan closed her eyes, her hand continuing its movement.

“Don’t be afraid, it won’t hurt so much tomorrow.”

“Yang Wan…”

“You can call me Wan-wan.”

She opened her eyes as she spoke, giving him a gentle smile.

“Deng Ying, it’s because you were willing to hold my wrist that I dare touch you.”

Chapter 40: Duckweed in the Waves (Part 3)
After speaking, she kept her hand on Deng Ying’s back, trying to move a little closer to him.

He trembled slightly from the pain, causing the edge of the quilt to brush against Yang Wan’s cheek.

“If it hurts too much, you can squeeze my hand.”

“No…”

He shook his head through the pain, “When a person’s fortune is spent in a day, what follows is all retribution.”

As he finished speaking, he winced in pain, his hand by the pillow clenching and unclenching repeatedly.

Yang Wan dared not move again, speaking softly: “I used to think that after the people from Tongjia Academy died, you gloriously assumed the position of Superintendent of the Eastern Depot.”

“This now… is deserved.”

Deng Ying’s breath fell on Yang Wan’s face, its temperature seemingly warmer than his body.

“I now have no way to collect my teacher’s bones, to prepare proper burial clothes for Master Zhou and the Zhao brothers. I can’t repay any of their kindness… so let this be my atonement.”

He coughed lightly twice after speaking.

Yang Wan raised her wrist, patting Deng Ying’s back rhythmically.

Facing this wounded man, she truly felt the contradictions inherent in the Great Ming Dynasty.

But these contradictions had their balance, pulling Deng Ying toward self-blame and self-harm while also pushing him to bravely shoulder responsibility. Though this contradiction made him struggle, it also allowed Deng Ying to continue living.

In this era that Yang Wan and Deng Ying inhabited, Italy was experiencing the Renaissance, capitalism was sprouting, individualism was being born, and the concept of “ruler and subject” was gradually dissolving. More advanced civilization was bringing human thinking to a new stage. From then on, Western civilization began to emphasize individual values, stressing self-governance and individual freedom. No one would be like Deng Ying anymore, extending their hand toward the shackles that hurt them while still trying to unlock the fetters of others.

If feudalism devoured people, wouldn’t civilization from another era kill people too?

Yang Wan was grateful that history was linear—no one else could look back like her, nor could anyone foresee the future. People all lived in the balance of their present, and thus wouldn’t feel they were the ones being crushed under the forward-rolling wheels of history.

Therefore, Yang Wan decided to respect Deng Ying.

“Yes, how could they blame you when they see you like this?”

After speaking, she slowed her hand’s movement, “Does it still hurt?”

Deng Ying closed his eyes and shook his head slightly.

“It doesn’t hurt.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, suddenly saying, “Later, those people will be punished too.”

Deng Ying’s hand tightened, “What are you saying…”

“Just what the words mean.”

She looked into Deng Ying’s eyes as she spoke, “Let me tell you… um…”

She slowed her hand’s movement, breaking down the rigid theoretical logic in her mind before speaking again, “Things will always develop in a better direction, but sometimes this process encounters obstacles, back and forth. However, you should believe that the injuries you’ve suffered, and the wrongs you’ve endured, will gradually pass. And what you’ve done, someone will understand in the future. As for those people, whether it’s current punishment or future condemnation by words and writings, they won’t escape at least one of these.”

Deng Ying was silent for a moment, then smiled and said, “Again you speak words I can’t quite understand.”

“Then don’t think about it. Get some good sleep, and call me if you’re in pain or thirsty.”

After speaking, she propped herself up to blow out the lone candle on the table.

That night, the autumn wind blew continuously over the moat. Yang Wan curled up, listening to all the subtle autumn sounds through the night.

Deng Ying lay beside her. Perhaps from exhaustion, or perhaps from the fever caused by his wounds, he seemed to sleep deeply. The inner garment he wore for healing was as thin as cicada wings, wrapped in frost and snow.

Listening to the leaves outside the window, Yang Wan suddenly remembered a Song Dynasty poet named Mao Pang, who loved to write about autumn.

In his “Night Sailing Boat,” there was a line: “Counting drops of autumn sound invading brief dreams.”

Yang Wan hadn’t previously found this line particularly beautiful.

But now, lying by the window in Deng Ying’s chamber, she was suddenly moved by this layer of romantic ancient sentiment.

“Counting drops of autumn sound invading brief dreams.”

Yang Wan softly murmured this line, but couldn’t remember the next one.

After trying in vain to recall it, she smiled self-mockingly, pressed her lips together, and closed her eyes.

In the thick darkness, Deng Ying completed the second half of the line, moving his lips without sound.

“Beneath the eaves, rain on plantain leaves.”

Counting drops of autumn sound invading brief dreams, beneath the eaves, rain on plantain leaves.

This year’s autumn passed particularly quickly.

As Zheng Yuejia had anticipated, on the seventh day after Zhou Congshan’s death, the Emperor personally visited the Cabinet’s duty room.

That day, there were roadside memorial services everywhere in the capital, paper ashes flying like butterflies throughout the city.

In the streets and alleys, whether or not the coffins of those dozen or so people passed through, one could hear the sounds of mournful worship.

For a time, the imperial capital was in mourning white.

The Northern Commanding Office originally intended to prohibit roadside memorial services and arrest the instigators but was unexpectedly restrained by a secret imperial edict. The Emperor severely reprimanded Zhang Luo in the Hall of Mental Cultivation and ordered him to kneel for a day at the Gate of Supreme Harmony.

When Yang Lun and Bai Yuyang passed by the Gate of Supreme Harmony, they saw Zhang Luo being held down by Imperial Guard officers, and forced to kneel before the gate.

Bai Yuyang said, “Such a tragic case, and he’s only punished with kneeling. And specifically made to kneel here at this hour, putting on a show for the Cabinet, heh…”

Yang Lun glanced at Zhang Luo, then turned to Bai Yuyang, “His Majesty still intends to use him.”

Bai Yuyang sighed as they walked, “How did Minister Zhang, such a good-natured person, produce such an underworld official?”

Yang Lun didn’t respond to this, walking directly toward the Cabinet’s duty room.

When the two reached the duty room, they saw the Emperor’s procession prominently stopped at the Extreme Gate.

Zheng Yuejia stood before the procession, bowing in greeting as the two approached.

“My lords.”

Bai Yuyang glanced at the duty room and asked quietly, “Has His Majesty arrived?”

“Yes.”

Yang Lun asked, “Where is Director He?”

“Attending to His Majesty inside.”

After speaking, he stepped aside, “Please enter, my lords.”

Yang Lun and Bai Yuyang dared not delay, entering the duty room together. Just as they entered, before they could perform the proper court etiquette, they heard Emperor Zhenning say, “Though this person is the descendant of a criminal, since he has already been punished and is under the Imperial Ceremonial Office’s supervision, I believe there’s nothing to criticize.”

After speaking, he raised his hand to Yang Lun and the others, gesturing for them to rise.

Neither Bai nor Zhang spoke. He Yixian, serving tea at the Emperor’s side, glanced at the Emperor’s expression and also remained silent.

He had originally intended to pressure Deng Ying to resign voluntarily, but after the caning, Deng Ying had only replied with four words: “Nothing to say.”

Though he remained humble and docile, even cooperating during his punishment, and even personally requesting forgiveness from He Yixian at the Imperial Ceremonial Office when he could walk again, He Yixian understood that Deng Ying would not and could not become his descendant.

But having served Emperor Zhenning for many years, he deeply understood the Emperor’s mastery of the art of checks and balances. The conversation with Deng Ying in the Hall of Mental Cultivation had already revealed three-tenths of his intention. He couldn’t say anything more, otherwise, those three-tenths would become eight or nine-tenths.

The Emperor consulting the Cabinet today was a good thing for him.

So he glanced at Zhang Cong.

Zhang Cong, standing behind Bai Huan, saw this glance and coughed lightly, stepping forward to address Emperor Zhenning, “Your Majesty’s words are profound and correct, but Deng Yi’s entire clan was executed after all. Sparing Deng Ying’s life was already Your Majesty’s heavenly grace. This minister fears… he might harbor ulterior motives.”

“What ulterior motives?”

Bai Yuyang’s eyelid twitched—the questioner was Yang Lun, standing beside him.

Zhang Cong, struck by this direct challenge, suddenly didn’t know how to continue, “This…”

Yang Lun didn’t look at him, turning instead to Emperor Zhenning, “This person is already a palace servant, bound by the ‘Founding Emperor’s Internal Instructions.’ If he still dared harbor ulterior motives, where would Minister Zhang place our dynasty’s glorious internal instructions? Where would he place Your Majesty’s imperial authority? Moreover, this person built Taihe Hall while bearing guilt, working diligently for half a year without a single error—where are these ulterior motives?”

“Yang Lun.”

Bai Huan called out to him, “Do not be discourteous before His Majesty.”

Emperor Zhenning gestured to Bai Huan to be quiet, “Let him speak.”

Yang Lun bowed, “Your subject understands that though Deng Ying has been punished, his father’s crimes were heinous, and his descendants cannot be forgiven. However, I understand his character. Your Majesty established the Eastern Depot to pacify the capital’s turmoil and hear the voices of officials and common people throughout the realm. If this person were mediocre, how could he listen on Your Majesty’s behalf?”

His use of “mediocre” pointed at Hu Xiang, causing He Yixian’s hand to tremble, nearly spilling the tea.

Emperor Zhenning laughed, “Vice Minister Yang speaks truly. What is Minister Bai’s opinion?”

Bai Huan responded, “This subject thanks Your Majesty for asking. This person was once my student, but his sins are grave. I dare not speak more for him. Having received Your Majesty’s deep grace thus far, if he still harbored ulterior motives, even Heaven would not tolerate it. This old subject is aging and already struggles to oversee the offices outside the Cabinet. If someone could, as Vice Minister Yang says, listen to official and common voices on Your Majesty’s behalf, demonstrating Your Majesty’s benevolence and winning the people’s hearts, this subject would also agree. However… if Your Majesty asks this subject’s opinion, this subject would not recommend this person…”

His chest tightened and his breathing became irregular as he spoke, holding onto the table as he coughed and panted.

With the Emperor present, neither Bai Yuyang nor Yang Lun dared step forward to assist him.

After Bai Huan recovered somewhat, he continued, “Your Majesty, this subject cannot serve alongside Deng Yi’s descendant.”

After hearing these words, the Emperor personally rose to support him, “Minister Bai speaks too heavily. The Eastern Depot carries out surveillance duties on my behalf. I will not give him judicial authority, nor is he worthy to question officials.”

Bai Huan moved away from the Emperor’s hand, bowing deeply, “This subject is fearful and has nothing more to say.”

Seeing him thus, the Emperor said no more, flicking his sleeve as he walked to the door, “If that’s settled, then it’s decided. Yang Lun.”

“Your subject is here.”

The Emperor raised his hand, pointing at him, “You draft this edict. While I’m here today, I’ll approve it with the vermillion seal on the spot.”

“Yes.”

The Emperor nodded, reaching for his tea, and He Yixian hurried to steady the cup for him.

The Emperor took a sip of tea and looked up at the sky, “What time is it?”

He Yixian replied, “Noon, Your Majesty.”

“Go tell Zhang Luo to rise. Let’s leave.”

“Yes…”

For a moment, there was silence in the duty room.

The Emperor walked with his teacup to Yang Lun’s side as he drafted the edict, looking at the characters on the paper, “With the Tongjia case concluded thus far, my heart aches greatly. I resent these scholars who, after ten years of diligent study, fail to understand the relationship between ruler and subject. I also pity their youth, their passionate blood spilled in the wrong place. I wonder who bewitched them to such foolishness.”

As he spoke these words, he glanced at Zhang and Bai.

Zhang Cong hurriedly knelt, “This old subject is fearful.”

Hearing Bai Huan’s silence, Yang Lun stopped writing and secretly looked toward him.

Bai Huan’s gaze met his briefly before withdrawing.

Then, supporting himself on the table, he knelt, “This subject’s crimes are unforgivable.”

The Emperor gestured for He Yixian to help the two up, “You two lead the Cabinet, true ministers of the highest importance. I have no intention of implicating you two beloved officials. The Tongjia Academy case ends here—I will not let the Northern Commanding Office investigate further. Another year is nearly over. In spring, with the new policies, while my health is still good, I wish to discuss matters further with you all.”
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Late in the eleventh month of the twelfth year of Zhenning’s reign.

Emperor Zhenning reformed the Eastern Investigation Bureau. Amid fierce criticism from the Donglin Party, twenty-four-year-old Deng Ying assumed the position of Superintendent Eunuch of the Eastern Bureau.

Yang Wan finally turned past the chapter on the Tongjia Tragedy in her notes.

Taking advantage of her few days off at the month’s end, she shut herself in her room and carefully organized the historical events around the twelfth year of Zhenning’s reign.

From the Three Departments’ investigation of the Liuli Factory corruption case to Deng Ying’s trial at the Ministry of Justice to Zhang Zhanchun taking the blame and being assassinated by the Ceremonial Department, which triggered collective unrest among the civil official groups. Under the subtle guidance of He Yixian, the Ceremonial Department’s Controller, Zhang Luo brutally killed over eighty teachers and students at Tongjia Academy to suppress this internal court rebellion among civil officials. However, this ultimately aroused the emperor’s suspicion, leading him to establish the Eastern Investigation Bureau to monitor the Northern Security Office.

These events gradually filled the gaps in modern research, painting the seemingly clean spring and summer of the twelfth year with “bold and heavy strokes.”

Yang Wan set down her brush and sat under the lamp, rubbing her tired eyes before closing her notebook and walking to the window.

It was snowing that day, but the snowflakes were fine like dust, accumulating only a thin layer on the pine branches.

Li Yu suddenly popped his head up from beneath the window. “Hey!”

Yang Wan was startled and almost closed the window.

“You little brat, are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Li Yu hugged a basket of coal, “Keep your voice down, I’m bringing you something good.”

Yang Wan looked down at the coal basket and saw it was decent-quality charcoal. “Did you go bother Chen Hua again? The palace hasn’t even distributed coal to the servants yet.”

Li Yu pouted.

“What are you thinking? Other places might not have any, but how could the Ceremonial Department not have any? Several secretaries got some, this basket is from Deng Ying… no, damn, look at my mouth. This basket is from our Factory Director, I got it myself from the Fuel Conservation Office, but he didn’t keep any, and told me to bring it all to you.”

Yang Wan pulled her clothes tighter, “I’m not afraid of the cold, what’s he giving it to me for? His injuries haven’t fully healed yet.”

Li Yu sighed, “That’s true. Once you become a secretary, you’re always in His Majesty’s sight. Even if you’re not well, you have to struggle to show up. I can see his wounds are hard to heal.”

Yang Wan didn’t respond to this, seeing him shivering, she said:

“Do you want to come in and sit for a while? I’ll pour you some hot tea.”

Li Yu was about to nod, but suddenly remembered something and remained standing below the window: “I wouldn’t dare. You ladies of the Imperial Dressing Bureau are all heavenly fairies, and your chambers are celestial palaces. With my lowly status, if I stepped on your ground, the Jade Emperor would surely cut short my life.”

Yang Wan said helplessly: “What nonsense are you talking about? This is your sister’s room too.”

Li Yu pursed his lips and said: “That’s right though. I may be a dung ball, but my sister is a fairy.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan suddenly remembered something Deng Ying had once said and fell silent.

Seeing her sudden silence, Li Yu tentatively asked: “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Yang Wan lowered her head to hide her expression. “Is Deng Ying still living in that place? I heard people from the Ceremonial Department say he was going to move.”

Li Yu nodded, “Yes, originally they said he would move to the duty room by the north gate of the Hall of Mental Cultivation, but he said that entire area would later be demolished to place auspicious vats, so he’s still living next to the Imperial Household Department. But don’t worry, which ancestral secretary doesn’t have a residence outside? Even if he hasn’t saved up enough silver yet, those officials outside are competing to give him one. He won’t be suffering for long. By the way, why haven’t you gone to see him these past few days?”

Yang Wan rotated her slightly sore wrist.

Near the year’s end, there were many ceremonial rituals in the inner court, and noble ladies would occasionally enter the palace to pay respects to Consort Ning and the Empress. Yang Wan and Song Yunqing hadn’t had free time for many days.

“It’s year-end, the Imperial Dressing Bureau is busy.”

“Oh.”

Li Yu hesitated for a while, “To tell you… he’s quite strange too. The Inner School selected two twelve or thirteen-year-old eunuch boys to serve him, but he doesn’t make those children do any work. Now that he’s feeling better, on a sunny day recently, he even starched his bedding.”

Yang Wan smiled, “Are you saying this because you want me to go help him?”

Li Yu hurriedly said: “I wouldn’t dare. I need to go for my shift now. I’ll leave the coal by the wall for you. Remember to bring it in early, it won’t light well if it gets wet from snow.”

With that, he hunched his shoulders and walked shivering into the snow.

Yang Wan closed the window and went to drag the basket of coal inside, then turned to wash her hands.

The icy water stung her bones, and she quickly pulled her hands back, thinking of Li Yu mentioning Deng Ying starching his bedding, she couldn’t help but purse her lips.

She looked up at the window, where snow was falling like fine sand, blanketing everything.

In such cold weather, forget about the cane wounds, his old ankle injury must be bothering him too.

Thinking this, Yang Wan went in and put on a cotton-padded jacket, tucked her hand warmer inside, and left the Fifth Division, closing the door behind her.

She made a trip to the Imperial Pharmacy.

Imperial Physician Peng told Yang Wan that since she had brought Deng Ying to see him about the foot injury, he had been dutifully coming to the Imperial Pharmacy every month to get medicine for his foot. Yang Wan asked: “Has he gotten next month’s medicine yet?”

Imperial Physician Peng asked a young eunuch: “Is Deng Ying’s medicine still there?”

The young eunuch quickly responded, “Yes, Factory Director Deng hasn’t come to get it yet.”

Yang Wan said: “Then give it to me.”

Imperial Physician Peng smiled and nodded, “I’ve added an extra ingredient, white angelica. Please remind him that he needs to simmer it half an hour longer than the previous medicine.”

Yang Wan took it and replied: “Yes. Thank you very much, Imperial Physician.”

Imperial Physician Peng said: “I should thank you too, Miss. I wasn’t at ease with this patient, he’s not an obedient one, but he seems to listen to everything you say.”

Yang Wan curtsied, “He doesn’t mean to be difficult, sometimes he just can’t help it. I’ll talk to him more in the future, and won’t let him trouble you.”

After she said this, all the attendants and medical officials in the room smiled.

The medicinal fragrance was especially warm.

Yang Wan realized that when Deng Ying got a brief respite to recover, her own heart settled down too. She even thought about living a normal life, reading books with him, making some food, tidying up the house, and doing laundry.

Before, she had been so busy she couldn’t stop for a moment, believing that as long as she was still breathing, she had to crawl to the research room and library. She didn’t care what she ate as long as she didn’t starve and didn’t think about what to wear as long as she didn’t freeze. Today she suddenly wanted to find a mirror to check herself – carrying the medicine all this way, was her hair messy, had her hairpin shifted?

By the time she reached the city moat carrying the herbs, the snow had gradually stopped.

The midday yang energy had slightly gathered, and the sun managed to struggle out half its face.

Deng Ying’s door was open. When Yang Wan reached the doorway, she saw him half-kneeling on the ground, organizing books in a book chest.

Perhaps to make it easier to tend to his injuries, he wasn’t dressed very thickly. His wide sleeves were tied back with a cotton rope, exposing most of his forearms.

He didn’t know Yang Wan had arrived and was softly reciting text from the books while sorting them by category.

Yang Wan saw the pile of books tilting and couldn’t help saying:

“Eh? Be careful, the books on the table are about to fall!”

Hearing her voice, Deng Ying’s hand jerked, and all the books he had just stacked on the table scattered to the ground.

Seeing this, Yang Wan gave a helpless laugh, quickly put down the medicine she was carrying, and went over to help him pick them up.

“I’m sorry, I forgot to knock.”

Deng Ying blocked her hand saying: “You sit down, I’ll pick them up.”

Yang Wan didn’t listen to him, instead saying: “Don’t argue with me, I was trained by the Imperial Dressing Bureau. I may not be as good as you at other things, but I’m better at this kind of work.”

After saying this, she quickly categorized the scattered books.

“Why do you have so many more books here?”

Deng Ying crouched beside her helping, “Do you think I shouldn’t keep them?”

“No.”

Yang Wan continued sorting while saying: “Your previous quarters must have had many books too.”

After saying this, she picked up a neat stack and walked to the bookshelf, carefully arranging them.

“You passed the imperial examination at fourteen, how remarkable. When you were young and studying, you must have pushed yourself very hard.”

“Mm.”

Deng Ying remained crouching on the ground, looking up at Yang Wan’s back, “When I was young, I thought reading books would let me govern the country and bring peace to the world.”

Yang Wan craned her neck to check the book spines she had arranged, casually saying: “That statement is true no matter when.”

She turned around after speaking, patting the dust off herself.

Opening the medicine package on the table, “I helped you get next month’s medicine. Imperial Physician Peng said he added white angelica, it needs to be simmered half an hour longer.”

Deng Ying stood up and walked to the table, “Alright. But you don’t need to do this, my injuries are much better, I can get it myself.”

Yang Wan smiled, “I just happened to help you get it today. I came to see you because I wanted to do something else.”

“What?”

Yang Wan stepped back to sit at the table, looking around while rolling up her sleeves, “Li Yu said you were cleaning the room by yourself, so he asked me to come help you.”

Deng Ying was stunned, “Don’t listen to him.”

Yang Wan looked up and smiled, “Don’t ask him about it when he comes back, he’s afraid of you now.”

She covered her mouth and laughed, but Deng Ying seemed at a loss.

“Then… what about you?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I’m joking. Living like this, isn’t it because you don’t want us to be afraid of you?”

Deng Ying was silent for a while, then lifted his robe to sit beside Yang Wan, seeming to want to speak but holding back.

Yang Wan asked softly: “Tell me, if you don’t say it, how can I guess?”

Deng Ying raised his head, “When I was injured, I allowed myself to offend you, so… no matter what I become in the future, you can do anything to me.”

Yang Wan’s heart softened, “I know, you’re in this position not for yourself, but for us, but you should also let yourself live a better life. You’re now a Secretary of the Ceremonial Department, and also a Factory Director. Even our superiors in the Imperial Dressing Bureau have to bow to you, let alone me. Saying such things to me now, aren’t you afraid of shortening my life?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “The oath I made to Master Yang, I’ve always kept it in my heart. Sometimes, I’m afraid I really will fulfill that oath. So Yang Wan, in front of you, I’ll atone for what I can. I said before, I can’t bear anything else, I can only ask for your pity.”

Yang Wan was silent for a while, looking at his arm resting flat on the table, she called his name, “Deng Ying.”

“Mm.”

“Does it make you feel better to live as if you’re a sinner?”

She had hit the mark but dared not delve deeper. If she said more, she feared she would hurt Deng Ying.

After his initial shock, Deng Ying slowly nodded, lowering his eyes to say: “With you, yes.”

After speaking, he avoided Yang Wan’s gaze, “If not like this, I wouldn’t dare face you, nor could I face Master Yang.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan looked at him with a smile, “Then from now on, will you listen to what I say?”
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Deng Ying looked up at Yang Wan.

After Zhang Zhanchun’s death, no one would ever tell him, “Be obedient.”

If he were still a minister, he could have relied on those he respected.

But now, no matter where he sought support, he would become someone with a slave’s countenance. Deng Ying didn’t want to betray Zhang Zhanchun’s hopes for him, so he would rather be without shelter than retreat into the shade.

But Yang Wan was different – she didn’t belong to any shade of this dynasty.

Deng Ying felt that when he gave himself to her, he wasn’t a servant, but rather a “sinner” who, though condemned to death, still refused to repent.

Indeed, she too was a kind of “shackle,” but one he didn’t fear.

“Alright, I’ll listen to what you say…”

Yang Wan nodded with a smile, about to say something more when suddenly Heyu’s voice came from outside: “Couldn’t find you in the Fifth Division, so I came here directly.”

Yang Wan stood up, “What is it? Does Her Highness need something?”

“No.”

Heyu’s face showed joy as she bowed to Deng Ying before continuing, “Today Your Highness and your family brothers entered the palace. Her Highness asked me to fetch you back.”

“Is it… Master Yang?”

Heyu replied: “Not just Master Yang, the young master from the Yang household has come too.”

“Yang… Jing?”

“Yes.”

Though the name wasn’t unfamiliar to Yang Wan, she had little impression of the person.

Although the Yang family was an established household, few of their descendants had achieved much. Apart from Yang Lun, most of the offspring managed cotton textile businesses in Hangzhou. Only Yang Jing was still studying at the academy. Yang Jing was sixteen years old, born to a concubine, and not Yang Wan and Yang Lun’s full sibling, so he was rather quiet, studying outside daily and never inquiring about anything when he returned.

Yang Wan didn’t even know how they had interacted as “siblings” before.

“Why bring him to the palace suddenly?”

Heyu said: “I don’t know either, but this time Master Yang submitted his name card at the Donghua Gate. It was His Majesty’s grace, and even the feast was bestowed by His Majesty.”

Deng Ying spoke from the side: “He’s been appointed as the Crown Prince’s study companion in the Hall of Literary Splendor. Today he’s paying his respects to the Crown Prince and Vice Minister Zhang.”

“Study companion?”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying, “When did this happen?”

“End of last month.”

“Oh…”

Yang Wan lowered her head, silent for a moment.

Deng Ying asked: “What’s wrong?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Nothing, I’m just wondering why they suddenly chose a child from the Yang family.”

Deng Ying said: “It was the Hanlin Academy’s recommendation. Originally, the Cabinet intended to recommend Yang Lun as a lecturer in the Hall of Literary Splendor, but Vice Minister Zhang didn’t approve.”

With Deng Ying’s explanation, Yang Wan understood.

Though Yang Lun was Yi Lang’s teacher, that was after Zhang Cong’s downfall.

Having Yang Jing enter as a study companion now must be a strategic move by Bai Huan and Yang Lun, settling for second best.

“Heyu, go back and report to Her Highness first. I’m not presentable like this, I need to return to the Fifth Division to change clothes.”

“Yes.”

Heyu acknowledged and withdrew.

Yang Wan adjusted her hair as she stood up, saying somewhat apologetically: “I said I’d come to help you clean up, but I just sat here for a while.”

Deng Ying shook his head, responding gently: “Let me escort you back.”

“Your injuries haven’t healed yet.”

Deng Ying also stood up, “I’m fine, let me walk with you for a while.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan bent down and grasped Deng Ying’s wrist, “Alright, then I’ll hold onto you, so you don’t fall on the way.”

They didn’t take the palace corridor but walked along the moat towards the Fifth Division in the north.

Deng Ying tried to walk behind Yang Wan, but she wouldn’t allow it. Whenever his steps slowed, she would stop and wait.

“How can I talk to you if you walk so far behind?”

“I can hear you.”

“But it tires me to ask questions.”

With her saying this, Deng Ying had no choice but to let Yang Wan lead him to her side.

Halfway there, his hand had long been chilled by the wind, but Yang Wan’s palm remained warm. Her stride wasn’t large, and the lotus jade pendant at her waist gently tapped against Deng Ying’s hand. He couldn’t help but look down, suddenly seeing the lotus bead he had carved, and unconsciously gripped her hand.

“Deng Ying.”

“Ah?”

Yang Wan saw he seemed somewhat dazed and slowed her pace further.

“Will you no longer manage the imperial city construction?”

“Yes…”

He coughed once, collecting his thoughts before answering seriously: “The subsequent work has been assigned to Xu Qi by the Ministry of Works.”

“Don’t you feel it’s a bit of a shame?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer immediately, remaining silent for a moment before saying: “The imperial city construction has been ongoing for more than forty years. Even the teacher couldn’t participate from beginning to end. Now… though I no longer build it, I still dwell within it.”

This statement… truly carried a hint of “building one’s prison.”

Yang Wan felt uncomfortable and changed the topic: “What about the Eastern Investigation Bureau? Are you managing well?”

Deng Ying looked toward the gray-blue river surface, “Still reforming.”

“Is there much resistance?”

Deng Ying turned back to smile at her, “The resistance isn’t from the Ceremonial Department but from the Northern Security Office.”

Yang Wan stopped in her tracks, “How are you handling it now?”

Deng Ying said: “Using the Northern Security Office’s Embroidered Uniform Guard directly as Eastern Bureau guards, adding penal officials on top of the original two thousand households under the Eastern Bureau’s control – this is a necessary step.”

Yang Wan pursed her lips, “Will Zhang Luo agree? To give his men to your Eastern Bureau?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Of course, he won’t agree, but it’s not difficult because this is also His Majesty’s wish.”

“Mm…”

Yang Wan looked up, “This way His Majesty can use the Eastern Bureau to monitor all the Northern Security Office’s judicial matters.”

“Mm.”

Deng Ying nodded, “You’ve always been very astute.”

Yang Wan wanted to say this was merely the advantage of a historical perspective, essentially hindsight.

“Being clever is of no use when you can’t do anything.”

Deng Ying bent slightly to meet Yang Wan’s eyes, “That’s for me to do.”

He paused before continuing, “Actually, in my position, there isn’t much I can do, but… as long as the Cabinet trusts me even a little, I won’t let what happened at Tongjia Academy happen again.”

“What if they don’t trust you?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer this question.

Had anyone in history trusted Deng Ying?

Perhaps only Yang Lun had trusted him.

Then during those few years Deng Ying lived, had anything similar to the Tongjia tragedy happened again?

No.

Even if the Cabinet hadn’t trusted him, he had ultimately fulfilled what he promised Yang Wan today.

He alone became the wall between the civil officials and the imperial power institutions like the Ceremonial Department and Northern Security Office. Yet those who wrote history still buried him in filth.

During the Jinghe years, the political environment was relatively clean. The Cabinet, led by Yi Lang and Yang Lun, implemented new policies. The people’s livelihood was prosperous, the borders were stable – it was a rare period of peace in Ming dynasty history. Yang Lun thus achieved lasting fame, and Emperor Jinghe was evaluated by later generations as a wise ruler.

Only Deng Ying, once a jade in the box…

The next line, which contained his name, became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Yang Wan couldn’t bear to recall it at this moment.

So she said nothing more, holding Deng Ying’s hand as they walked slowly forward.

After passing the Hall of Ancestral Worship, they turned into the palace corridor of the Inner Six Palaces. Just as Yang Wan released Deng Ying’s hand, she heard someone calling from behind, “Aunt.”

Yang Wan quickly turned around to see Yi Lang running towards her, followed by Yang Lun and a teenage boy.

“Your Highness…”

Before Yang Wan could react, Yi Lang had thrown himself into her arms.

Having not seen Yang Wan for a long time, he was even more affectionate than usual. Afraid he might fall, Yang Wan had to bend down to hold him.

Deng Ying stepped back two paces and knelt in greeting before Yi Lang.

By now Yang Lun and the youth had caught up. Yang Lun glanced at the kneeling Deng Ying without comment, then looked up at Yang Wan: “Why aren’t you attending to Her Highness in Chengqian Palace?”

Yang Wan, holding Yi Lang’s waist, replied: “Oh, the Registry summoned me for some matters. When Heyu came looking for me, I just learned you had received imperial grace to enter the palace today, so I hurried over.”

Seeing Deng Ying still prostrated on the ground, she steadied Yi Lang and stepped back herself, kneeling to pay respects to Yi Lang, “Your Highness, please forgive this servant’s lack of propriety.”

Seeing Yang Wan do this, Yi Lang finally noticed Deng Ying. He looked back at Yang Lun, who kept his jaw set and remained silent.

Yi Lang turned back, his mouth turning down as he said formally: “You may all rise.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan stood up and only then did Deng Ying rise as well.

Yi Lang reached out to pull Yang Wan behind him, then walked a few steps toward Deng Ying.

“You are Deng Ying, the newly appointed Secretary Eunuch of the Ceremonial Department?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Yi Lang looked up at him, suddenly raising his voice, “Why were you walking together with my aunt?”

Yang Wan started, and Yang Lun also seemed taken aback.

“I forbid you to walk together with my aunt!”

“Your Highness, I…”

Yang Wan had just begun to speak when Yang Lun pulled her back. She wanted to break free but saw Deng Ying shaking his head at her.

He said nothing else, lifting his robe to kneel again, calmly requesting punishment: “This servant acknowledges his error.”

Yi Lang looked down at him: “You are the descendant of a criminal, a man who survived execution, only reaching your current position through my father’s heavenly grace. Yet instead of showing gratitude, you repeatedly damage my aunt’s reputation in the inner court – truly hateful!”

Yang Wan’s hand was held tightly by Yang Lun, but she felt no pain.

But at this moment, she also understood that she absolutely could not speak up.

This was the so-called “family empire.”

Deng Ying had told Yang Wan that before her, he was a sinner.

In a way, his thinking was the same as Yi Lang’s.

When Yi Lang regarded Yang Wan as his family member, Deng Ying’s existence became an insult to Yang Wan.

He wanted to protect Yang Wan, so he wouldn’t rebuke her for impropriety, ultimately forcing all the guilt onto Deng Ying.

Yang Wan could defend Deng Ying’s dignity before Zhang Luo, but she couldn’t say a single word for him before a child of a few years.

She felt somewhat at a loss.

This truly wasn’t the era she acknowledged. Everyone knew how to stand firm in their position, recognize their identity, and live contentedly, except Yang Wan, who didn’t know what her position was.

Having heard Yi Lang’s words, Deng Ying placed both hands on the ground, lowering his body, “Yes… I await Your Highness’s punishment.”

Yi Lang raised his head: “I won’t punish you today, out of consideration for Her Majesty the Empress’s recent fasting and accumulation of merit. But if you dare to damage my aunt’s reputation again in the future, I will have you dismembered.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan’s mind exploded with a thunderous sound, her body lurching forward, nearly losing balance.

The words from this child’s mouth echoed Deng Ying’s oath and foretold his fate. For the first time in this past year, Yang Wan trembled at her existence in this era.

“Wan’er.”

Seeing her face turn pale, Yang Lun quickly supported her.

Yi Lang turned back at the sound, “Aunt, what’s wrong?”

Yang Wan slowly crouched down, reaching out to Yi Lang, who hesitated for a moment before obediently walking to her side and leaning into her embrace.

“Aunt, I don’t blame you.”

Yang Wan held this warm body, “This servant knows.”

“Then why are you sad?”

Yang Wan buried her head under Yi Lang’s chin, slowly exhaling, speaking softly to Yi Lang: “Aunt begs you, don’t treat him like this.”

Yi Lang also lowered his head, his mouth unconsciously tightening, “Aunt shouldn’t be like this.”

“I know…”

Yang Wan squeezed Yi Lang’s clenched little hand, “I’m sorry, Your Highness.”

Yi Lang glanced back at Deng Ying, “You may rise first.”

Then he released Yang Wan’s grip on his hand and instead took her hand himself, “Aunt, don’t be sad anymore. I’ll take you and Master Yang back to find Mother Imperial Consort for some delicious food.”
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Yi Lang held Yang Wan’s hand the entire way.

Walking beside Yang Wan, Yang Lun noticed she kept staring at Yi Lang’s back without speaking, and quietly cautioned, “Don’t be like this when we go in, Her Highness will worry if she sees.”

Yang Wan suddenly stopped in her tracks, nearly causing Yi Lang to trip. Yang Jing and the other eunuchs following behind Yang Lun quickly moved forward to help steady him.

Seeing her pursed lips and reddening eyes, Yang Lun couldn’t help but scold in a low voice: “What are you trying to do? You should already be grateful he wasn’t punished!”

“You maintain propriety, yet won’t allow me to have feelings.”

Yang Lun was startled, “What did you say?”

Yang Wan tilted her head up without responding.

Yang Lun noticed she seemed on the verge of tears. Though she was trying hard to hold them back, her shoulders and arms had begun to tremble.

His heart ached for her, but he didn’t know how to comfort her.

Fortunately, seeing her like this, Yi Lang came back to tug at her sleeve.

“Aunt… Yi Lang hasn’t punished him anymore.”

Yang Wan looked down at Yi Lang.

Though still young, he already showed the contours of adolescence, dressed in clean and exquisite brocaded garments, carrying the air of imperial nobility. While he might not wound Deng Ying directly, he could wound Yang Wan in front of Deng Ying. She knew she had already lost composure, but still kept her lips pressed together without speaking.

Yi Lang looked at Yang Lun and Yang Jing, then stood silently with his head down for a moment before suddenly looking up and saying very quietly: “Aunt, I’m sorry…”

Yang Lun and Yang Jing couldn’t hear this clearly, only seeing Yi Lang’s face scrunch up after speaking as he released Yang Wan’s clothes and walked ahead alone. Yang Jing and the attendants hurried after him.

Yang Lun walked up behind Yang Wan, “Her Highness has been in the palace for so many years, this is the first time our family – you, me, and Yang Jing – have gathered together in the palace. Are you going to make our whole family unhappy for Deng Ying’s sake?”

Yang Wan exhaled heavily, raising her hand to rub her eyes forcefully, “I’m sorry, it’s my fault.”

After speaking, she hurried forward a few steps and crouched down, “Yi Lang, come, let Aunt carry you back.”

Yang Wan was very grateful that Yi Lang was still young and didn’t think too deeply. Being held by a loved one, he gradually forgot what had just happened.

The four of them entered Chengqian Palace together. As Zheng Yuejia guided Yang Lun and Yang Jing to perform the grand ceremony of paying respects to Consort Ning in the main hall, Yang Wan set Yi Lang down and took advantage of the formal greetings outside to wash her face in the inner chamber. Heyu brought in her cosmetics, placing them beside Yang Wan while saying softly: “When you came in, Her Highness noticed you didn’t look well, so she asked this servant to come check on you. What’s wrong?”

Yang Wan turned away to hide her face, “Tell Her Highness I’m fine, I’ll be out shortly.”

After speaking, she patted her face in front of the mirror, trying to make her expression appear as natural as possible.

Actually, after calming down, Yang Wan knew Yang Lun’s words were right. This was a rare gathering between sisters, and she truly shouldn’t make Consort Ning worry because of her own emotions.

Thinking this, she quickly composed herself and walked into the main hall.

Consort Ning was sitting in her chair, holding Yang Jing’s hand as they talked.

“In the blink of an eye, you’ve grown so tall.”

Yang Jing replied: “I’ve missed Elder Sister greatly these many years.”

Seeing his proper etiquette, no different from Yang Lun, Consort Ning shook her head and smiled at Yang Lun: “You must have disciplined him well.”

Yang Lun bowed in response: “Yes, he’s not young anymore. Now that he’s entering the palace as His Highness’s study companion, he needs to be even more upright in mind and manner, without the slightest error.”

Consort Ning nodded but didn’t pursue this topic, instead asking about Yang Lun’s wife, “Previously I had Wan go check on your wife, who was said to be quite ill. Is she better now?”

“In response to Your Highness, she improved somewhat in early autumn, but after managing several household affairs, she became unwell again. She’s still being treated by outside physicians now. I thank Your Highness for your concern on her behalf.”

Consort Ning sighed, “Your lives outside must be more complicated than mine here, so you needn’t constantly worry about me. The same goes for Ziji – studying quietly outside is good. Suddenly entering the Hall of Literary Splendor, and under Vice Minister Zhang… with so many eyes watching, I worry too.”

Yang Lun said: “How can we as subjects avoid quiet places?”

“Good.”

Consort Ning released Yang Jing’s hand somewhat reluctantly, smiling and nodding: “Brother has always understood better than I.”

Hearing these words, Yang Lun quickly stepped back and bowed: “This subject wouldn’t dare.”

Consort Ning raised her hand gesturing him to rise, “Alright, let’s not speak of these things. It’s rare for you to come in and sit with me for a while, and Wan’er is here too, so let’s not stand on ceremony anymore. All of you sit down. I… made some pastries myself. In a while, I’ll have Heyu wrap them up for you to take out and let the people at home taste them too.”

Although everyone maintained proper boundaries while trying to chat and laugh, this family feast still felt somewhat awkward.

After the meal, Yang Wan personally escorted Yang Lun and Yang Jing out. When they reached Chengqian Gate, Yang Lun turned back, seeming to want to speak but holding back.

Seeing his discomfort, Yang Wan forced a smile, “I’m fine now, brother.”

Yang Lun had Yang Jing go ahead, then turned to look into Yang Wan’s eyes: “Brother didn’t expect you would be so upset.”

Yang Wan looked to the side, “I’m not.”

She paused, then nodded: “It’s as it should be.”

Yang Lun sighed: “Next spring, should brother arrange…”

“No.”

She cut Yang Lun off directly.

Being interrupted, Yang Lun didn’t continue, instead changing the subject: “Then in the future, if you face any grievances, have Deng Ying come to the Extreme Gate to tell brother.”

After speaking, he sighed self-mockingly.

“When you were little, I was helpless whenever you cried. Now you’ve changed so much, but when you cry, brother is still helpless.”

He glanced at the palace gate, “Take care of yourself, and serve Her Highness well.”

Yang Wan curtsied behind him.

Only after they had walked far did she turn back toward the side hall. She had originally planned to just tell Heyu she was leaving, but unexpectedly found Consort Ning sitting quietly under the lamp waiting for her when she reached the side hall.

“Sit with sister for a while.”

Yang Wan looked outside, but before she could speak, Consort Ning had already taken her hand, “Just settled Yi Lang down.”

Yang Wan nodded, sitting down beside Consort Ning.

Consort Ning tidied her wind-blown hair, “That child just told me he made you angry today. I was wondering why he was so unusually quiet during the meal, much more well-behaved than usual.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “It was my fault.”

Consort Ning personally poured a cup of hot tea and handed it to Yang Wan, “Wan’er, sister feels it’s my good fortune that you could enter the palace. Sister only has Yi Lang as a child. He’s willing to be close to you and listen to you, I…”

She paused, her voice becoming somewhat thick, “Sister doesn’t know how long she can accompany Yi Lang, but with you here, sister will be more at ease.”

Yang Wan had been somewhat dazed, but the chill in these words seemed to carry the same foresight as her own, sending a shiver through her entire body.

“Why does Your Highness suddenly say such things?”

Consort Ning held her teacup, “Don’t mind it, it’s just that I haven’t been feeling well these past few days and have been thinking too much. But everyone must die eventually. When life isn’t so good, leaving early can also be a release.”

For some reason, though these were Consort Ning’s words, they made Yang Wan think of Deng Ying.

Suddenly, she could no longer hold back. A surge of pain rushed through her eyes, ears, nose, and mouth, and her tears immediately broke free of their restraints.

Consort Ning quickly held her in her arms.

“Sister knew you were holding back in front of us all day, even your smiles were uncomfortable.”

Yang Wan sobbed heavily, her voice breaking intermittently.

“Your Highness, if someone… knows their ending won’t be good, can they still live well?”

Consort Ning stroked Yang Wan’s forehead, saying softly: “Of course they can. For example, sister has you, Yi Lang, brother and younger brother, parents, relatives, and…”

She didn’t speak the last person’s name but held the person in her arms tighter.

“Wan’er, as long as you all are here, even if sister knows her life won’t end well, sister will still live well accompanying you all.”

“But I’m afraid…”

“What is Wan’er afraid of?”

“I’m afraid Deng Ying won’t want to see me anymore.”

After saying this, she immediately broke into uncontrollable sobs.

Consort Ning patted Yang Wan’s back, “Is it because of Yi Lang?”

Yang Wan didn’t answer.

Consort Ning looked up, “When you weren’t here, brother told me what happened before you all came. Wan’er, neither brother nor Yi Lang blames you. They all care for you, don’t be so upset.”

Yang Wan leaned in Consort Ning’s embrace, “I would rather… they treated me the same way they treat Deng Ying. That way… I could accompany him… sister… he is the best person in my heart, the very best. I didn’t know before, I thought being able to watch over him was enough, but now I know I’m afraid. I’m afraid that I am the one who hurts him the most.”

Consort Ning held Yang Wan’s trembling body tightly, “Sister understands, understands it all…”

The dusk deepened.

Consort Ning held Yang Wan until she calmed down, then had the palace maids come in to help settle her.

A snow wind had risen outside, bitingly cold.

As Consort Ning walked toward the main hall’s reception area, Heyu suddenly called to her from below the steps, “Your Highness, this is the lady attendant’s jade ornament.”

Consort Ning stopped, looking down at what Heyu held – it was indeed the lotus jade pendant Yang Wan had worn at her waist.

“When did it fall off?”

“This servant doesn’t know, Secretary Deng brought it.”

Consort Ning looked toward the palace gate, “Is he still there?”

Heyu nodded, “Yes, waiting outside for this servant’s response.”

“Alright, I will speak to him.”

At Chengqian Gate, Deng Ying stood with his back turned at the bottom of the steps. Though the palace gate hadn’t been locked yet, it was closed, and when it suddenly opened, the wind rushed out through the doorway, lifting his robes.

Deng Ying turned around, but saw it was Consort Ning standing at the door, and quickly knelt in greeting.

Consort Ning walked down the steps before the gate, bending slightly to gesture him up, “Secretary Deng, please rise.”

Deng Ying stood but still wouldn’t raise his head, stepping back to say: “This servant will leave now.”

Consort Ning shook her head, “Please stay. I have a few words I wish to say to you.”

With Consort Ning’s request, Deng Ying had to say, “Your Highness, please speak.”

Consort Ning walked forward a few steps, saying as she walked: “I hope you won’t take today’s events outside the hall to heart.”

“Deng Ying wouldn’t dare.”

Consort Ning smiled at his response, “I was afraid you would say that.”

She looked up, “Originally, I wanted to have Wan’er come speak to you herself, but… she just cried and finally fell asleep, so I thought to come see you myself.”

Hearing these words, Deng Ying knelt again.

“Deng Ying understands, that repeatedly damaging the lady’s reputation is unforgivable and should be redeemed with my life. I dare not beg for mercy. But I request Your Highness, considering I still have remaining grace to repay and remaining thoughts unfulfilled, to temporarily spare Deng Ying’s life.”

Consort Ning looked down at him, “You mean your life is to be redeemed for Wan’er?”

“Yes.”

“In that case, I have a question I very much want to ask you. I hope you won’t answer too quickly – think it through before speaking.”

“Yes, Your Highness, please ask.”

Consort Ning pressed her wind-scattered hair, speaking evenly: “If you knew you would not meet a good end, how would you live?”

Deng Ying looked up, “Why does Your Highness ask this?”

“You spent ten years building the imperial city, yet the court officials forced you to suffer humiliation in the Ministry of Justice. However, when Zhang Zhanchun, another builder of the imperial city, died, it triggered that court upheaval in the summer of the twelfth year. You are a very intelligent person – you should understand that no matter how well you do, you can no longer leave behind a good name. Perhaps when you die at the Meridian Gate, no one will even remember that you, like Zhang Zhanchun, were once a builder of the imperial city.”

After speaking, seeming to feel she had been too cruel, her voice gradually softened.

“If this is so, how would you live?”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes, “I would only seek to live without shame.”

“I am the same.”

After speaking, she reached out to support Deng Ying’s arm.

Deng Ying started, “Your Highness, you mustn’t…”

Consort Ning didn’t let him continue, firmly helping him up.

“Wan’er doesn’t want to see you like this.”

She straightened up, “Wan’er has been in the palace for almost a year. Today was the first time I saw her cry. Do you know why?”

“Was it because of this servant?”

“Yes.”

Consort Ning sighed, “She is someone who understands things very clearly and doesn’t have many fears, but today she told me she’s afraid you will never see her again because of Yi Lang’s words. She truly is clever, guessing correctly. Secretary Deng, your humility is Wan’er’s humility, so I want to ask you not to distance yourself from Wan’er. Don’t question the outcome, only seek to live without regret.”
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Deng Ying raised his head.

Through the doorway, the snowy wind carried the lingering smell of meat and wine, a pungent mixture that seemed at odds with the woman wrapped in soft silks before him.

“This servant will remember Your Highness’s words,” he said.

Consort Ning shook her head. “Don’t call yourself a servant before me. You and Zheng Binbi are both like jade beneath the dust. Though I cannot match Wan’er and become a duster to polish you, I hope that as an Imperial Consort, my respect for you both can ease your suffering somewhat.”

After hearing these words, Deng Ying finally dared to look at Consort Ning.

“Your Highness’s words today, Deng Ying will never be forgotten.” He finished with a deep bow.

Consort Ning acknowledged his bow with a nod and replied evenly, “Then promise me you won’t make Wan’er cry anymore.”

Since crying before Consort Ning, Yang Wan had been in a daze for several days.

As the year drew to a close, besides preparing for the New Year festivities, the palace was also preparing for another major event—Concubine Jiang’s impending delivery.

The Emperor was even considering declaring a general amnesty for this occasion.

Meanwhile, due to the Emperor’s attitude toward this child whose gender was yet unknown, the court had begun the final great debate of Zhenning’s twelfth year—the establishment of an heir apparent.

Yang Wan remembered that Emperor Zhenning had never designated an heir during his reign. After his death, the court and inner palace had split into two factions. One faction, led by Yang Lun and Zhang Cong, supported the elder prince. The other faction, led by the Grand Empress Dowager’s clan and the head eunuch of the Ceremonial Office, supported the younger prince.

Both sides’ intentions were obvious.

Yang Lun and Zhang Cong were imperial tutors. Yi Lang was their strictly trained student who embodied all of the Ming civil officials’ dreams of an enlightened ruler. They were unwilling to establish a child whose potential they couldn’t even gauge as the new emperor.

The Ceremonial Office’s thinking was even more straightforward.

Yi Lang, educated in ancestral law, viewed eunuchs as servants and maintained a strict attitude toward the Ceremonial Office, showing no favoritism. However, his younger brother Yi Jue was quite close to the eunuchs, having been raised in their arms.

As for the imperial clan at the time, due to Emperor Zhenning’s previous indulgence, they had continuously annexed land and depleted the Ministry of Revenue’s coffers, becoming an intractable problem. To protect their vested interests, they naturally didn’t want Yi Lang, who had been educated by reformists, to ascend the throne. Therefore, they encouraged the Grand Empress Dowager to oppose the cabinet.

Although it seemed complicated this power struggle was very brief.

The reason was that Yi Jue suddenly died shortly after Emperor Zhenning’s death.

Historical scholars have long debated the cause of Yi Jue’s death.

The initial mainstream view held that Yi Jue must have died from political assassination.

However, the evidence refuting this view was also straightforward. Yang Lun, Zhang Cong, and other civil officials had no power to carry out assassinations. To suggest they borrowed the power of jianghu sects would be turning history into fiction.

Therefore, another view emerged later: Yi Jue died at Deng Ying’s hands.

The initial reasoning for this view was simple. After Yi Jue’s death, Yi Lang naturally inherited the throne, and his first act was to have He Yixian beaten a hundred times with the rod and banished to the Nanjing Imperial Tombs. As for the later head eunuch of the Ceremonial Office, Hu Xiang, because Yi Lang didn’t trust him, the position became essentially powerless, while Deng Ying became the de facto leader of the Ceremonial Office.

Supporting evidence for this view appeared in the “Hundred Crimes Record” written by Yi Lang for Deng Ying’s death by Lingchi.

This article wasn’t long, but it listed a hundred crimes of Deng Ying, written by the Emperor’s hand and proclaimed to the world.

One of the crimes was “harming imperial relatives.”

This crime had no corresponding historical evidence against Deng Ying, so some historians believed this must refer to the prince’s case from that year.

Of course, this was still far in the future from Yang Wan’s current time, so what concerned her more now was Yi Lang and Consort Ning’s situation in this political debate that would yield no results.

And… how to face Deng Ying.

However, with two major events coinciding, the Six Offices and Twenty-four Inner Palace Departments were so busy there was barely any breathing room.

Yang Wan had almost no free time to organize her notes and thoughts.

She was naturally an efficient and meticulous person. When she couldn’t sort out her emotional problems, she simply buried herself in work, to the point that even Song Yunqing became worried seeing her like this.

This day, just after the fifth watch, Song Yunqing carried a candle into the main hall of the Ceremonial Office and saw lights on in the archives. Yang Wan was alone on a wooden ladder, searching for official documents on the shelves.

“Haven’t you gone back yet?” she asked, putting down her candle and holding the ladder steady. “Why bother? Wait for the gate staff to come on duty, let them climb up.”

Yang Wan looked down, “My mind’s been in chaos these past few days. It’s better to stay busy.”

Song Yunqing said, “What are you looking for? Come down, I’ll search for it. Go get some sleep, how can you go on like this?”

Hearing this, Yang Wan leaned against the ladder and rubbed her eyes.

“I wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway.”

Song Yunqing said, “Li Yu says you fought with Secretary Deng.”

“What? He’s talking nonsense.”

“I thought so too. How could someone like Secretary Deng fight with you? But speaking of which, why haven’t you gone to see him for so long?”

“Oh.” Yang Wan lowered her head to hide her expression. “Her Highness hasn’t been feeling well these past few days. And we’re so busy here.”

Song Yunqing sighed, “That Concubine Jiang, hmph… she’s nearly turned the Six Offices upside down. If she bears a prince, I imagine she won’t even acknowledge the Empress. I don’t understand why His Majesty would favor such a woman. No wonder the officials outside are petitioning to establish a crown prince.”

Yang Wan nodded silently.

Song Yunqing continued with another sigh: “I heard… Her Highness was punished to kneel in the Hall of Mental Cultivation the other day.”

Yang Wan didn’t deny it.

“Mm.”

“Ai.”

Song Yunqing sighed. His Majesty wouldn’t even give face anymore; yesterday the entire palace knew about it. The palace servants from Yanxi Palace were saying all sorts of nasty things in private.

Yang Wan remained silent, knowing this was meant to pressure Yang Lun.

When Consort Ning returned, she said nothing, only held Yi Lang and softly told him stories until he fell asleep. Only then did she let Heyu and Yang Wan apply medicine for her.

Seeing her silence, Song Yunqing thought she was troubled and quickly said, “Alright, alright, hurry down and go get some sleep. You standing there without speaking, I’m afraid you’ll get dizzy and fall.”

Yang Wan followed Song Yunqing’s advice, climbed down the ladder, and straightened her clothes.

“Then I’ll head back, and come again later.”

“Go on.”

Yang Wan walked out of the Ceremonial Office and after a few steps reached the entrance of the Ceremonial Department.

Deng Ying was standing at the door talking with Zheng Yuejia.

He wore the official uniform of a Secretary Eunuch and seemed to have lost some weight.

Seeing him look her way, Yang Wan quickly turned and walked back, but just as she rounded a corner, she saw Deng Ying standing at the end of the path.

“You… where did you come from…”

Deng Ying walked closer to Yang Wan. “There’s an ungated water passage behind, built to prevent fire in the western pavilions.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together. “Did you design it?”

“Yes, built ten years ago. Later when the moat was rebuilt, I took down the wall in the back and connected it to the path you just walked. However, because four auspicious vats were placed on that path, few people use it.”

After hearing his words, Yang Wan nodded and smiled, “I was foolish, trying to hide from you in the imperial city—where could I hide?”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan. Her face was reddened by the snowy wind. She sniffled and looked to the side. “I’m a bit afraid to see you now.”

“Why?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together. “Because I did wrong, making you kneel before Yi Lang, letting you hear those words… I haven’t said anything… I…”

She didn’t continue, and Deng Ying waited until she had fallen completely silent before saying softly, “I don’t mind.”

After speaking, he supported himself on his knees to crouch down slightly. Though not very close, Yang Wan could still feel his warm breath.

“You know in your heart that the young master’s words were right, don’t you?”

Yang Wan didn’t agree. “No…”

At this moment, she didn’t know if she was speaking from her own heart or representing the more advanced civilization of the future in these two words.

“Wrong as hell…”

Hearing her words, Deng Ying couldn’t help but smile.

He released his hand from his knee, turned it over, and lightly made a fist, extending it toward Yang Wan. This motion caused his official robe’s sleeve to naturally fall, revealing his wrist with a faint mark—an injury from the shackles in the Ministry of Justice prison before last year’s punishment.

“Look, these are marks from the shackles, and the wounds on my ankles are also very difficult to heal. Although I’ve been following your words, taking medicine properly, and taking care of my health, the effect isn’t great. At first, I didn’t understand why I had to receive such punishment when I hadn’t done anything treasonous, but now, I want to accept this punishment and continue living.”

“You can accept it, but I can’t.”

Yang Wan stared at his wrist. “How can anyone accept this…”

“Because of you.”

“What…”

Yang Wan was stunned.

Deng Ying continued without pause: “I, a mere insect, coveted you, was rebuked by the young master, yet still didn’t know to repent and reform. Since that’s the case, whatever punishment I receive isn’t excessive.”

Yang Wan was silent for a while, then tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and looked back at Deng Ying. “You’re using yourself to comfort me again.”

“Aren’t you doing the same?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together.

“So… you won’t avoid seeing me?”

“Mm.”

He nodded gently to Yang Wan, “Today you were the one hiding from me, I came looking for you myself.”

After speaking, he slowly lowered his hand, stood straight, and said looking down, “In the future, no matter what the young master says or does to me, just watch like you did that day. Master Yang and Vice Minister Zhang have put much effort into him, he is a prince I am willing to serve, and his protection of you is also a grace to me. Now that Concubine Jiang is about to give birth, the court situation is unstable, and His Majesty’s intentions are still unclear. The young master is young and inevitably anxious. You are his closest relative in the palace, don’t make both of you uneasy for my sake.”

Yang Wan nodded.

“I was confused.”

“There’s one more thing I need to tell you.”

“Mm.”

Deng Ying looked up in the direction of Chengqian Palace.

“I know Consort Ning was humiliated in the Hall of Mental Cultivation the other day, so I brought up the matter of inappropriate speech by palace servants in Concubine Jiang’s palace before the Palace Disciplinary Office. If the Disciplinary Office investigates and deals with these people fairly, it will improve Chengqian Palace’s situation somewhat. And Master Yang and the others won’t be so passive. But as internal supervisors, neither Zheng Binbi nor I can be too involved in this matter.”

“I’ll report it.”

Deng Ying didn’t stop her, only said, “Be careful yourself.”

Yang Wan nodded: “I’ll be discreet.”

Chapter 45: Duckweed in the Waves (Part 8)
After Yang Wan left, Deng Ying walked back to the Supervisorate of Imperial Ceremonial alone.

In the rear hall, the early meal was being served. Zheng Yuejia and Hu Xiang sat on either side of He Yixian, while two young eunuchs stood to the left and right behind He Yixian, attending to him carefully.

The meals at the Supervisorate of Imperial Ceremonial were different from other places. They were prepared in a separate kitchen at the back, with fixed portions of rice and meat. Generally, the food was prioritized for those of higher status, while those below would share what remained. After Deng Ying was promoted to Senior Secretary and concurrent Supervisor of the Eastern Depot, the kitchen included him in their considerations. However, since he had been spending most of his time at the Eastern Depot recently, the shrewd young eunuchs in the kitchen had been giving his portion to Li Yu.

Today was Deng Ying’s first time dining at the Supervisorate.

When He Yixian saw him enter, he said nothing, unhurriedly finishing a bowl of porridge before setting it down. The young eunuch at his side quickly took it away to refill it.

He Yixian glanced at Deng Ying and casually asked, “Did they prepare his portion?”

The kitchen eunuch quickly responded, “Yes, yes we did.”

He Yixian took the refilled porridge bowl and said, “Then give him bowls and chopsticks.”

The eunuch handed over the utensils, which Deng Ying accepted with a nod. Seeing there was no place for him to sit, Zheng Yuejia put down his chopsticks and stood up.

“Venerable Elder, I’ll go attend to the memorials.”

“Sit down,” He Yixian picked up a piece of pickled cucumber. “What time is it that you’re in such a hurry?”

“Yes…” Zheng Yuejia had no choice but to sit back down.

Hu Xiang gave a cold laugh, “Zheng Yuejia, you’re quick to change with the wind, aren’t you?”

He Yixian suddenly tapped the table with his chopsticks. “Hu Xiang, haven’t you suffered enough from your reckless nature?”

Hu Xiang quickly stood up. “Yes, Venerable Elder.”

He Yixian said irritably, “Sit down. Can’t even eat a meal in peace since he came in.”

He finished speaking and, holding his bowl, looked at Deng Ying. “You should be kneeling outside to eat, but with today’s snowy winds being so strong, I’m worried about your health getting worse in the cold. So just stand here and eat. When you’re done, follow me to take up duties at the Hall of Mental Cultivation.”

Deng Ying lowered his head. “Thank you, Venerable Elder.”

“Don’t use that affected tone with me. I can’t stand it. You may be beyond teaching now, but the rules of the Supervisorate have always been that if you can’t meet my standards, you won’t make it to His Majesty’s presence. You’ve broken all the Supervisorate’s rules, and now it’s too late to make amends.”

Deng Ying said nothing more, standing by the snow curtain and slowly finishing the porridge in his bowl.

He Yixian put down his chopsticks, and Zheng Yuejia and Hu Xiang followed suit. The young eunuchs cleared away the remaining food, taking it out to distribute among the lower-ranking staff. Shortly after, fresh hot tea was brought up.

He Yixian asked casually, “Today’s memorials don’t need to be rushed to the Hall of Mental Cultivation. We need to discuss with His Majesty those two memorials he held back yesterday. Which two were they again?”

Zheng Yuejia replied, “Yesterday His Majesty held back the memorials from Censor Huang Ran and Ministry of Revenue Secretary Zhao Ande, both requesting the establishment of a Crown Prince. Including the six from three days ago and twelve from five days ago, His Majesty has held back twenty memorials in total. Today we must decide on returning them.”

He Yixian took a sip of tea and looked up at Deng Ying. “What’s your view on this?”

Deng Ying responded, “Discussing the establishment of an heir at this time is indeed premature. These twenty memorials can be rejected.”

He Yixian said, “Rejecting them now is simple enough, but I fear that after the Noble Lady gives birth, this wayward trend will become impossible to suppress.”

As he finished speaking, the snow curtain was lifted by the wind, letting in a dazzling ray of morning light. He Yixian raised his sleeve to shield his eyes. “What time is it?”

The eunuch at the door replied, “Venerable Elder, it’s the Chen hour (7-9 AM). The Grand Secretaries have all arrived for their duties.”

“Very well. Where is His Majesty now?”

“His Majesty has gone to inquire after the Empress’s health.”

He Yixian nodded and stood up. “Let’s go sit in the main hall.”

The main hall of the Supervisorate had only one room, furnished with four long tables equipped with brushes, ink, paper, and inkstones.

The original purpose of establishing the Supervisorate of Imperial Ceremonial was simply to have eunuchs help the emperor organize memorials submitted by the Grand Secretariat and assist in imperial endorsements. They were forbidden from participating in political affairs. The Founding Emperor had even established an iron plaque prohibiting eunuchs from participating in politics.

However, by the Zhenning era, court affairs had become increasingly complex. Having been strictly controlled by the rules of the Hall of Literary Brilliance while he was Crown Prince, Emperor Zhenning showed little interest in political affairs after ascending the throne. Throughout the year, he only kept control of financial matters, allowing himself and the imperial clan to indulge in extravagant pleasures.

Deng Yi took advantage of this to collude with the Supervisorate of Imperial Ceremonial, tacitly allowing the eunuchs to exercise the emperor’s authority to issue vermillion endorsements.

Emperor Zhenning realized that people like He Yixian were genuinely looking out for his interests. By focusing on major issues and delegating minor ones, he could still maintain clear oversight. Thus, the Founding Emperor’s iron plaque gradually gathered dust.

At this moment, the Grand Secretariat’s memorials hadn’t yet arrived, so during this idle time, He Yixian gestured for the Senior Secretaries to sit down. Seeing Deng Ying still standing, he said, “So you’re willing to accept my guidance?”

“Yes.”

He Yixian laughed, “Fine, then keep standing. In any case, you spend most of your time at the Depot office, so do as you please here.”

After speaking, he turned to Hu Xiang and casually asked, “I hear the Palace of Extended Joy is getting quite a lot of things?”

Hu Xiang replied, “It’s not so much that they’re asking for things, but rather that His Majesty is bestowing many gifts. You know, Noble Lady Jiang’s background isn’t particularly distinguished, her family in Zhejiang only has that tiny plot of land. His Majesty is elevating their family and has already promised that if the Noble Lady bears a prince, the Jiang family will be granted a marquis title. This generous reward can’t easily be changed now.”

He Yixian said, “What’s the hurry? Noble Lady Jiang will give birth at the beginning of the year. When spring comes, we can bring it up with the Ministry of Revenue.”

Hu Xiang shook his head. “Yang Lun from the Ministry of Revenue is single-mindedly focused on implementing new policies in the South. Would he listen to this?”

He Yixian smiled, “He might not listen to you, but he might listen to Senior Secretary Deng.”

Without waiting for Deng Ying to respond, he continued, “Although the court is all petitioning to establish the eldest prince as Crown Prince, we can’t show favoritism. The Palace of Extended Joy is precious now – whatever they want or lack, the Twenty-Four Offices mustn’t be stingy.”

“The people in the Twenty-Four Offices are all very sensible. Seeing His Majesty punish Noble Consort Ning, haven’t they all rushed to curry favor with the Palace of Extended Joy?”

“Punish Noble, Consort Ning?” He Yixian massaged his tiger’s mouth point. “When did this happen?”

Hu Xiang said, “Oh my, you were recuperating outside these past few days, and I forgot to tell you. A few days ago, His Majesty punished Noble Consort Ning at the Hall of Mental Cultivation. Somehow, this news spread throughout the six palaces.”

He Yixian nodded with a smile, “Then what is there left for the court to debate?”

Hu Xiang also smiled, “Exactly.”

Deng Ying listened quietly to this conversation, then looked up to see Zheng Yuejia gripping his teacup so tightly his knuckles had turned white, and gave a gentle cough.

Though Zheng Yuejia came to his senses, he nearly dropped his teacup.

As they chatted, time passed quickly. After noon, the Grand Secretariat’s memorials were delivered.

He Yixian flipped through the first few and gestured for Deng Ying to come over. “You review and endorse these.”

Deng Ying accepted them reverently and stood at a long table near the window, opening the memorials.

The topmost one was written by Censor Huang Ran, its contents still requesting the establishment of a Crown Prince.

This man was the third-ranked scholar in the imperial examinations of the second year of Zhenning, known for his careful word choice and literary brilliance.

Deng Ying rolled up his sleeves, and dipped his brush in vermillion ink, feeling melancholic.

In his youth, he had imagined himself becoming someone who would write petitions on behalf of the common people, offering counsel for the empire, with his elegant writings spreading across the four seas and his social connections spanning the capital. But now, he had become someone who read such petitions and memorials. Though he still held a brush, each character he wrote was a crime under the iron plaque.

As he was about to write, he suddenly remembered Noble Consort Ning’s question to him: “How would people live if they knew their fate?”

Did he truly know his fate?

He did know, but he didn’t want to tell Yang Wan, fearing she couldn’t bear it – that despair he was still struggling to process.

By the You hour (5-7 PM), Deng Ying left the Supervisorate of Imperial Ceremonial and made another stop at the Depot office, and by the time he returned to his quarters at the City Moat Direct Office, the sky had completely darkened. Li Yu brought food to his room, placed it on the table, and wiped his hands on his clothes. “I heated it again, eat while it’s hot.”

Deng Ying took off his official robes, put on a grey-blue robe, casually lit a lamp, and took out a key to open the cabinet beside his bed, retrieving the medicine he had brought back from the Imperial Dispensary.

Watching his actions, Li Yu asked puzzled, “What are you doing? Aren’t you going to eat?”

Deng Ying looked at the food on the table and smiled at Li Yu. “You eat it.”

Li Yu swallowed. “Really?”

Deng Ying stood up straight. “Yes, Wan-wan said you’re still growing.”

Li Yu’s eyebrows raised slightly.

“Wan-wan? Who’s that?”

Deng Ying started, quickly coughing. “Oh, Lady Yang.”

Li Yu said, “My sister never lets Chief Secretary Chen call her by her name, you’re quite bold.”

Deng Ying unconsciously nodded. “Yes, I shouldn’t call her that. Don’t tell her.”

Li Yu said, “I’d say you should be more careful. Yang Wan is even tougher than my sister, she’s quite formidable.”

He took a bite of meat and vegetables, then continued, “Today I passed by the Palace of Extended Joy’s entrance, and it was quite satisfying to see. Palace Superintendent Chen from the Palace Administration brought quite a few people and gave those servants who looked down on everyone a good beating. Afterward, they were made to beg Noble Consort Ning’s forgiveness. I later heard from my sister that Yang Wan dragged those loose-tongued people before the Empress, and coincidentally, His Majesty was also having lunch with the Empress and hadn’t left yet. After hearing Yang Wan’s words, he didn’t even protect Noble Lady Jiang, and immediately ordered the Palace Administration to arrest people.”

Deng Ying asked, “What did she say?”

Li Yu, with his mouth full of food, said indistinctly, “You can ask her yourself, but it might have to wait a few days. My sister said that although the Emperor punished the Palace of Extended Joy, Senior Lady Jiang also got angry at Yang Wan. Who knows where she’s being confined right now.”

Deng Ying didn’t ask further.

Li Yu put down his chopsticks and said, “By the way, what’s the medicine for?”

“Oh, it’s for soaking my foot injury.”

He pulled his robe tighter and walked toward the door. “I’ll go brew it first. Could you close the door for me later?”

Li Yu stood up. “You’re always doing these things yourself, boiling water and carrying basins. The Supervisorate gave you several eunuchs to serve you, but you won’t accept them. How about letting me serve you instead? Following you might lead to success someday.”

Deng Ying smiled but didn’t respond.

When he returned with the medicinal brew, Li Yu had already cleaned up the table, bowls, and chopsticks and left.

Though the charcoal was burning in the room, it was still somewhat cold. Deng Ying pulled the brazier closer, took off his shoes and socks, and sat on the edge of the couch, rolling up his trouser legs.

Although the injury had reached the bone and couldn’t be completely cured, following Yang Wan’s advice about using medicine for warm soaks, it truly didn’t hurt as much as before.

He straightened up and casually picked up a book from the bed. He hadn’t read more than two pages when he suddenly heard Li Yu outside saying, “Hey, why are you limping?”

Then came Yang Wan’s deliberately lowered voice: “Shh… can’t you be a little quieter?”

“You… you… what are you sneaking around for?”

“I’m bringing him food and secretly getting medicine. I saw him leave earlier, so I came back with food. He… hasn’t returned yet, has he?”

Chapter 46: Duckweed in the Waves (Part 9)
Li Yu had originally come out to relieve himself, and now feeling uncomfortable and impatient, he stamped his feet in the cold wind and casually pushed the door open. “Let me check for you.”

“Eh… wait…”

The snowy wind gusted in, making the grey curtains on the canopy bed flutter noisily. Li Yu saw Deng Ying sitting on the couch and said awkwardly, “How about… I bring you another pot of hot water while I’m at it?”

Yang Wan pushed Li Yu out the door. “Go on with your business, I know what to do.”

After speaking, she directly inserted the door bolt. As she turned to walk in, her knee suddenly gave way, and her kneecap struck the cold ground, the pain bringing tears to her eyes.

Deng Ying hurriedly tried to stand, but Yang Wan pressed down on his knee and stood up by herself. “Stay seated, I just lost my balance, it’s nothing.”

As she spoke, she moved the low table from the foot of the bed, rolled up her sleeves, and sat down, taking out a package of nuts wrapped in oiled paper from her bosom and offering it to him. “Before I came, I was helping the young prince shell these. He’s quite skilled – at least half of these were shelled by him.”

Deng Ying looked at the oiled paper package in Yang Wan’s hand but didn’t take it.

“Aren’t you afraid the prince will kill me one day?”

Yang Wan started. “How could that happen?”

Deng Ying lowered his head. “If the prince learns in the future that he once served a servant, what will he think?”

“It won’t happen.”

Yang Wan placed the package on her knee. “Not while I’m here.”

Deng Ying smiled and shook his head.

Yang Wan said, “But if you won’t take these, I’ll take them back. When I’m better, I’ll shell them for you again, absolutely by myself, and won’t let anyone help…”

Halfway through speaking, she suddenly realized she had let something slip, and quickly looked down at Deng Ying’s ankle. “Is the water still hot?”

“Still hot.”

“Hmm… should I find Li Yu to bring another pot of hot water?”

“Yang Wan.”

Deng Ying reached out and caught her arm. “Let me look at your leg.”

Yang Wan sat back down somewhat helplessly, rubbing her hands. “I just fell.”

Deng Ying didn’t respond to her words but bent down and gently lifted her skirt hem.

She wore moon-white silk drawers with subtle embroidered patterns along the edges.

The silk was smooth, and with a gentle lift, it reached her knee.

Deng Ying carefully held her trouser leg and moved the candle closer. “Were you punished by kneeling?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, and after a while, nodded. “You can tell?”

Deng Ying put down the candle and looked at her seriously. “Of course. If it were Li Yu, he might even be able to tell how long you knelt.”

Yang Wan looked down at her knee.

Though the swelling had subsided somewhat by now, the bruising beneath the skin from damaged capillaries still looked frightening.

Yang Wan tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “The way you say that, were you also punished by He Yixian and the others?”

Deng Ying slowly lowered Yang Wan’s trouser leg and straightened up. “Not yet, though last year during the court trials, I did kneel for an hour or two.”

After speaking, he moved his leg from the basin and put his shoes and socks back on.

Yang Wan looked at his bent back and said softly, “Today was the first time I truly understood what punishment means.”

Deng Ying stood up, took out the medicine Yang Wan had given him earlier from the cabinet, and turned to her. “Sit on my bed, it’ll be easier to apply the medicine.”

Yang Wan made a sound of agreement and sat on Deng Ying’s bed, continuing, “This time I angered Senior Lady Jiang. She’s punished me occasionally before, but always with tasks, never hurting my dignity. This time, she made me kneel outside the Senior Ladies’ Office to reflect…”

As she spoke, her voice began to choke up.

Deng Ying remembered how she had pulled at his sleeve and tried desperately to hide behind him when Zheng Yuejia had bowed to her that time, and couldn’t help asking, “Does this matter greatly to you?”

Yang Wan didn’t answer.

When she was first brought home by Yang Lun, she had also been forced to kneel in the ancestral hall for several days, but her rebellious spirit prevented her from taking it as punishment. She had lounged about carelessly in front of the maids watching her, putting on a show of repentance before “ancestors” she didn’t even know. Back then, she hadn’t felt humiliated or sad at all, because she could still look down upon these “feudal dregs” from her superior position, finding them ignorant and even somewhat amusing.

But after witnessing Deng Ying’s forbearance and his strict self-discipline in daily life, she gradually understood. His humble acceptance of these imposed disciplines, and his willingness to be bound by Yang Lun, Bai Huan, and Yi Lang, was because the “scholarly heart” he had sworn to protect was itself part of those disciplines.

Therefore, these feudal ethics that later generations scorned, these rules that violated personal freedom, restricted human emotions, and distinguished between classes, were also the foundation of Deng Ying’s self-cultivation.

Yang Wan didn’t like this backward civilization that suppressed human nature, but she gradually came to understand that by Deng Ying’s side, she couldn’t look down upon these rules from a position of superiority – to do so would be to “disrespect” Deng Ying.

This time, the punishment that had once fallen on Deng Ying had fallen on her as well.

Unlike Yang Lun’s “punishment” in the ancestral hall, Yang Wan now understood Deng Ying’s state of mind.

At that moment, she had a thought so absurd it left her speechless – she wanted to hug Deng Ying or have him hug her.

But such confused, illogical thoughts were not something she dared express to Deng Ying.

“No, I don’t mind, I just… ouch…”

Hearing her cry of pain, Deng Ying quickly lifted his hand. “Was I too rough?”

Yang Wan smiled. “You might as well say I’m too delicate.”

She looked at Deng Ying crouching before her. “I think what we have now is good.”

Deng Ying switched hands to hold her trouser leg. “You’ll have better days ahead.”

Yang Wan shook her head. “No, right now is the best.”

Deng Ying gently massaged Yang Wan’s injury. “Don’t say such things, it makes me imagine too much.”

Yang Wan lowered her head. “Would you believe I’ve been imagining days like this for ten years?”

Deng Ying didn’t respond.

Ten years seemed to be a very important timespan for Yang Wan, but for some reason, whenever she mentioned this number, Deng Ying felt a sense of “unreality,” as if standing before a bottomless abyss, about to send someone sinking down – or perhaps sending them back. He would feel an inexplicable reluctance.

So instead of responding to Yang Wan’s words, he asked, “By the way, I haven’t asked you what you said before His Majesty today?”

Hearing this, Yang Wan finally smiled.

“I didn’t say a single bad word about Noble Lady Jiang before His Majesty and the Empress.”

Deng Ying looked up. “Then what did you say?”

Yang Wan said, “I just said that my sister, after hearing what those servants said, went back and cried alone, hiding from us.”

Deng Ying was startled.

He was amazed at her grasp of human nature and her control over propriety. This outsider’s calmness and decisiveness were something neither he nor Zheng Yuejia could match.

“How did you think of that?”

Yang Wan said evenly, “His Majesty has no real feelings for his harem. Don’t be fooled by Noble Lady Jiang’s favor – it’s only because she’s pretty and has a pleasant personality before His Majesty. Even if she bears a prince, His Majesty may not necessarily make him Crown Prince. His elevation of the Noble Lady’s family is probably to give my brother something to fear. My sister is prettier than the Noble Lady, His Majesty likes her…”

She left the latter half of the sentence unspoken.

The “male gaze” that was condemned in modern society was simply a fact in the Great Ming Dynasty.

Yang Wan coughed and tried to keep her voice level as she changed the subject. “His Majesty also likes her, but she’s too gentle, too silent… when wronged, she won’t speak of it before His Majesty, just swallows it herself. That’s why I deliberately spoke that way before His Majesty. Having said that, they can’t accuse me of stirring up trouble. With the Empress sitting beside him, she had to express concern for the palace consorts, and everything fell into place naturally. However, Senior Lady Jiang felt that our Senior Ladies’ Office, being in charge of major palace ceremonies, shouldn’t get involved in such disputes, so…”

She wiggled her knee. “This is the result.”

Deng Ying gently steadied her leg.

“Don’t move around, I haven’t finished applying the medicine.”

He then took off his robe that was getting in the way, folded it and placed it beside Yang Wan, switched to her other leg, and crouched down again. “This medicine you gave me happens to be good for bruises. Fortunately, there was some left from last time. Hmm… if it’s not too much trouble, you should still get some different medicine from the Imperial Dispensary.”

Yang Wan shook her head. “It’s not that much trouble. I was planning to sneak in while you were out and steal some, just take it back and apply it myself. But you caught me red-handed – how embarrassing.”

Deng Ying turned and moved the brazier closer to Yang Wan’s legs. The charcoal fire produced a fine, warm breeze that stirred Deng Ying’s casual shirt. By candlelight, he carefully avoided the bruised swelling, his fingers moving in circles as he gently applied and massaged the medicine for Yang Wan.

Yang Wan watched his hands and suddenly called out to him.

“Deng Ying.”

“Mm.”

He made a soft sound through his nose, still focused.

“When you treat me like this now… does it remind you of what you said to my brother…”

“Yes.”

He answered, “So just consider me serving you.”

“Then I should leave.”

“Don’t go.”

The words suddenly burst from his mouth.

After speaking, he was stunned himself, and looked up to find her leaning forward with her hands propped on her legs, chin in her palms.

“Deng Ying, do you know? You’re completely incapable of lying.”

Deng Ying lowered his head and smiled to himself. “Will you come again tomorrow?”

“I will.”

Yang Wan nodded. “Anyway, I don’t dare apply it in the Hall of Diligent Government or the Five Offices. My sister would be heartbroken if she saw, and Senior Lady Jiang and Song Yunqing would scold me to death. Only you and Li Yu are nice, neither of you say anything to me.”

After speaking, she sighed softly and rubbed her face, flushed from the charcoal fire. “Ah… but I’m thinking, this can’t go on forever. At year’s end, when the court is at odds with His Majesty, His Majesty will always be at odds with the harem, and even with his son.”

Deng Ying looked up. “Don’t worry, things will be better after the spring court session next year.”

“Because the Grand Secretariat wants to implement new policies in the South?”

“Yes. Before the new policies, there needs to be land registration in the Jiangnan area. This matter will have huge implications. There will be a tug-of-war between the Ministry of Revenue and the southern noble families and royal relatives. So before spring, the Grand Secretariat will certainly put aside the matter of deciding on the Crown Prince. You, the Noble Consort, and the young prince will have better days.”

“What about you all?”

Yang Wan continued, “The land registration in Jiangnan will face great resistance. The fate of the imperial commissioners sent there might be even worse than those inspecting salt and mines. Being hanged on boats would be getting off lightly.”

Deng Ying put down the medicine bottle. “Don’t worry, the people you want to protect are also the people I want to protect.”

Chapter 47: Winter’s Mulberry Whispers (Part 1)
Near the first month, Chen Qiuzhi, one of the Female Officials of Ceremonies in the Palace Ritual Bureau, suddenly passed away. The two Ceremonial Female Officials under her had only been promoted last year and weren’t ready for greater responsibility. The Ceremonial Office couldn’t immediately fill the position.

After consulting with two Palace Stewards from the Palace Management Bureau, Lady Jiang decided to promote a Reception Female Official to the Ceremonial position to handle the guidance and ceremonial duties for noble ladies entering the palace during the year’s grand banquets.

The vacant Reception Official position was filled by a senior Protocol Official, and Song Yunqing was appointed to the resulting Protocol Official vacancy.

At nineteen, Song Yunqing was the first young female official from her cohort to rise in the Palace Ritual Bureau. Yang Wan and others were delighted for her, planning to pool money for a celebration after the New Year.

However, Song Yunqing felt overwhelmed.

At night, lying on their respective beds, she couldn’t sleep soundly.

Hearing her tossing and coughing, Yang Wan got up and lit a lamp, asking, “Would you like me to serve you some tea?”

Song Yunqing hurriedly sat up, “Please don’t trouble yourself. The snow’s been heavy these days. You’ve finally warmed up in bed – if you get up and catch a chill, you’ll be coughing come spring.”

Yang Wan wrapped herself in her blanket and curled back onto her bed. “What’s wrong? You haven’t been sleeping well for several nights now.”

Song Yunqing also wrapped herself in her blanket, and they chatted across the candlelight.

“I’m worried about making mistakes at the New Year’s banquet. You know how it is – we’ve only handled bureau paperwork. I’ve never done Protocol Official duties. Being suddenly thrust into the spotlight, I don’t feel confident at all.”

Yang Wan tucked a pillow under her chin, comforting her: “We only serve the imperial consorts and noble ladies. How big a mistake could there be? The imperial consorts are like living Bodhisattvas – even if you make a mistake, wouldn’t they forgive you?”

Song Yunqing replied, “I’m not like you. You learn and remember things so quickly, like someone’s hammering information into your brain with a nail.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help laughing, “The way you put it… sounds rather frightening.”

“You think that’s frightening?”

Song Yunqing pulled back her bed curtain. Now fully awake, she felt like chatting. Cupping her chin, she asked Yang Wan, “Have you heard about how the Founding Emperor killed an official with iron nails?”

Yang Wan was startled, immediately developing a morbid academic interest.

This was a story not even recorded in unofficial histories.

“Why kill with iron nails?”

Song Yunqing explained, “During the Founding Emperor’s reign, there was a prominent scholar from Shandong named Wu Shan. The Emperor invited him to become an official, but he kept refusing. It’s said the Imperial Guard cut off one of his fingers before he was forced to come to the capital. Then, during his audience with the Emperor, he didn’t follow the Imperial Ceremonial Official’s guidance and performed the grand ceremony incorrectly. This enraged the Emperor, who considered it grave disrespect and ordered the Northern Disciplinary Court to imprison him in the imperial prison, where they nailed his hands and knees to the ground with iron nails. Wu Shan lasted three days before dying. The Ceremonial Official responsible for guidance was also beaten to death.”

Yang Wan’s exposed hand suddenly felt cold, and she quickly moved it toward the charcoal fire to warm up.

“Is this story very obscure?”

Song Yunqing nodded, “It was rather cruel. When female officials teach us, they only tell the latter half as a warning, reminding us not to treat palace ceremonies lightly. We dare not comment on the Founding Emperor being petty. Oh, you absolutely must not spread this story around.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, withdrew her warmed hand under the covers, got up wrapped in her blanket, and walked to the desk with the lamp to take out her notebook.

Song Yunqing asked, “What are you doing in the middle of the night?”

Yang Wan replied, “Thought of something I need to write down, or I’ll forget it tomorrow.”

Song Yunqing didn’t think much of it, lifted her bed curtain, and pressed her temples, saying, “I think I should follow your example and get up to review the ceremonial procedures.”

Yang Wan turned around with her brush, “Don’t just talk about it, get up!”

Song Yunqing hesitated with her blanket for a moment before steeling herself, “Alright, I’m getting up too.”

She got dressed and went to the desk.

They each took a lamp, and before they knew it, the hour of Yin had passed.

Yang Wan finished recording the story Song Yunqing had just told and read it over again to herself.

Speaking of cruelty, this story wasn’t particularly notable compared to later tortures in the imperial prison like intestine washing, but it probably wasn’t recorded because the Emperor, coming from humble origins, felt deeply disrespected by Wu Shan, seeing it as a loss of face. The behavior was rather childish and extreme – even Song Yunqing thought the Founding Emperor was too petty.

Yang Wan rested her chin on her hand by the lamplight, thinking how historical events tied to rulers’ personal emotions or individual characters seemed too random, seemingly impossible to explain through consistent historical principles.

“By the way, Yunqing…”

She turned around, wanting to ask for more details, but found Song Yunqing had fallen asleep at the desk.

Yang Wan shook her head helplessly, draped a cape over her, put away her notebook, blew out the lamp, and returned to her warm bed.

She recorded this incident as a casual note in her notebook without much deeper thought.

However, an event at the New Year’s palace banquet would turn Song Yunqing’s casual story into something of an ominous prophecy.

On New Year’s Eve, though the Grand Secretariat was on holiday, Yang Lun still entered the Huiji Gate early in the morning.

Last night’s snow had been particularly heavy, and the sound of snow being swept from the palace paths was almost grating. Yang Lun pressed his ears as he entered the duty room, took off his outer cape, and called for someone to bring water to wash his hands. However, it was quite a while before there was any sound at the door.

Yang Lun had already set out ink and paper, and without looking up, complained, “Have you all gone on holiday too? You’re so slow.”

As he spoke, he stood up, rolling up his sleeves while walking toward the door. Looking up, he saw Deng Ying standing in the sparse snowfall with the water basin.

“Why is it you?”

Deng Ying set down the basin and turned to close the door.

“It’s not very hot anymore, Senior Official Yang will have to make do.”

Yang Lun glanced at Deng Ying and dropped his sleeves, “I don’t want to touch anything you bring.”

Deng Ying said nothing more, but took out a memorial from his sleeve and handed it to Yang Lun.

“Please look at this.”

Yang Lun glanced at it and rebuked sharply, “How dare you steal a memorial that’s already reached the Ceremonial Court!”

He snatched the memorial from Deng Ying’s hand, “I’ll have He Yixian come to see about this right now.”

Deng Ying looked at the memorial Yang Lun held aloft and said evenly, “Stealing imperial memorials is a capital offense.”

He looked up at Yang Lun, “Won’t the Senior Official give this servant even a chance to explain?”

Yang Lun scanned the memorial and saw it was written by Censor Huang Ran.

“What do you mean?”

Deng Ying said, “His Majesty has rejected twenty consecutive memorials requesting the establishment of a Crown Prince. I privately withheld this one from Huang Ran. Senior Official Yang, you must go see Official Huang. This is not the time to act as an unyielding minister – it will bring disaster.”

Yang Lun slammed the memorial onto the desk, “What do you want me to say? For next spring’s land reforms in Jiangnan, the Grand Secretariat has already suppressed most officials from debating about establishing an heir. But Huang Ran is a lecturer at Wenhua Palace – he already sees His Highness as his future ruler. Now that His Majesty shows such favor to Lady Jiang, how could he not speak up for His Highness?”

Deng Ying replied, “The reasoning is correct, but shouldn’t there be some fear?”

Yang Lun laughed shortly, “You think he’s like you? Even in Zhang Zhanchun’s case back then, he showed no fear. He was beaten half to death outside Wumen Gate. Now it’s for his student – what do you expect me to say? Tell him to learn from you all, to see His Majesty’s attitude change and switch sides accordingly? Such contemptible behavior…”

He had been suppressing his anger over Consort Ning and Yi Lang’s situation for the sake of next year’s southern reforms, but now Deng Ying’s words provoked his fury. He vented at him, and by the end his words had lost all restraint, leaving even himself stunned.

Deng Ying stood before him, silently taking the tirade without a word, only turning aside to cough softly twice.

Seeing Yang Lun fall silent, he said quietly, “Senior Official Yang need not mind – these words are already much kinder than those of the Donglin faction.”

He looked at the memorial Yang Lun had slammed onto the desk, “If this memorial returns to Censor Huang’s hands and he won’t forgive me, instead reporting me to the Ceremonial Court, that’s also a capital offense. I’m not as the Donglin faction claims, stepping on Tongjia Academy’s bones to seek advancement. I have no future at all. I place my life in your hands. I ask for nothing else – I only beg for some mercy, that you won’t take my life and then waste it.”

Yang Lun was somewhat taken aback by these words.

Deng Ying exhaled, trying to steady his voice, “You and the Senior Grand Secretary probably don’t know yet – last month Zhang Luo had people set up surveillance outside Huang Ran’s residence. Several Commanders already have records of his drunken criticisms of His Majesty.”

“What?”

Yang Lun’s mind exploded.

“Then why haven’t they arrested him yet?”

Deng Ying explained, “Huang Ran comes from a wealthy family. I had the Eastern Depot officials fabricate charges to extort money from his household. When the Northern Disciplinary Court’s people saw this, they followed the same path to wealth, so they’ve temporarily held off on arrests.”

Yang Lun clenched his fists, “How did you know about this?”

Deng Ying looked up, “As Imperial Commissioner supervising the Northern Disciplinary Court, I naturally have my own eyes.”

Yang Lun ground out, “Acting like a hound…”

Deng Ying turned aside, “You may rebuke me as you wish. Now, regarding you…”

His throat grew slightly warm, “I dare not harbor any resentment.”

Yang Lun’s back went cold, “What do you mean?”

Deng Ying remained silent, but Yang Lun’s voice grew increasingly cold, “What have you done to Wan’er!”

Deng Ying closed his eyes, “I…”

Before he could finish, Yang Lun grabbed his collar and shouted, “Don’t imagine you still have a reputation to protect! Even if you save Huang Ran, I can never forgive you. Do you think living like this means you can be with my sister? I told you not to shame her, or I wouldn’t let you off! Why won’t you listen!”

He threw the memorial from the desk into Deng Ying’s face.

“Take this memorial back. I won’t give it to Huang Ran, and even if I did, he would surely report you to the Ceremonial Court. You’d better not court death.”

Deng Ying met Yang Lun’s gaze, “You must stop Huang Ran. Once he’s in the imperial prison, He Yixian will do everything possible to shift the blame onto you! If you’re charged with a crime, what about the Senior Grand Secretary, Consort Ning, the young prince, and Yang Wan?”

Chapter 48: Winter’s Mulberry Whispers (Part 2)
Yang Lun released Deng Ying and walked back to the shadowed window.

The memorial he had thrown lay beneath the side table, now an eyesore.

This was the first time he had erupted with such anger in the Grand Secretariat duty room. His fury was directed at many:

The stubborn Censor.

The Emperor cared only for power balance, not political integrity.

And the omnipresent Northern Disciplinary Court.

Yet in the end, only Deng Ying bore the brunt of his anger.

He had truly treated Deng Ying as someone without any backing and beneath his station. Unconsciously, he was certain that even if this misplaced anger burned him, Deng Ying would humbly endure it without causing any adverse effects on the current situation.

Years of association, all connections severed by that one knife, yet his trust in Deng Ying remained – though it had transformed into the confidence with which he freely humiliated him. Yang Lun was secretly alarmed by this, his insides churning, yet he could not express even a fraction of this to the man in palace robes before him.

He held his forehead, wiping away the hot sweat forced out in the first month, and said quietly:

“I’ll go find Huang Ran.”

After speaking, he snatched up the fallen memorial. Though he had intended to say nothing more, at the door he couldn’t help turning back, “Why won’t you simply sever ties with us and properly serve as a palace official?”

Deng Ying lowered his head, pressing the swollen spot on his face, “You may sever ties, but I don’t want to.”

Yang Lun shook his head with a bitter laugh, “People live by their integrity. You’re already in this state – no one will accept you. The more you do, the more the court suspects you. Like today, to delay the Northern Disciplinary Court, you used the Eastern Depot to extort money from the Huang family. The officials in the capital will only condemn you – no one knows you’re trying to save him!”

Deng Ying dropped his hand, “Do you think I still harbor delusions of a pure official’s reputation?”

“Then what are you seeking?”

Yang Lun used the memorial in his hand to point at Bai Huan’s calligraphy hanging behind him, “Look for yourself – this is the Grand Secretariat duty room, where the literary minds of the realm transform their ideals into national righteousness…”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying interrupted him, continuing quietly: “I disgrace this place by my presumptuous presence, deserving only contempt.”

Yang Lun’s throat quivered, suddenly feeling as if pierced by needles.

“I understand it all.”

Deng Ying stepped closer to him. “I even know what conflicts you internally, but I don’t know how to make you see me more clearly.”

“See clearly? What’s unclear?”

Deng Ying looked up, “In your eyes, the two who died from hunger strike while awaiting punishment with me at Nanhaizi last year brought honor to our brotherhood, while I, who survived pitifully, brought shame. Since I lived so pathetically, I should completely let go and properly serve as a servant – only then would you not feel such conflict upon seeing me.”

Yang Lun remained silent. Hearing his inner struggle voiced by Deng Ying brought a chill like spring water over stone.

“I haven’t managed that.”

Deng Ying’s voice was calm and gentle, “With my current status, maintaining a private friendship with you indeed brings you shame. You may rebuke me, but please don’t cut off my path forward. I know my eventual fate, but before that day comes, I wish to live bearing my guilt.”

Yang Lun exhaled a heated breath, looking down at Deng Ying with a slightly strained voice. “Can you survive like this?”

Deng Ying glanced up at Yang Lun, then lifted his robe and knelt, performing a deep bow to Yang Lun.

Yang Lun lowered his head, his hands suddenly clenching behind his back. Though he could almost guess why Deng Ying would do this, he still pressed the question: “What do you want to say?”

Deng Ying straightened up, “Zi Xi, more than shaming you, what I cannot forgive myself for is… my feelings for Yang Wan…”

He lowered his eyes, gazing at nothing in particular, “After our teacher’s death, I was completely shattered. I desperately wanted her sympathy – even just a little would have saved me then. Later, I developed other desires for her. I loathed myself for tarnishing her reputation, but she never rebuked me as you do.”

He looked up at Yang Lun, “Zi Xi, whether I can survive depends on how long you all can tolerate me, and how long Yang Wan is willing to forgive me.”

Yang Lun turned away, “Have you forgotten the oath you made to me in the Ministry of Justice?”

“No.”

Yang Lun slammed his fist on the wooden desk, sending up a cloud of fine dust. He turned and grabbed Deng Ying.

“Who the fuck told you to…”

He burst out with crude words, emotions high, yet still couldn’t say what he wanted to say. His voice caught, and when he spoke again, his fury had weakened, “Who the fuck told you to use my courtesy name?”

With that, he tucked Huang Ran’s memorial into his robes and left the duty room without looking back.

Dust particles glittered like gold in the light.

The empty Grand Secretariat duty room, bearing the greatest life aspirations and patriotic sentiments of the realm’s scholars, indeed held a certain awe for Deng Ying. Standing in the empty window light, his back chilled, he dared not linger.

He lowered his head to straighten his disheveled clothes, walked out of Donghua Gate, and headed toward the Inner Eastern Depot along the Imperial Provisions Office. Halfway there, he met Eastern Depot guard Qin Wende.

“Superintendent.”

Qin Wende clasped his hands in greeting.

Deng Ying glanced at the time, “Just returned?”

Qin Wende bowed, “Yes, Huang Ran is entering the palace for the banquet today. The Northern Disciplinary Court’s officers didn’t dare stop him. I left two men to watch his residence and returned first to report to the Superintendent.”

Deng Ying asked, “Did you investigate those drunken words?”

“Yes, they were confirmed. Most words were insignificant, but the crucial part was that drunken poem, written by Huang Ran himself. One line reads ‘I pray spring’s clarity descends today, Soon turning the world to three feet of ice.’ The Northern Disciplinary Court has it now. Depending on their interpretation, it could be seen as a rebellious poem.”

Deng Ying nodded, “Did you get your money?”

Qin Wende laughed, “Ha, our threats were empty – couldn’t scare him. Only his concubines were frightened enough to give us some jewelry. The rest is with his principal wife, probably mostly taken by the Disciplinary Court’s people by now.”

“You didn’t harm anyone?”

“We wouldn’t dare!”

Qin Wende hastily replied, “Superintendent, you taught us to make a quiet profit and let the Disciplinary Court take the blame for any trouble. We all feel that though the money is less, it’s better for our karma than killing. How could we act rashly? We’ll continue to serve you well in the future.”

“Good.”

Deng Ying nodded with a smile, “It’s New Year’s Eve, go home early.”

Qin Wende bowed and took his leave.

Deng Ying looked up at the sun nearing noon.

The sky was cloudless, sunlight falling directly on his skin, yet without a trace of warmth.

Controlling the Eastern Depot was different from managing palace construction workers. Though his heart hadn’t changed, his actions appeared as two extremes in others’ eyes.

Deng Ying pulled his cape tighter and walked toward the Inner Eastern Depot office, silently reciting Huang Ran’s poem line the whole way.

“I pray spring’s clarity descends today, Soon turning the world to three feet of ice.”

At first glance, there seemed no issue, but considering Huang Ran’s position and the recent court debates about establishing an heir, the line carried terrifying implications of killing the Emperor to establish a new one.

Deng Ying pressed his tiger’s mouth point and looked back toward Donghua Gate.

Today the imperial city opened its three gates, with capital officials gathering at the Hall of Supreme Harmony for the banquet. The open gates gaped like three hopeless mouths. When designing and building them, Deng Ying knew every brick intimately, but once handed over, they became connected to the current Emperor’s breath, losing their simple nature as mere stone.

Deng Ying turned back and continued walking, sincerely wanting to praise Huang Ran.

“I pray spring’s clarity descends today, Soon turning the world to three feet of ice.”

This line, he had written it sharp as a knife cutting flesh – truly excellent.

At the Hall of Central Harmony, officials waited for the grand banquet. In the Palace of Heavenly Purity, the Empress, Empress Dowager, and consorts were receiving ceremonial greetings from noble ladies under the guidance of the Palace Ritual Bureau’s Reception Officials. At year’s end, Prince Ping’s elderly Princess Consort had returned to the capital to visit the ill Empress Dowager. She was the Empress Dowager’s sister from her maternal family. Since following Prince Ping to his northern fief, she hadn’t returned to the capital. Seeing her sister after many years, they discussed family matters, then talked about the northern border – the Oirat’s yearly harassment and the people’s unbearable suffering – and the conversation grew lengthy.

The other consorts and noble ladies showed little interest in these border matters. Only Consort Ning sat attentively beside the Empress Dowager and elderly Princess Consort, listening and occasionally responding.

The elderly Princess Consort observed her wearing a semi-new gauze jacket and skirt. Though her makeup was formal for the New Year, it wasn’t heavy, and her overall bearing was light and elegant, her manner gentle and appropriate. Quite pleased, she couldn’t help saying to the Empress Dowager, “This is Yi Lang’s mother, isn’t it?”

The Empress Dowager nodded, “Yes.”

The elderly Princess Consort said, “I thought so – only such a noble lady could have raised Your Highness’s grandson to be so well-mannered.”

Then a thought occurred to her, “Does the noble lady have any other sisters?”

Consort Ning looked to the Empress Dowager, not daring to speak rashly. The Empress Dowager answered, “She has a younger sister currently in the Palace Ritual Bureau.”

The elderly Princess Consort quickly said, “Then we must meet her.”

The Empress Dowager smiled, “Are you looking for a match for your grandson?”

“Indeed.”

The elderly Princess Consort looked at Consort Ning, “I wouldn’t have mentioned it if I hadn’t returned, but now that I’m here with Your Highness, I’ll be bold – my grandson hasn’t yet taken a principal wife.”

“A principal wife won’t do.”

The Empress Dowager directly rebuffed this suggestion.

The elderly Princess Consort was confused, but Consort Ning hurriedly rose and knelt.

The Empress Dowager looked down, “What are you doing?”

“Your Highness, please forgive me. Yang Wan…”

“Don’t lose composure before distant guests. Go bring her here – we’ll discuss the rest later.”

During the exchange between the Empress Dowager and Consort Ning, a palace servant bent to whisper something to the elderly Princess Consort. She finally understood – Yang Wan was the Palace Ritual Bureau female official who had been engaged to the Zhang family and later suffered damage to her reputation. She quickly rose and said to the Empress Dowager, “I was being foolish – my grandson is still too young, there’s no rush.”

Hearing this, Consort Ning finally relaxed slightly but then noticed the Empress Dowager’s clear displeasure.

Knowing her presence would only make the Empress Dowager more uncomfortable, she used the excuse of returning to change clothes to withdraw.

Yang Wan had been standing below the moon terrace of the Palace of Heavenly Purity, observing ceremonial matters with two Ceremonial Officials.

Suddenly, a warm small hand grabbed her finger.

“Aunt…”

Yang Wan turned to see Yi Lang looking at her eagerly, appearing to have run through the cold wind – even his cape ties had come undone.

She quickly crouched down to tighten Yi Lang’s cape, “Your Imperial Father is about to take his seat at the Hall of Central Harmony – why are you still here?”

She looked up to ask the accompanying eunuch, “What’s going on?”

The eunuch replied, “His Highness hasn’t been feeling well since early morning and vomited something, but he insisted we not mention it. He was supposed to go to the Hall of Central Harmony, but suddenly said he wanted to find Consort Ning. We had to follow him here, only to find the Consort had gone to change clothes.”

Yang Wan felt Yi Lang’s forehead – fortunately no fever. She had him stand in a sheltered spot while she blocked the snowy wind.

“What’s wrong? Did you eat something that didn’t agree with you earlier?”

Yi Lang shook his head, “I don’t want to go to the Hall of Central Harmony.”

“Why?”

Yi Lang pressed his lips together for a moment, then suddenly mentioned something seemingly unrelated to the banquet.

“The other day, Father Emperor personally came to the Hall of Literary Cultivation and severely reprimanded my lecturer, even making him stand in the cangue outside Wumen Gate.”

After saying this, he frowned, pulling at his leather belt, his eyes reddening. “I pleaded for my teacher, but Father Emperor rebuked me for being ‘young and arrogant.'”

Yang Wan comforted him, “Is Your Highness perhaps afraid?”

“Not afraid, but I feel it’s unfair to my teacher.”

As he said this, his fists were clenched, but his body trembled.

Yang Wan looked at his small hands, sensing his unease.

First as ruler and subject, then as father and son – he was but another life under imperial authority. Though he tried to hide his fear in his words, his body betrayed him.

Yang Wan hugged him, gathering his increasingly cold hands to her chest.

But he trembled even more.

Yang Wan calculated the time, knowing this standoff couldn’t continue. She bent down and softly told him, “This servant will accompany Your Highness there.”

Yi Lang looked up, “Aunt, you’re a female official – you can’t enter the Hall of Central Harmony.”

Yang Wan nodded, “This servant won’t enter. I’ll escort Your Highness there, then wait for you below the moon terrace.”

Chapter 49: Winter’s Mulberry Whispers (Part 3)
After informing the Ceremonial Official, Yang Wan led Yi Lang toward the Hall of Central Harmony.

Walking along the central axis of the Ming Imperial City, no flowering trees were visible anywhere. To emphasize solemnity, even the engravings on the bronze tripods along the way had sharp edges. Powdered snow accumulated on the cold white marble moon terrace, wind sweeping it down the steps like ground bones and ash. Yi Lang’s originally warm hands grew increasingly cold, and by the time they reached the Hall of Central Harmony’s entrance, they were like two blocks of ice.

Several attending eunuchs from the Ceremonial Court stood guard below the carved cloud-and-dragon imperial path. Seeing Yi Lang and Yang Wan approach, they hurried forward, saying, “His Majesty is about to ascend the throne in the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Your Highness, please come with us.”

Yi Lang looked up at Yang Wan, “Aunt won’t leave, right?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No, I won’t. After Your Highness finishes attending the banquet with His Majesty, this servant will escort you back to the Palace of Heavenly Purity.”

“Alright.”

Yi Lang agreed, releasing Yang Wan’s hand and turning to follow the Ceremonial Court eunuchs toward the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

Letting go gave Yang Wan the uneasy feeling of abandoning him to society’s harsh lessons. She suddenly recalled something her brother had once told her: “You’ve never experienced society’s cruelty. When you were young, Mom and Dad protected you, then you hid in academia. Do you know how complex society is? If we let go, you could still live without worry, focusing solely on academic circles. Those people in society would destroy your ‘humanities researcher’ persona in minutes.”

Indeed, among the younger generation, regardless of their initial ideals, some would be forced to become more pragmatic, to become essential cogs in society’s machinery, striving to fulfill humanity’s fundamental requirements for material wealth, technology, and political development.

Her brother, balding in his thirties amid the internet wave, was like this; Yi Lang, forced to immerse in politics and economics at six or seven, was like this; even Deng Ying seemed to be the same.

Yang Wan hesitated behind the Hall of Supreme Harmony, also hesitating at society’s doorstep.

The entrance ticket was free, but like most young intellectuals, she both despised and yearned for the bizarre world behind that door.

“Female Attendant.”

“Hmm?”

An inner servant interrupted her soaring thoughts.

“Please wait with us below the Hall of Supreme Harmony’s moon terrace. His Majesty and His Highness are proceeding to their seats. We cannot linger here at the Hall of Central Harmony.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan stood with the palace servants beneath the stone dragon heads.

Before the hall, nearly half of the capital’s officials had gathered. Black official hats, round-collared robes, various colored brocades, and silks embroidered with cranes, pheasants, lions, tigers, bears, and leopards filled Yang Wan’s vision. Some gathered in conversation, others bowed in thought, some showed joyful expressions, and others looked worried – under the shadows of the eighteen bronze roof peaks, each face was animated in its way.

Yang Wan saw Yang Lun speaking gravely with someone, but before she could make out who it was, drums and music sounded. The officials quickly knelt and prostrated themselves. Yang Wan looked up toward the moon terrace, where Emperor Zhenning, wearing the four-dragon robe and winged crown, ascended the throne attended by He Yixian, the Ceremonial Court’s Seal-Holding Chief Eunuch.

Flanking the throne stood four Ceremonial Court Secretary Eunuchs and twenty-four Imperial Guard officers led by Zhang Luo.

Yang Wan deliberately observed Zhang Luo’s appearance. He stood ramrod straight, his gaze sweeping over the officials below, occasionally falling on Yang Wan but never lingering.

A whip cracked below the imperial path, its shadow flashing briefly on the white marble ground beneath the sun.

According to Yang Wan’s memory, this was when the Crown Prince of the Eastern Palace should ascend his seat. Since Emperor Zhenning had only Yi Lang as his son, Yi Lang sat on the east side of the throne. Below Yi Lang should have been various princes, but this year only Prince Ping was at court, and being elderly, he had already declined the banquet invitation.

Thus, the Ceremonial Court’s Master of Ceremonies guided officials of the fourth rank and above to enter the hall and take their seats.

Yang Wan watched Yang Lun, looking serious, following behind Bai Huan up the jade steps.

He hadn’t noticed Yang Wan, focused on whispering something to Bai Huan, who showed no reaction though his hands clasped behind his back tightened.

Officials below the fifth rank sat scattered in the eastern and western corridors outside the hall. The Feast Pavilion and Nine Pavilions began serving the banquet. As the Palace Music Bureau began playing the Nine Songs inside the hall, the grand music outside temporarily ceased. Unlike what Yang Wan had imagined, the New Year’s Eve imperial banquet during the Zhenning era lacked an atmosphere of rulers and subjects celebrating together. The Emperor, Yi Lang, and the assembled officials all maintained their roles with grave dignity.

The corridors, however, presented a different scene.

Since only banquet tables were set without seats, younger officials stood scattered about, helping themselves to food and wine while conversing. Yang Wan, hunching her neck, stood below the moon terrace listening to them talk. Their topics varied widely, from grand land reform policies to household matters of students taking imperial examinations. Yang Wan was growing drowsy when suddenly Zhang Luo’s shout rang out from within the hall: “Seize Huang Ran!”

The officials outside immediately stopped their laughter, craning their necks to look inside.

They saw Huang Ran, red-faced, kneeling before Yi Lang. As soon as he tried to stand, Imperial Guards pressed him flat to the ground, preventing any movement.

Emperor Zhenning, seated on his throne, looked down and asked, “What ceremony were you performing just now when offering a toast to the Imperial Prince?”

Huang Ran laughed once, “The great ceremony between ruler and subject…”

“What ruler and subject ceremony?”

Emperor Zhenning hadn’t erupted yet, but the veins on his forehead were already bulging. He gripped the dragon head carving on his throne, “I ask you once more – why did you perform the ceremony reserved for an emperor father?”

Huang Ran’s eyes were red, his face alternating between red and white from drunkenness.

The Imperial Guards were restricting his breathing, making his voice broken.

“Emperor father… who is emperor father… my loyalty is to this realm…”

He raised his head, “But what has become of the realm… Salt inspectors die on their boats, mine inspectors are crushed in their mines. My Huang clan… ancestors built a century of prosperity, only to have it all stolen away by some shameless Imperial Guard whelps…”

After these words, not a single person in the hall dared speak.

Yang Wan turned to look toward the horizon, where thick clouds now covered the place where the sun had broken through earlier, the last warm light now gone.

Huang Ran tried to raise his head for a breath, but the Imperial Guards pressed him down harder. In the end, his face was pressed to the ground, yet he still wouldn’t stay silent. After several coughs, even with his lungs nearly bursting, he rasped: “Such a feast before us… yet I, your subject, cannot eat a single bite! Senior Grand Secretary Bai, Vice Grand Secretary Zhang, and Senior Official Yang… how do you manage to eat it?”

He finished with wild laughter, coughing and laughing, the wine he vomited carrying a hint of blood that made those present cover their noses and tremble.

Emperor Zhenning hadn’t expected such words from him and angrily shouted, “Drag him out!”

The Imperial Guards immediately flipped Huang Ran over, grabbed his arms, and ignoring his kicking struggles, dragged him out of the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

Inside the hall, Yi Lang had already descended from his seat and knelt facing the throne, awaiting Emperor Zhenning’s judgment.

Yang Lun now deeply regretted not heeding Deng Ying’s words and firmly stopping him, leading to today’s situation.

He wanted to speak for Yi Lang but knew that every word spoken would only add to Yi Lang’s offense.

Emperor Zhenning looked at Yi Lang with a dark expression. Father and son seemed to share an unspoken understanding – one controlling his anger, the other his fear.

“The banquet is dismissed.”

The Emperor spoke quietly, and He Yixian quickly announced loudly: “The banquet is dismissed!”

Only then did people come to their senses, rising to bow and take their leave.

The Emperor suddenly added, “Senior Grand Secretary Bai, Vice Grand Secretary Zhang, you two wait in the Grand Secretariat duty room. I have more to say.”

Bai and Zhang exchanged glances, clasped their hands, and responded “Yes,” then withdrew from the great hall.

The Emperor stood and said to Zhang Luo: “Take him to the Wuying Hall for supervision. Lead the Northern Disciplinary Court in investigating Huang Ran’s intentions and report to me. I will deal with both matters together.”

Yi Lang, kneeling on the ground, glanced at Zhang Luo. Zhang Luo walked to Yi Lang’s front and said in his usual cold voice, “Your Highness, please.”

Yi Lang stood and walked a few steps, then suddenly turned back to Emperor Zhenning: “Father Emperor, will you kill Teacher Huang?”

Emperor Zhenning looked at him, “What ceremony did he previously perform before you?”

Yi Lang raised his head, “Teacher first performed the ceremony for a prince, then I performed the student’s ceremony for a teacher.”

“If so, does he deserve death today?”

Yi Lang lowered his head, “He violated proper ceremony – he deserves death. But this student cannot bear to see the teacher die. If Father Emperor would show mercy, this son is willing to accept punishment in the teacher’s place.”

Emperor Zhenning was silent for a moment, then suddenly laughed – a complex laugh containing both approval and disgust.

But he expressed nothing in words, only waving his hand: “Withdraw.”

Yi Lang said nothing more, turning to leave the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

Yang Wan watched Yi Lang descend from the imperial path. Before he saw her, his emotions weren’t visible, but upon seeing Yang Wan, his eyes immediately reddened. His steps quickened, and by the time he reached Yang Wan, tears were streaming down his face. Yet he made no sound, gently taking Yang Wan’s hand and forcing back his sobs:

“Aunt, Mother Consort will surely worry tonight. Please don’t return to the Fifth Bureau?”

Yang Wan nodded, “Alright.”

Then she looked up at Zhang Luo, “Where are you taking His Highness?”

Zhang Luo said: “Wuying Hall.”

Yang Wan gripped Yi Lang’s hand, “By himself?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan crouched down, tightening Yi Lang’s cape, saying softly: “Stay wrapped up, don’t catch a cold.”

Zhang Luo looked down, “Yang Wan, if you delay further, I’ll charge you with defying imperial orders.”

Hearing this, Yi Lang hurriedly said: “Aunt, let go.”

He forcefully pulled his hand from Yang Wan’s and wiped his tears hard, yet still refused to turn back and let Zhang Luo see his tearful face.

“Vice Commander Zhang, do not trouble my aunt.”

Zhang Luo bowed and lowered his voice: “I understand. Your Highness, please.”

Yang Wan followed a few steps, calling out repeatedly: “Commander Zhang, Commander Zhang…”

Zhang Luo stopped, gesturing for the Imperial Guards to take Yi Lang ahead, then turned to block Yang Wan, “What do you want to say to me?”

Yang Wan watched Yi Lang’s retreating figure and said softly: “I know you are loyal and won’t seek personal revenge, but he’s still young. Could you allow me to look after him?”

Zhang Luo laughed once, “You may, but you must break off with that eunuch and apologize to the Zhang family.”

He stepped closer to Yang Wan, “I dislike your self-presumed cleverness and unruly manner.”

Yang Wan raised her head, “You want to control me?”
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She stepped closer to Zhang Luo and asked, “Is the purpose of the Great Ming Code merely to restrain?”

Then she suddenly cast a sorrowful glance at Zhang Luo.

“Zhang Luo.” She called his name, “Have you ever felt sympathy for prisoners?”

Zhang Luo froze, “What are you saying…”

“Or rather, back when you were in the South, when you heard about Yang Wan’s disappearance, and the Zhang family abandoned their search fearing she had lost her virtue – did you ever feel sympathy for Yang Wan as a woman?”

As she spoke, her eyes seemed to glisten with tears, the sorrow in them growing deeper, “Prisoners never see daylight, and neither have I. I’ve always been under your control – whether you beat me or humiliate me, I cannot resist. Isn’t that enough?”

She finished speaking and tilted her head back to hold back the bitterness in her throat.

Unable to see the grief in her eyes, Zhang Luo’s shock vanished instantly. He hated himself for being fooled by a woman’s tears, his voice growing colder.

“You think crying in front of me will make me sympathize with you?”

Yang Wan gave a short laugh, “I never intended to manipulate you with pretenses – that wouldn’t be fair to you. I am sincere with you because you are also a living person. You’ve gone against your conscience and shown me mercy before. Whether it was out of sympathy or not, I thank you, but I cannot accept your character, nor will I betray myself out of fear of your condemnation.”

Zhang Luo looked down at Yang Wan’s slightly flushed face.

She was different from a year ago. The sharp sense of distance remained, but that deliberate formality he had noticed seemed to have diminished.

“The Great Ming Code exists not to restrain, but to punish,” he said, stepping closer to Yang Wan. “I restrain you because your wrongdoings haven’t reached the level requiring punishment. You were once betrothed to me, my mother valued you, and I’ve kept the position of primary wife vacant for you. If you’re willing to turn back and admit your mistakes to me, there is nothing a husband cannot forgive his wife.”

“Is this still how you think now?”

“Yes. When I learned you were still pure, I was still willing to give you a chance.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan suddenly felt dizzy.

In modern times, this obsession with purity was called a “complex,” carrying a hint of literary mockery and even implicit acceptance. But from Zhang Luo’s mouth, it sounded like judgment – an official sitting high in court, the accused kneeling below, with one declaration of “innocent” demanding gratitude for this grand mercy.

Yang Wan felt spiritually nauseated by these words.

But she also understood that two completely different yet equally unbreakable spiritual barriers could not be forced together. Moreover, he was the wall of this era, while she was merely a speck of accidental dust.

So she lowered her voice and asked with a bitter smile, “Your leniency toward me is because I remain pure?”

Zhang Luo didn’t deny it. “It’s good that you understand.”

With that, he raised his hand to summon the Imperial Guards and coldly ordered, “Take her to Wuying Hall.”

Yang Wan’s nausea toward Zhang Luo was quickly overshadowed by Yi Lang’s barely concealed fear.

Wuying Hall was an unfinished palace. Most of the construction funds earlier in the year had gone to Taihe Hall, so Wuying Hall’s east and west annexes hadn’t begun construction yet. Only Hengshou Chamber, a two-bay residence, had been built in the eastern courtyard. Yi Lang was temporarily confined there.

The guard told Yang Wan, “Female Attendant, each day from Chen hour to Shen hour, take the corridor past the moon terrace to fetch supplies from Wuying Gate. Besides you, no one else may serve His Highness. If anything happens to His Highness, you will be held responsible.”

Yang Wan nodded “Yes” and turned to gently push open the door to Hengshou Chamber.

Yi Lang sat alone on the couch, hugging his knees with his head down.

It was nearly dark. Yang Wan lit a lamp by the couch and sat beside Yi Lang, softly calling, “Your Highness.”

Yi Lang quickly raised his head, “Aunt…”

Yang Wan used her sleeve to wipe the tears from his face, “It’s alright, Your Highness, we’ll just stay here for a few days while I take care of you.”

Yi Lang curled up in Yang Wan’s arms, “What about Mother… will she be implicated because of me?”

Yang Wan didn’t know how to answer, she could only take off her cloak and wrap Yi Lang in it completely, “No, Your Highness hasn’t done anything wrong, and nothing will happen to Her Majesty…”

Yi Lang clung to Yang Wan’s shoulders, saying in a muffled voice, “I never meant to disrespect Father Emperor.”

Yang Wan nodded gently, “I know, they misunderstood and harmed Your Highness.”

“Aunt, why would Master Huang do such a thing…”

Yang Wan choked up slightly, “Because he wanted to see his good student grow up quickly, to quickly take on responsibility for the country and its people.”

Yi Lang’s small hand gently pinched Yang Wan’s sleeve, “I will grow up, and I’ll listen to the teachers’ words and work for the people’s welfare. Why couldn’t he wait for Yi Lang to grow up?”

“Mm…” Yang Wan’s voice caught, “Maybe he felt he was getting too old.”

Then she looked down at the child in her arms, “Your Highness if you were your father, would you execute Huang Ran?”

Yi Lang silently nodded.

Yang Wan trembled. Yi Lang noticed and quickly looked up.

“Aunt, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing… I’m just a bit cold.”

Yi Lang took off Yang Wan’s cloak.

“Here, wear it, Aunt.”

Yang Wan took the cloak Yi Lang offered, remaining silent for a long while.

That first night in Wuying Hall, Yang Wan couldn’t sleep at all.

She sat by the couch and told Yi Lang several bedtime stories that her grandmother had told her when she was young.

It wasn’t until late in the night that Yi Lang finally fell into a peaceful sleep.

Yang Wan sat by the lamp, trying to piece together this segment of history.

In early Zhenning Year 13, Concubine Jiang gave birth to the second prince Yi Jue, and the Emperor elevated her to Noble Consort Jiang, richly rewarding her family. From that time on, historical records about Consort Ning contained only fragments. As for Huang Ran, there were no specific historical records. However, this indirectly proved that Yi Lang didn’t receive any substantial punishment due to Huang Ran’s drunken behavior.

So what turning point had occurred in between?

Yang Wan held her brush but couldn’t write anything.

Still, life had to go on.

It was still the New Year period, and the atmosphere throughout the imperial city hadn’t changed at all despite the Crown Prince’s confinement.

On the third day of the first month, Consort Jiang gave birth to the second prince. The Emperor named him Yi Jue and elevated Jiang to Noble Consort. All the noble ladies inside and outside the palace came to offer congratulations. Qianqing Palace held grand feasts for days as if they had forgotten Yi Lang entirely.

The Imperial Guard Commander came to question every day.

Yang Wan couldn’t be present during questioning and had to wait in the courtyard.

During questioning, Yi Lang sat facing east while two commanders stood facing west. The questions were almost the same every day, mainly about Huang Ran’s words and actions, and the content of his daily lessons. This wasn’t even the most difficult part. Starting from the third day, the Emperor ordered that during questioning, Yi Lang could no longer sit facing east but had to stand while answering. The Imperial Guards’ questions also shifted from Huang Ran to other instructors and attendants like Zhang Cong and Yang Jing. Sometimes Yi Lang had to stand for an entire day.

He was still too young and spoke without much restraint.

As a result, due to some of his statements, in the following days, all the instructors in Wenhua Hall except Zhang Cong were imprisoned pending punishment.

When Yi Lang learned of this, he gradually became silent, but his silence provoked the Emperor’s fury. On the seventh day, the Emperor issued an edict reprimanding Yi Lang. After the official delivering the reprimand left, Yi Lang remained kneeling, refusing to get up.

Yang Wan went in and lifted him from the ground, but he remained silent.

Yang Wan coaxed and questioned him for a long time before he finally said he was hungry.

“Would you like some noodles?”

After saying this, Yang Wan felt somewhat helpless.

Yi Lang coughed once but didn’t answer.

Yang Wan could only crouch down and take his hand, “Aunt only knows how to make noodles. Have some first, and soon the kitchen will send proper meals.”

Yi Lang finally nodded.

“Alright, I’ll have noodles.”

Looking at him, Yang Wan felt a painful lump in her throat, but still managed to smile and say, “Then sit and read for a while, Aunt will go make them for you.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan watched him sit at the desk before closing the door and walking toward the courtyard while rolling up her sleeves.

The stove wasn’t lit yet.

She suddenly realized she didn’t know how to light a stove, and felt so frustrated she wanted to slap herself.

Between a pen and a ladle, who would win in a fight?

Right now, Yang Wan hoped the ladle would win.

She resigned herself to the task, wiping her face and forcing herself to light the fire stick. The flame suddenly shot up high, startling her into reflexively dropping it and jumping back.

Just as she stepped back, she saw a hand pick up the fire stick.

“Did you burn yourself?”

That voice, so familiar to Yang Wan, was like a gentle breeze through tree branches, carefully brushing the leaves.

A surge of emotion suddenly rushed through Yang Wan’s nose.

“Stand back…”

“Ah?”

Deng Ying extinguished the fire stick, looking at Yang Wan in confusion.

“I said stand back, I might cry.”

Deng Ying stepped back several paces, and Yang Wan quickly tilted her head up, looking at the sky: “Little Deng Ying, is it because I stopped peeling the daily nuts that you forgot about me?”

“I… didn’t.”

The person before her was bewildered by the question, but Yang Wan didn’t spare his confusion, stamping her foot and continuing, “Is it because you’re wearing the Eastern Depot Commander’s uniform that you don’t recognize me anymore?”

This was the first time Deng Ying had heard Yang Wan speak like this, with a slight crying tone that seemed very aggrieved, but the meaning behind her words seemed to contain only reproach.

Deng Ying didn’t know what to do, so he could only grasp the literal meaning, raising his hands to undo his cloak and remove his official robe, draping it over his arm.

“I won’t wear it in front of you.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, seeing him standing thinly in the snow, and quickly said, “That’s not what I meant.”

Deng Ying stood still, “Tell me what I did wrong.”

Yang Wan rubbed her eyes, “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Then…”

He wanted to step forward but remembered Yang Wan telling him to stand back, so he quickly retreated, “Then… how did I make you cry?”

Yang Wan let out a deep breath, “I’m crying because of my foolishness. Deng Ying, it’s so good to see you now.”

Hearing this, Deng Ying finally relaxed.

He pressed his forehead and casually hung his official robe on a nearby tree.

“No matter what, when I come to see you in the future, I definitely won’t wear this skin.”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying. Under the official robe was a gray padded gown, and beneath that was his undergarment. He crouched down to light the stove fire, unconsciously leaning closer to it.

“Won’t you be cold like this?”

Deng Ying used a long stick to stir up the embers underneath, saying, “Not cold if I stay near the fire.”

He turned his head to look at Yang Wan standing nearby with her hands crossed, somewhat wanting to smile.

“Yang Wan.”

“Yes?”

“In the future, please don’t handle fire, alright?”

“What’s wrong with handling fire?”

She had finally calmed her emotions and crouched down beside him, sniffling, “I just wanted to cook something for Yi Lang.”

“Noodles?”

“Mm.”

Deng Ying turned to look at Hengshou Chamber, “Today’s questioning is over, right?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “There was no questioning today, just reprimanding.”

Then suddenly remembering something, she quickly asked, “Oh right, I was so emotional earlier, I forgot to ask how you got in here.”

Deng Ying said, “The Cabinet requested permission to transfer Huang Lun’s case to the Ministry of Justice. His Majesty didn’t approve, but he allowed the Eastern Depot and Northern Inspectorate to jointly investigate. I came today under imperial orders to question.”

“Please don’t question him anymore, I beg you.”

Deng Ying smiled at her, “Without that uniform, who am I to question anyone?”

He gently tucked away some loose strands of Yang Wan’s hair, “You and His Highness can treat me as just a fire-tending servant. Give me a bowl of noodles to eat.”
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The flames burned in the snowy ground, releasing the genuine smoky scent of burning wood.

The familiar smell brought Yang Wan back to memories of winter break when she returned alone to her rural hometown.

The snow-covered ground was strewn with withered branches and leaves. The young people who had gone out to work hadn’t returned yet and everywhere was quiet. The girl next door was burning firewood, and when Yang Wan passed by, the family warmly invited her to share their fire. She looked like an outsider then, with her oversized down jacket, the iPad she could only use to play Fruit Ninja when there was no internet, and the hand cream she never left her bag without… everything about her seemed novel to the little girl.

But compared to the girl’s ease, Yang Wan could only huddle awkwardly behind the woodpile, fretting about her unfinished thesis. Unable to understand the local dialect, she became the awkward one in conversation. When the little girl offered her a roasted sweet potato, she even felt embarrassed to accept it.

“Yang Wan.”

“What?”

She came back to her senses, suddenly losing her balance and sitting down in the snow.

Deng Ying quickly helped her up, unable to hold back his laughter, “What are you doing?”

Yang Wan brushed the snow off herself and said to Deng Ying, “I was thinking how everything seemed to fall into place when you arrived. Although I’m caring for His Highness, I haven’t been able to give him a proper start to the New Year.”

“Don’t lose heart, Yang Wan.”

“I know.”

She turned to look at Hengshou Chamber, “He’s afraid of bringing trouble to the other instructors and attendants at Wenhua Hall. When the Northern Inspectorate came to question him, he barely spoke anymore.”

“His Highness is doing the right thing.”

Yang Wan turned back, “Then how will you question him?”

Deng Ying said, “Besides coming to see you both today, I also wanted to ask your thoughts.”

Yang Wan was startled, “Mine?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan coughed, “What thoughts could I have?”

Deng Ying explained, “Although Huang Ran’s case is a criminal matter, it involves a prince and inner court privacy. His Majesty’s refusal to let the Three Judicial Offices intervene shows his intent to keep this case within the inner court. Since His Majesty has this intention, I should have room to maneuver in the Northern Inspectorate.”

Yang Wan pressed her temples, forcing herself to reconsider the Huang Ran case following Deng Ying’s logic.

His analysis aligned with the Ming history’s erasure of the Huang Ran case. Emperor Zhenning’s confinement of Yi Lang, ordering the Northern Inspectorate and Eastern Depot to jointly question him, and even sending officials to reprimand him – all were meant to make his son fear military and paternal authority. In reality, he only wanted to deal with Huang Ran and those instructors who had occasionally spoken out of turn.

“Has the Northern Inspectorate tortured Huang Ran?”

“Yes, they’re now forcing him to explain the meaning of a poem.”

Yang Wan looked up, “Poem? What poem?”

“‘I pray spring’s brightness descends today, to melt three feet of ice in the mortal world.'”

“Huang Ran wrote that?”

“Yes, when he was drunk. But at this point, I think the poem’s meaning no longer matters.”

Yang Wan lowered her head and remained silent for a moment, “You think he won’t survive?”

Deng Ying nodded, “I had tried to delay the Imperial Guards and find a way to conceal that poem, but I hadn’t anticipated what happened at the New Year’s Eve banquet. It’s too late now. What I’m worried about now is your brother.”

“My brother? Why?”

Deng Ying explained, “This case can conclude in two ways. First, it ends with Huang Ran. Second, it reveals the ‘mastermind’ behind this crown prince debate and ends with them. Master Yang and Grand Secretary Bai have been advocating for land reform, but His Majesty is still hesitant. Several southern princes have already approached Minister He to petition the Emperor about the harm land reform would cause them. If His Majesty wavers on land reform, the Huang Ran case could easily implicate Master Yang.”

Yang Wan continued, “So this case needs to be concluded quickly.”

She finished speaking and held her head, her temples throbbing like needle pricks.

“What’s wrong?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Nothing, Deng Ying, let me think…”

Just as she finished speaking, the door to Hengshou Chamber suddenly opened.

Deng Ying turned to see Yi Lang standing barefoot in the doorway, silently watching the two of them by the stove.

Seeing this, Yang Wan quickly stood and rushed to Yi Lang, “Why aren’t you wearing shoes? Come, let’s go inside, and I’ll help Your Highness put on your shoes.”

Yang Wan was anxious to take Yi Lang away.

Ever since that day outside Chengqian Palace, when she witnessed Yi Lang’s treatment of Deng Ying, she didn’t want them to meet again.

Although Deng Ying had told her just to watch, she still didn’t want to see him humbly extend his hand toward those shackles she despised.

“Commander Deng, please… go back first…”

She tried to lead Yi Lang inside, but he didn’t move. Instead, he looked up at Deng Ying and said, “Official Deng, don’t leave. I have questions for you.”

“Your Highness…”

“Yang Wan.”

Deng Ying called to Yang Wan, then smiled and shook his head at her before walking to Yi Lang and kneeling, “This servant greets Your Highness.”

Yi Lang looked down at him, “Father Emperor has confined me here and forbidden anyone to visit. Since you can see me, you must be His Imperial Envoy sent to question me. If this is questioning, why aren’t you wearing your official robes?”

“This servant didn’t want to offend Your Highness.”

Yi Lang said, “You don’t want to offend me because of my aunt? You still desire my aunt.”

Deng Ying remained silent. Yang Wan crouched down and drew Yi Lang into her arms, “Your Highness…”

She had barely begun when Yi Lang interrupted, “Although I am imprisoned, my teachers taught me that at any time, we must maintain imperial dignity. I would rather you strictly question me on behalf of the sovereign than show me sympathy because of my aunt!”

Yang Wan was taken aback.

She had been pained by Yi Lang’s humiliation under imperial and paternal authority, but had overlooked that he too was someone who lived by imperial power.

As she pondered this, she unconsciously drew her clothes tighter.

The snowy wind whistled against Deng Ying’s back and across Yang Wan and Yi Lang’s faces.

While Yang Wan was unsure how to reconcile these two, Deng Ying spoke.

“This servant doesn’t want to question Your Highness, because Your Highness has done nothing wrong.”

He finished speaking and raised his head to look at Yi Lang.

One kneeling, one standing, yet they could look each other in the eye. “Even if this servant questions on behalf of the Emperor, this servant is unwilling to slight Your Highness. Though Your Highness is confined and temporarily restrained, please don’t be distressed. The actions Your Highness has taken here have moved the hearts of the officials in Wenhua Hall.”

Hearing these words, Yi Lang quickly asked, “Do my teachers know I didn’t mean to harm them?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying nodded, “Your Highness has done very well.”

Yi Lang smiled at Yang Wan – though brief, it was the first smile she had seen from Yi Lang in seven days.

“You may rise.”

Deng Ying bowed again, “This servant is guilty and dares not rise.”

Yi Lang looked down and said, “My aunt doesn’t like me being harsh with you, and I don’t want to see my aunt unhappy. Considering you haven’t overstepped bounds to offend my aunt, I won’t rebuke you today. You may rise.”

“Yes, this servant thanks Your Highness for your mercy.”

As he finished speaking and stood up supporting himself on the ground, the cold pain in his ankles almost made him stumble.

Yang Wan looked at his ankles, “Does it hurt?”

Deng Ying shook his head and said softly, “Don’t ask me such things in front of His Highness. Help His Highness put on his shoes.”

Only then did Yang Wan remember that Yi Lang had come out barefoot. She quickly led him to sit on the couch and turned to move the charcoal brazier closer.

When she turned back, she saw Deng Ying kneeling before Yi Lang, letting Yi Lang rest his feet on his knee while he carefully arranged the shoes and socks.

“Let me do it…”

Deng Ying didn’t turn around, “It’s all the same. Bring the brazier closer to His Highness, it’s too cold.”

He then unfastened his robe and wrapped Yi Lang’s feet in his embrace.

Yang Wan looked at his kneeling leg, where the trouser leg revealed thick bandaging, showing that his old ankle injury had been acting up severely in these days of heavy snow. But because he had said not to ask such things in front of Yi Lang, Yang Wan decided to respect his wishes.

She touched Yi Lang’s hand, “Be good and put on your shoes and socks properly, then go warm yourself by the brazier. Aunt will go make you noodles.”

Then she looked at Deng Ying.

He was focused on tying Yi Lang’s socks. Yang Wan hesitated, but couldn’t help saying, “Would Your Highness also allow Official Deng to warm himself for a while?”

Yi Lang didn’t speak, only nodded.

Only then did Yang Wan push open the door and walk back to the courtyard.

Near noon, it began to snow.

Being spring snow, it was very fine and light, melting hastily the moment it touched skin.

The firewood crackled like muffled firecrackers that wouldn’t pop.

Yang Wan carefully avoided the sparks, bent down to roll up her sleeves, and put the loosened noodles into the pot.

As she gently stirred the boiling water, she remembered the last time she had made noodles for Deng Ying, by the city moat in early autumn. Back then, right after Zhang Zhanchun’s death, she had also told Deng Ying, “Don’t be sad, you didn’t do anything wrong.”

Now the same words, coming from Deng Ying’s mouth, had comforted Yi Lang.

Thinking about this, Yang Wan couldn’t help but smile.

Although at that time, Deng Ying still considered himself a sinner, her words must have comforted him too.

“Is it ready?”

The door creaked as Deng Ying walked out of Hengshou Chamber alone, “Let me help you.”

“No need.” Yang Wan waved him away, “I’m quite skilled at making noodles now.”

As she lifted the noodles out and ladled them into bowls, she said, “I see you have something wrapped around your ankles. Is it the handkerchief I gave you last time? Isn’t it a bit thin? I’ll give you a thicker one when I get out.”

“How could I waste your things on my feet? I don’t even dare to wear them on my body.”

Yang Wan lifted the hibiscus jade pendant at her waist, caressing the wooden bead as she said, “But I never want to part with your gifts.”

Deng Ying looked down at the bead, his gaze softening: “Let me carve you another one, to make a pair.”

“What can I give you in return?”

Deng Ying pointed behind Yang Wan, “I want to eat noodles.”

Yang Wan replied, “Alright.”

She turned and added, “Wait until I serve them and bring them inside, we can eat together.”

Deng Ying shook his head, “His Highness won’t allow it. Don’t make him unhappy again, I’ll be the one who suffers.”

He bent down to pick up the bowl, “I’ll eat standing outside. You hurry inside. When Wuying Hall’s location was originally chosen, it was meant to be a Buddhist temple, but because the northern air was too strong, they changed the design during construction. It’s starting to snow today, make sure to close all the doors and windows tightly. I just noticed His Highness has a slight fever. I’ll go out later and have the Imperial Guards summon the Imperial Physician for him. Take care of yourself too.”

“Fever…”

Yang Wan suddenly looked up, “I have a way to conclude the Huang Ran case, but it might hurt… no… never mind…”

She shook her head, “Forget what I said.”

Deng Ying silently looked at Yang Wan, and after a moment suddenly said, “It’s alright.”
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“You don’t know what you’re saying when you just say ‘alright.'”

Yang Wan picked up the noodles and headed inside.

Deng Ying smiled and followed her, saying, “We can try. Your understanding of His Majesty’s thoughts has always been more accurate than ours.”

Yang Wan turned around and said seriously, “Deng Ying, do you dare trust my intuition in matters like this?”

Deng Ying replied, “It’s not about trusting your intuition. This matter already rests entirely on His Majesty’s whim. You were able to help Secretary Zheng and Consort Ning before, so if it’s your method, I’m willing to try.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together in silence, and Deng Ying didn’t press her.

As the steam faded from the cooling noodles, Yang Wan finally spoke, looking up, “The daily questioning and today’s reprimand – His Majesty wants His Highness to fear his sovereign father. If you report that His Highness has fallen ill from anxiety due to the constant questioning, perhaps His Majesty will immediately pardon him. As long as His Majesty intends to protect his son, this case won’t implicate Yang Lun and can only be concluded quickly with Huang Ran. But… today you’re the one questioning, and if His Majesty takes offense, this will become another charge for court officials to condemn you with. I don’t know what will happen.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan, “Master Yang told me that no matter what I do, the court will never accept me again. He didn’t need to tell me – I understand this in my heart. For me, seeing political clarity and the successful implementation of land reform is what I want to see, and… ensuring your safety above all.”

He finished speaking and picked up his bowl, taking a bite of noodles, “It’s getting cold. Hurry and take these inside. I’ll leave after I finish eating.”

Yang Wan wanted to ask Deng Ying how this matter would have ended if she hadn’t suggested this method.

But when this question entered her mind, it once again gave her the feeling that she wasn’t just some fish that had slipped through the net.

She sat beside Yi Lang’s couch holding the bowl of noodles and opened her notebook.

The blank space marking that turning point she couldn’t write before – now she seemed able to write it, but she had no way to put her name in the notes.

That night, Yi Lang, overcome with fear and anxiety, indeed developed a high fever. By late night he was delirious with fever, clutching Yang Wan’s sleeve and calling continuously for Consort Ning. Yang Wan tucked the blankets around him and went out, forcefully knocking on Wuying Hall’s door. The Imperial Guard at the door immediately blocked her, pressing his blade against her throat.

“Wait.”

Yang Wan looked toward the voice.

She saw Zhang Luo in the corridor raise his hand, walking toward her while gesturing for the guard to lower his weapon and step back.

He came to stand before Yang Wan, looking her up and down.

She looked much more disheveled than before, her dress stained with ash from the firewood, her hair coming loose – she appeared somewhat pitiful.

Zhang Luo withdrew his gaze, holding his sword, “Breaking into a restricted area at night is a capital offense. What do you want?”

Yang Wan bowed, “His Highness has a high fever that won’t break. Please summon the Imperial Physician.”

Hearing this, Zhang Luo jerked his chin at the guards at the door: “Go check.”

“Yes.”

Two men strode past Yang Wan, bringing a gust of cold air. They soon returned to report, “Sir, His Highness indeed has a severe fever.”

Zhang Luo ordered, “Go to Huiji Gate with my token and summon the physician on duty.”

Then he used his sword hilt to pin Yang Wan against the hall door, “The Eastern Depot man came today. What are you planning?”

Yang Wan pressed against the sword hilt, “Let go.”

Zhang Luo turned his face away darkly but pressed her even harder, “If I find out you’re using His Highness to manipulate me, I won’t let you off again.”

As Yang Wan desperately tried to break free, she inadvertently grabbed Zhang Luo’s fingers, and he suddenly yanked his hand back.

Yang Wan crouched by the door catching her breath, saying nothing. She stood up, pressing her shoulder, and walked back to Hengshou Chamber without looking back.

The physician on duty at Huiji Gate was Imperial Physician Peng. After examining Yi Lang, he told Yang Wan, “Cold has entered his lungs – it’s quite dangerous. I must report to Yangxin Hall immediately.”

Yang Wan stood up, “What can I do…”

The physician looked at Yi Lang’s complexion and turned back to say, “Keep His Highness well covered and keep the charcoal burning warm.”

“Alright…”

She finished speaking and forcefully patted her aching shoulder before crouching down to add more charcoal.

The Imperial Physician casually asked, “What happened to the female attendant’s hand?”

Yang Wan said “Oh,” then added, “I just bumped into something.”

Just as she finished speaking, Yi Lang called out hazily, “Aunt…”

Yang Wan quickly wiped her hands and sat beside him, “Are you awake?”

“Mm… Aunt, I dreamed of Master Huang and Uncle…”

“What did you dream about them?”

Yi Lang didn’t answer but reached out with his burning-hot hand to embrace Yang Wan. She simply wrapped him up and held him in her arms.

“When Your Highness sees His Majesty, you must not argue with him.”

Yi Lang nodded, “Yi Lang knows. I will beg Father Emperor’s forgiveness and not let Mother, Aunt, and Uncle worry anymore.”

“Good.”

Human sentiment seems to flow naturally – this child didn’t need Yang Wan to say much more; he seemed to understand most of it.

Yang Wan held Yi Lang’s burning body and softly coaxed him back to sleep.

Just as day was breaking, the edict from Yangxin Hall indeed arrived. Emperor Zhenning ordered Yi Lang to be returned to Chengqian Palace to recover. Consort Ning came personally with an umbrella to receive him. When Yi Lang saw her, although he was unwell, he didn’t cry.

After settling Yi Lang in Chengqian Palace, Consort Ning turned to see Yang Wan standing silently by the screen.

“Wan’er, we owe you much gratitude.”

Yang Wan shook her head and stood straight, looking at Yi Lang’s fever-flushed face.

“I didn’t take good care of him.”

Consort Ning followed her gaze, “Being able to return like this is already a great fortune.”

Yang Wan said, “Your Highness must have been worried.”

“Yes, but I didn’t dare say anything, fearing it would provoke His Majesty’s fury and cause the child more suffering, and worried it would implicate my brother.”

Yang Wan comforted her, “Now… it should be alright.”

Consort Ning led Yang Wan to sit behind the screen, “I hope so. Wan’er,” she hesitated for a moment, then continued with some uncertainty in her voice, “Would you… like to leave the palace?”

Yang Wan was startled, “Why does Your Highness ask this?”

Consort Ning said, “When you first entered the palace, you were such a lively spirit, but over this past year, sister feels you haven’t been as happy as before. If you’re willing, you could let Commander Deng set up a residence outside the palace. Living peacefully away from palace politics would be quite nice too.”

Yang Wan blurted out, “If I leave, what about Yi Lang?”

She was immediately shocked by her own words.

In saying this, she had already tacitly accepted that Consort Ning would not live much longer.

Hearing this, Consort Ning patted her hand, “He has his fate. He will be safe.”

As Yang Wan heard these words, she suddenly saw the shadow of a winter bird pass by the window.

It seemed to carry a sense of despair, trying to break through the void. Yang Wan deliberately avoided looking at it clearly, instead instinctively turning away.

On the tenth day of the first month of Zhenning’s thirteenth year, His Majesty personally visited Yi Lang in Chengqian Palace. Yang Wan and Song Yunqing stood outside Chengqian Gate, and at noon finally heard the contents of the imperial edict – Huang Ran was sentenced to execution, while the remaining instructors were to be tried by the Ministry of Justice.

When the Ministry of Justice sent people to receive them, each person was as joyful as if ascending from hell to heaven.

After taking over the case, the Ministry of Justice overturned most of the groundless charges from the prison investigations, concluding each matter quickly.

There was another edict issued to the inner court.

Dozens of imperial envoys who had questioned Yi Lang, including Deng Ying and Zhang Luo, were all sentenced to ten strokes of the rod.

Yang Wan next saw Deng Ying on the evening of the fourteenth day of the first month, in the inner office of the Eastern Depot.

The inner office of the Eastern Depot was only two rooms wide.

The outer room was the main hall, while the inner room was the duty room.

The duty room had no decorations, only cramped with a low bed, three or four stools, and a table.

Deng Ying sat by the window reading Yang Lun’s “Land Reform Policy.” Two guards sat to the side shelling peanuts, and one asked, “What is the Commander reading? You’ve been at it for hours.”

The other said softly, “The Ministry of Revenue’s Land Reform Policy.”

“Southern land reform – my hometown’s fields will suffer.”

“Does your family have much land?”

That person waved his hand, “Fortunately not much. The people left at home don’t want to take care of it. If we could sell it, that would be fine.”

“That depends on the price.”

Just then they heard Deng Ying cough several times, and the speaker quickly stood up, “Commander, do you need water?”

Deng Ying put down the document and tried to stand, “I’ll get it myself.”

The man hurried over eagerly, “Let me serve you. If you hadn’t gone to Wuying Hall yourself that day, we would have been the ones suffering.”

“Shh–“

The other guard pulled at his clothes while looking toward the door.

The first man didn’t understand, “Don’t pull me, everyone knows our Commander is good, unlike those demons… oh… Lady Yang.”

He jumped up, brushing peanut shells from his clothes while pulling his companion out, and closing the door behind them.

Today Yang Wan wore a water-green wide-sleeved gown with a moon-white cloud-collar embroidered with auspicious patterns, her hair in a simple bun with a jade hairpin. She looked quite different from her usual palace attire.

“Why did you come here?”

Yang Wan adjusted her jade hairpin, “Chen Hua asked me to check how you’re doing, and if you’re better, to invite you to join them for hotpot the day after tomorrow.”

Deng Ying asked, “Why didn’t he come himself?”

“Oh, he was worried that if he came, it would look like he was currying favor with the Eastern Depot, so…”

“Would Director Song let him send you on errands?”

“You…”

Yang Wan watched Deng Ying sitting on the lamplight, analyzing so seriously, and suddenly had the urge to jump up and pinch his face.

“I asked him for the errand, alright?”

Deng Ying seemed to understand the meaning of these words, but reflexively said “Ah?”

“You…”

Yang Wan sat beside Deng Ying, “Do you believe…”

“Ouch…”

Yang Wan had accidentally touched his not-fully-healed wounds, and he couldn’t help but draw in a sharp breath.

Yang Wan quickly stood up, “Oh no, where did I touch?”

Deng Ying stiffened his neck without speaking, but instinctively used Yang Lun’s “Land Reform Policy” to cover his thigh. This action reminded Yang Wan of the first time she entered his quarters, when Deng Ying sat on the bed, just as stiffly holding up a book.

“Would you sit across from me?”

He said this while carefully changing his position, “Would you like some water?”

Yang Wan understood he was changing the subject and went along with it, “Yes.”

Deng Ying reached out to pour her a cup of tea, then poured one for himself.

“Is His Highness better?”

“Much better. Among everyone, your injuries are the most difficult to heal. I’m sorry, I gave you all bad advice and ended up harming you. If you’re feeling resentful…”

She held out her hand, “Do you want to hit back?”

Deng Ying shook his head with a smile and placed a jade bead carved with a hibiscus in Yang Wan’s palm, “For you.”

Yang Wan was startled, and heard him continue, “I carved it while recovering from my injuries. It’s also a centerpiece bead – you can string it with your other jade pendant. This is from some leftover jade when they replaced the beast eyes on Zhonghe Hall’s roof ornaments. The jade quality is good, but I’m not very skilled at carving jade, so some parts aren’t well done.”

Yang Wan held the bead up to the lamp. The bead wasn’t even half the size of a fingernail, yet it was intricately carved with hibiscus stamens and petals. Though jade is smooth, it’s more brittle and harder to carve than wood. When she was young and studied “The Story of the Carved Olive Pit,” she had only marveled at the ancients’ exquisite craftsmanship. Now holding such a finely crafted object in her hands, besides admiration, she felt the joy of receiving a gift.

“Truly a masterpiece of Ming craftsmanship.”

Chapter 53: Winter’s Mulberry Whispers (Part 7)
“I’m glad you’re willing to wear it. As for what… Great Ming craftsmanship…”

Yang Wan held up one finger, “The finest craftsmanship in Great Ming!”

Deng Ying watched her genuine delight and smiled gently, “Did you bestow this title on me?”

“Yes.”

As she spoke, she removed the lotus jade pendant from her waist, took out the original fixing bead, and placed it beside her. Lowering her head, she threaded the new bead while saying: “I heard from the craftsmen at Taihe Hall before that you’re not only skilled in construction methods but also excellent at fine carving. They say you can even carve landscapes in relief inside tiny snuff bottles.”

The old matters she mentioned flowed past like water over stone.

Deng Ying spoke lightly: “That’s all in the past, and I learned it secretly when Master Zhang wasn’t watching.”

“Why did you have to learn in secret?”

Deng Ying bent down gently to help Yang Wan hold the jade pendant to prevent her strain, while honestly responding:

“Because officials shouldn’t spend too much effort on specific crafts. The teacher hoped I would study more of the ‘Book of Changes’ and ‘Book of Rites.'”

He looked at his own hands, “I wasn’t very skilled even before, and now I’ve forgotten many techniques. As for that snuff bottle, that’s their fabrication – I actually can’t do it.”

Yang Wan kept her head down while fixing the jade, seemingly asking casually: “That’s already quite remarkable. By the way, have you ever thought about not being the Eastern Depot Chief anymore, and becoming a craftsman outside instead?”

Deng Ying shook his head after hearing this, “A scholar cannot become a craftsman, they can only become officials. Similarly, a eunuch cannot become a craftsman, they can only be servants. Even if I’ve thought about it, it’s impossible.”

He finished speaking and picked up the notebook beside him again.

Yang Wan only then noticed that on the ginger-colored volume was written “Qing Something Strategy,” with the middle character hidden by Deng Ying’s hand.

“What are you reading?”

“Oh.” Deng Ying moved his finger and showed the volume to Yang Wan, “Written by your brother, strategies for implementing land clearing in the South.”

“May I take a look?”

“Sure.”

He turned the book over and handed it to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan quickly scanned several lines on the page he had turned to, immediately recalling when Yang Lun wrote the “Land Clearing Strategy” which later became world-famous. After the Zhenning years, countless copies of this article were passed down, so it was not only a famous policy document but also one of Yang Lun’s renowned calligraphy works.

Yang Wan reached out to take it, asking: “This article, has the Cabinet and Ceremonial Office not yet jointly discussed it before His Majesty?”

Deng Ying made a sound of agreement.

“This is my copy.”

“You copied it?”

“Yes.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan looked carefully at the characters on the paper.

It was said that after Deng Ying died, his residence was burned.

Perhaps for this reason, this person hadn’t left any handwriting in history. Since studying Deng Ying, this was the first time Yang Wan had seen his handwriting.

Unlike Yang Lun’s magnificent style, Deng Ying’s characters were extremely orderly, each stroke had its limits. The horizontal and vertical strokes, the left-falling and right-falling strokes were all contained within a perfectly appropriate force. When traces of sharpness appeared, they were suddenly contained, appearing without any hint of aggression, as standardized as characters from a printing block.

One’s writing reveals one’s character.

If he were in modern times, he would certainly be a young man who could wear a white shirt well, write in a perfect print style, and have a decent job related to scientific research and technology. Then like a cold gear, he would turn precisely, quietly, and lonely somewhere in the world.

“Your handwriting is really beautiful.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help but compliment him.

Deng Ying said: “Master Yang is the one with true accomplishments in calligraphy.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan smiled showing her teeth, “I don’t think so at all, he’s like someone writing with a mop, as if drunk on yellow wine, very confusing.”

Deng Ying couldn’t help but laugh.

This wasn’t the first time Yang Wan had teased Yang Lun in front of him, yet hearing it always inexplicably warmed his heart.

She was like a gravitational force between status differences, pulling Deng Ying out from the dark mire while bringing Yang Lun down from the clear sky, allowing them to temporarily walk parallel.

Seeing him smile without speaking, Yang Wan took up the volume herself and casually browsed through it.

Yang Lun’s writing style was quite ordinary, but his logic was exceptional. When Yang Wan was a graduate student before, one of her professional course teachers particularly liked Yang Lun. He said Yang Lun was a practical person, with average political sensitivity, but had a natural talent for grasping national economic and military matters. If Emperor Zhenning could have died a few years earlier, his achievements would have been even greater.

From this not-too-long article, Yang Wan could read the power of over a decade of diligent study and a decade of departmental experience.

She put down the volume and rubbed her slightly sore eyes, recalling historical materials related to Deng Ying from Zhenning’s thirteenth year. The first passage she thought of was from the “History of Ming,” describing his embezzlement of educational fields in Jiangnan.

This was also an important change in the later “Record of Hundred Crimes.”

“Deng Ying…”

“What is it?”

Yang Wan looked up at him, “If this strategy is implemented, who will the court… send to the South?”

Deng Ying said: “The Imperial Academy should select students to verify the land area, you… are you worried about Yang Lun?”

Yang Wan was originally worried about Deng Ying, but his mention made her recall the related historical records as well.

The spring and summer transition of Zhenning’s thirteenth year was when the Cabinet and Ceremonial Office were most strongly opposed. This political struggle, arising from land clearing, involved the imperial clan in Jiangnan, as well as most of the hidden fields belonging to He Yixian, Hu Xiang, and others in the South.

Yang Lun’s “Land Clearing Strategy” was extensively opposed, and he faced great difficulties in the South, nearly being killed on a river boat.

Meanwhile, a major incident known as the “Crane Residence Case” occurred in the palace. The Emperor’s second son Yi Jue, who had just been titled prince, was almost strangled to death by a palace maid in the Crane Residence. This case had far-reaching implications. Although only one palace maid attempted assassination, her escape led the Northern Commandery and Eastern Depot to investigate three hundred pairs of criminals. Among these palace servants, some were beaten to death, others were strangled. However, although the “History of Ming” emphasized this piece of history, it didn’t even record the name of a single palace maid.

Yang Wan’s advisor believed this was a smokescreen. He suspected that the person behind Yi Jue’s attempted murder was Consort Ning, but later Emperor Jinghe Zhu Yi Lang, to cover up his mother’s scandal, deliberately left a heavy stroke in the historical records about “killing three hundred people.”

However, this was just his theory, without enough historical materials to support it, so it wasn’t included in his published thesis. But this remained one of his research directions, and he particularly hoped Yang Wan would help him continue it. Unfortunately, Yang Wan was completely focused on Deng Ying and refused to participate in that project. Now thinking about it, she felt quite regretful.

“Deng Ying, do you think… is this a good time for land clearing?”

Deng Ying saw the worry on Yang Wan’s face and smiled, saying: “Whether it’s a good time or not, the Cabinet will only ask if it should be done. What I can do is ensure that those who serve the people don’t die, and those who serve the country don’t perish.”

Ensure that those who serve the people don’t die, and those who serve the country don’t perish.

Yang Wan silently recited this sentence in her heart.

Yang Lun died naturally, while the man before her was dismembered.

Indeed, those who served the people didn’t die, and those who served the country were praised throughout the world, but who could ensure that the person who spoke these words wouldn’t die?

Forget about not dying, at least let him not suffer so much before his death.

Thinking this, she decided not to dwell on this complex history of Zhenning’s thirteenth year in front of Deng Ying, and gently patted the back of his hand.

“Would you like some nuts? I brought some, I’ll shell fresh ones for you.”

Deng Ying nodded, “Then I’ll go pour another pot of tea.”

Yang Wan watched him support himself on the table edge to stand up, even having to pause when straightening his back, clearly still in severe pain, and suddenly blurted out: “I want to ask Imperial Physician Peng if there’s any way to help strengthen your body.”

“I’m fine.”

Yang Wan asked doubtfully: “Actually, I see Zhang Luo can already serve duty, why were your ten strokes beaten so heavily?”

After speaking, she suddenly realized, “Was it the Northern Commandery who administered the punishment?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer, still only saying: “It’s fine.”

“How can it be fine, Zhang Luo…”

Deng Ying shook his head, comforting her: “Really, it’s fine. Although Master Zhang is very cruel in matters of punishment, he doesn’t show favoritism or vent personal grudges. He treats everyone the same. He was beaten too, just that his body is strong, he didn’t make a sound when beaten, and could walk back by himself afterward.” After speaking, he picked up the kettle from the small stove, brewed a second round of tea, and filled a cup to hand to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan took the tea and said: “He doesn’t vent personal grudges? But I feel he must hate me to death.”

“Why?”

Yang Wan smiled, her voice becoming calm, “This is the second time I’ve caused him to receive the rod punishment. I hope he has some humanity, so the imperial prison during the Zhenning years wouldn’t have been so terrifying.”

Deng Ying slowly sat down on the bed platform, “Yang Wan, Zhang Luo is not an extremely evil person, and the imperial prison… isn’t completely hell. The judicial path is overcrowded with officials, relationships are complex, and many cases might not make it to the Three Judicial Offices. But the Northern Commandery is different. Although its prison is very cruel for officials, it might not be a bad door for justice for those without power, it’s a path for commoners and servants to have their voices reach imperial ears. In this aspect, Zhang Luo has done quite well.”

After hearing this speech, Yang Wan lowered her head and remained silent for a while, saying softly: “You make me feel ashamed.”

The implication of this sentence included Yang Wan’s self-reflection as someone who had consistently adhered to dialectics, but Deng Ying couldn’t understand this.

He watched Yang Wan lower her head without speaking, instinctively thinking he had said something wrong.

“What’s wrong?”

Yang Wan shook her head, picking up a peanut from the shell.

Seeing this, Deng Ying quickly grabbed one too, shelling it along with her.

“Let me shell them.”

He said while gathering all the nuts in front of Yang Wan to himself, “I’m sorry…”

Yang Wan shook her head with a smile, “Deng Ying, you always said I could do anything. I’m the same way, you can say anything to me, and you don’t always have to say sorry to me.”

The peanut shell cracked with a pop, and two clean peanut kernels fell into Yang Wan’s palm. She extended her hand toward Deng Ying.

“The reason I feel ashamed is because I think compared to you, I see people too superficially. I thought because he was harsh with me and severe with you, he was just an evil person not worth discussing. Others thinking this way is one thing, but even I thought this way, it’s not right…”

By the end, she gave a self-mocking smile and looked at Deng Ying’s hands.

“Someone like you really shouldn’t be treated this way.”

She said this very softly, and Deng Ying didn’t hear clearly.

Those hands were still shelling peanuts, white kernels jumping out of their shells one by one, falling into the oiled paper.

“What?”

Yang Wan suddenly felt very regretful, why hadn’t she transmigrated as a man? If she were a man, she would definitely take the imperial examinations, enter the Imperial Academy, and finally become a historian. Even if she were beheaded by those in power, she would write this person’s entire life truthfully into the history of the Great Ming Dynasty.

“I said, if I were a man, I would become a historian.”

“Why?”

Yang Wan raised her head, “I want to protect the person who ‘ensures those who serve the people don’t die.’ Although he doesn’t care about his posthumous reputation, I want to consider it for him, fight a battle for him in writing.”

Chapter 54: Dwelling Alone in the Jade City (Part 1)
Spring of the thirteenth year of Zhenning passed quickly. The auspicious vats that Deng Ying had designed to be placed before the Gate of Heart-Nurturing Hall were finally completely installed.

When Yang Wan occasionally walked past on the imperial path below the Heart-Nurturing Hall, she saw apricot blossoms reflected in the water, their faint shadows flickering. Fallen flowers floated rather than sank in the vats, and even when beaten down to the bottom by several sudden showers, they lay naturally on the green moss.

The spring in the entire Ming Imperial City was extremely reminiscent of Deng Ying’s temperament.

Warm, clean, pervaded with the crisp yet thin fragrance of freshly laundered silk clothes.

Yang Lun’s “Land Clearing Strategy” began to be implemented in Jiangnan.

But in early March, continuous heavy rains in the South caused the Jing River to breach. This led to flooding in three or four counties near the upstream of Yunmeng Lake that were conducting land surveys, as well as seven or eight counties at the confluence of Huaiyin Qingkou and the Huai River. The Huguang Provincial Governor Yu Shangwen memorialized Emperor Zhenning, requesting tax exemptions for four counties. Emperor Zhenning followed the Cabinet’s advice and issued an edict exempting Jingzhou’s four counties from taxes for one year.

Unexpectedly, when the counties in the Huai River flood zone saw Hubei take the lead, they also successively submitted memorials requesting exemptions.

However, when the pile of memorials came up, the Ministry of Revenue began to have difficulties.

The national treasury had been seriously depleted during the Zhenning years, with various ministries already borrowing against future income. Seeing that last year’s New Year’s silver for the department officials still hadn’t been distributed, how could they withstand such outflows without inflows? Therefore, whenever the Cabinet jointly discussed disaster relief matters, the Ministry of Revenue rejected them all citing lack of funds. The people in more than ten disaster-stricken counties could barely survive, local authorities were overwhelmed, and the land-clearing work gradually became extremely difficult.

Yang Lun memorialized requesting to personally go south to oversee the land clearing matters, but He Yixian took the opportunity to suggest to Emperor Zhenning to temporarily suspend the southern land clearing. He recommended someone called Liang Fan from the Ministry of Works to investigate the disaster and oversee the engineering work to plug the breach.

When Deng Ying told Yang Lun about this matter, Yang Lun nearly jumped out of his chair.

“Ha! Who knows how this Liang Fan will exploit the Ministry of Works’ allocations when he goes south? Everyone knows that after land clearing, the Ministry of Revenue needs money to buy land. We’re already desperate to squeeze silver from stone cracks. Now with natural and human disasters looming, they still embezzle! They’ve become lawless!”

Deng Ying hadn’t slept well the previous night, and now Yang Lun’s voice made his forehead throb with pain.

Since they were discussing matters in Yang Lun’s private residence, everyone sat very casually, only Deng Ying stood with his hands down, standing for an entire hour.

He was truly quite uncomfortable at this point, and had to press his temples and cough twice before saying to Yang Lun: “I can recommend someone from the Ministry of Works to you, if the ministers are willing to trust me.”

Yang Lun sat back down angrily, gesturing for him to say the name.

Deng Ying said in an even voice: “Xu Qi. After the Heart-Nurturing Hall project ended, he returned to his position in the Ministry of Works.”

Yang Lun didn’t speak, but Bai Huan suddenly asked: “Why do you recommend this person?”

Deng Ying turned around, cupping his hands toward Bai Huan: “This person oversaw the Heart-Nurturing Hall construction with me. Although he is overly upright in character, he is extremely loyal and righteous. If Minister Yang needs to go south to supervise land clearing, this person should not be controlled by Director He, nor use the flood to restrict the Ministry of Revenue.”

After he finished speaking, everyone present fell silent, some with doubtful looks, some completely disdainful.

It was almost summer, and that day was particularly sunny. Yang’s main hall courtyard had been baked by the sun all day, gradually forcing out a damp and stuffy smell from the muddy ground. An official surnamed Wu from the Ministry of Revenue couldn’t help wiping his face, suddenly standing up to say: “Today’s private discussion – I don’t know why Vice Minister Yang would let the Eastern Depot Chief in, and I dare not ask, but I’ll speak frankly. Whether it’s Xu Qi or Liang Fan, they’re both recommended by the Ceremonial Office. How much difference could there be? Forget about restrictions, I think their Ceremonial Office now has to kill on their minds!”

Bai Huan raised his voice: “Official Wu! Watch your words!”

Official Wu said: “Elder of the Cabinet, these are my heartfelt words, what is there to fear? Even if his Eastern Depot guards arrest me as soon as I leave, what I should say, I must…”

“If he meant to arrest people today, he wouldn’t be standing injured before us!”

Bai Huan’s raised voice cut off Official Wu’s words. Deng Ying was startled and looked up at Bai Huan. He also had a glimmer of hope, trying to see a trace of pity for him in his unacknowledging teacher’s eyes. However, Bai Huan didn’t look at him, waving his hand to contain his voice, saying wearily: “Enough, continue the discussion.”

Yang Lun looked toward Deng Ying, seeing that he was wearing casual clothes that day. Though it wasn’t very hot weather, his blue satin Daoist robe was already soaked with sweat. Yang Lun remembered the old wounds on his legs, and beckoned a servant to come in, instructing: “Bring another stool.”

“No need.”

Deng Ying bowed to Yang Lun, “I didn’t come today to discuss matters with the ministers, I only hoped to give you all some preparation for tomorrow’s imperial audience, so you wouldn’t be caught off guard. There are still official duties at the Depot, I must take my leave now.”

Yang Lun stood up: “Someone sees him out.”

Deng Ying straightened up with his hands down, “I wouldn’t dare, please let me go on my own.”

After speaking, he bowed again to everyone in the hall, backed up two steps straight-backed before turning to arrange his sleeves as he stepped down from the doorway.

Yang Lun watched Deng Ying’s figure disappear at the second gate, then turned to ask Bai Huan: “What does teacher think?”

Bai Huan was silent for a while before saying: “Xu Qi can be recommended, but it’s better not to have the Cabinet propose it. Communicate with the Ministry of Works, have them submit a memorial today, we’ll endorse it tomorrow, and submit it together during the imperial audience.”

Yang Lun responded “Yes.”

Bai Huan sighed and stood up shakily.

“That’s all for today.”

Yang Lun hurried forward to support him. As the teacher and student crossed the second gate, Bai Huan suddenly stopped, “What’s with the foot injury?”

“Ah?”

Yang Lun was startled, “Whose… foot injury?”

“Deng Ying’s.”

Yang Lun hadn’t expected Bai Huan to suddenly bring up Deng Ying’s leg injury. He was somewhat taken aback but still explained: “Oh. I heard it was injured by torture instruments when he was being tried at the Ministry of Justice the year before last.”

“Mm.”

Bai Huan nodded and continued walking, without asking anything more.

Yang Lun tentatively said: “Teacher, may I… associate with him in the future?”

Bai Huan stopped in his tracks, “Why would you ask me this?”

Yang Lun said: “He is our eyes in the Ceremonial Office.”

“Then just treat him as eyes!”

“Teacher…”

Bai Huan gripped Yang Lun’s hand, saying solemnly: “Yang Zixi… Once there’s friendship, you’ll think of fellow student ties. When he gets into trouble, you’ll easily make one wrong decision and fall into eternal damnation with him. Look at him…”

As he spoke, he raised his hand pointing outward, “Look what path he’s walking! He stepped over the lives of more than eighty people from the Tongjia Academy to take charge of the Eastern Depot. There’s not one person in court who doesn’t hate him. Who can protect him? Only the Emperor can protect him. But what is he doing? Is this what a servant should do? He privately communicates information with us – once the Ministry of Works recommends Xu Qi tomorrow, He Yixian will immediately understand what he did in between. If you treat him as a fellow student, do you dare to acknowledge this matter with him? You must distance yourself…”

Yang Lun unconsciously clenched his hand, “Must we just watch him like this…”

Bai Huan sighed, his eyes growing hot, his throat constricted.

“We can only watch…”

Yang Lun said: “But my sister is still with him.”

Bai Huan raised his head. A flock of birds in the clouds dove down their manner like knowing death yet still rushing toward it. The words he had originally been unwilling to say suddenly came out.

“Zixi, even one’s child, should they not be abandoned for the sake of the country?”

These words were spoken as they reached the main gate.

Bai Huan still gazed at the horizon but spoke no more.

Yang Lun raised his head to look straight out the door, seeing the spring path with green trees, swallow grass like green silk, a scene of warm spring prosperity, yet he vaguely felt that the whole way was covered in three feet of ice and strewn with white bones.

After leaving the Yang residence, Deng Ying walked alone on the main street. Several Eastern Depot guards saw him from far away in the crowd and swarmed to his side saying: “Chief, you’re out alone?”

Seeing their flushed faces and that they weren’t wearing official uniforms, Deng Ying gathered his sleeves and asked while walking: “Did you go drinking?”

One of them replied: “Yes, we went for a celebratory drink. Commander Chen married a second wife and got a new house, we just came from the festivities.”

Deng Ying nodded: “I heard about him buying a house last month.”

“Indeed! Oh my, it’s huge! Although it’s only a two-courtyard house, it looks extremely spacious. Chief, speaking of which, you should also get an outside residence. What’s the point of always living in the palace? I see many Beijing officials eagerly waiting to show you respect, some even bringing property deeds – what’s the harm in just taking a look?”

Deng Ying smiled: “If they’re coming through your channels, you go look.”

“How can that be? These past six months, you’ve distributed everything to your subordinates, not adding anything for yourself inside or out. If you don’t want anything for yourself, at least think about Lady Yang!”

Deng Ying stopped walking, “Don’t speak like that.”

As he finished speaking, they had reached the East Prosperity Gate.

When the guards saw the person at the gate, they suddenly fell silent as winter cicadas, pulling at each other as they left.

Deng Ying looked up and saw Yang Wan standing behind the East Prosperity Gate, wearing new palace clothes, her hair in a loose bun. Over these past six months, she seemed to have developed new insights into makeup and clothing, becoming increasingly radiant.

“Why are you here?”

Yang Wan walked a few steps closer to him, “Can you tell what’s different?”

“Promoted to Registry Chief?”

Yang Wan smiled: “Yes, I want to host a celebration tonight, but I don’t have a place, so I need to borrow yours and Li Yu’s.”

Deng Ying hesitated: “My place is cramped, I’m afraid…”

“It’s fine.”

Yang Wan walked forward with him, saying as they walked: “Now that the weather’s warm, we don’t need to eat hotpot inside. I see you usually cook outside anyway. There won’t be many people this time, just you and me, Li Yu, Yun Qing, and Chen Hua. I’m not asking for much, just some liveliness. Look… how many times have we talked about getting together? Your health hasn’t been good, so we never managed to do it.”

Deng Ying nodded in agreement: “Alright. I’ll first return to the Depot office, then come over.”

Yang Wan suddenly asked: “When you went out today, did you go to see my brother?”

Deng Ying paused, “How did you know?”

“I guessed.”

She looked at his ankle as she spoke, “Looking at how you walk, I know you stood for a long time. Outside, beside him, who else would dare make you stand so long?”

She finished speaking and moved closer to Deng Ying, “Deng Ying.”

“Mm?”

“Don’t be afraid of him in the future, just sit while talking to him. If he’s not nice to you again, I’ll go to the Imperial Court Gate and scold him.”

Deng Ying laughed out loud, “The Cabinet Elder was also there today, I couldn’t be disrespectful.”

“Oh.”

Yang Wan sighed, “I can’t mess with that old master. Ah…”

This sigh carried some heartache, “I also stood all day today, there really are many people I can’t mess with.”

Deng Ying hurriedly asked: “What happened?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “Noble Consort Jiang suddenly wanted to read some classics. Just reading would have been fine, but then she ordered me to recite them. I read for half a day, her palace maids nearly fell asleep – clearly revenge against me.”

“Is it because of last time when you reported the Yanxi Palace incident?”

Yang Wan shrugged, “What else could it be? I finally understand why Lady Jiang punished me that time.”

Chapter 55: Dwelling Alone in the Jade City (Part 2)
By the city moat guardroom, Li Yu was crouching at the base of the wall, picking charcoal for the copper pot from a basket.

In the basket, there were fewer large pieces of charcoal and many small ones, with the bottom layer almost entirely crushed.

Li Yu picked through it saying: “Looks like there’s nothing good left.”

Song Yunqing came over carrying water, looked into the charcoal basket, and said to Chen Hua who was cutting vegetables at the chopping board with rolled-up sleeves: “Is the silver allocated to the Twenty-four Offices less than in previous years?”

Chen Hua temporarily put down his knife and looked up with a sigh, “They said they’re reducing internal court expenses, but this basket they brought us isn’t all crushed – you can still pick out some large pieces, Li Yu, look more carefully.”

Li Yu stood up brushing dust off his bottom, “I’ve looked through it all, just these few will burn for a while.”

As he spoke, he showed them to Song Yunqing, “Sister, look, I think it’s enough.”

Song Yunqing said: “If it’s enough then throw them under the pot and light it… ah… never mind, let Chen Hua light it, you’re too careless, be careful not to burn yourself.”

Hearing her say this, Chen Hua wiped his hands and walked out from behind the cutting board, “I haven’t done this in a long time.”

“When I first met you, you were tending furnaces in the Department Office.”

Hearing her expose his background, Chen Hua smiled helplessly and nodded in resignation: “Alright, it’s my old trade.”

As they were speaking, Yang Wan came over from the direction of the Chengqian Palace carrying a box of pastries.

Song Yunqing waved to her, “Where’s Chief Deng? Didn’t you go to the East Prosperity Gate to find him?”

Yang Wan put down the pastries, “He went back to the Depot office, he’ll come later. Are you starting the pot now?”

Chen Hua said: “Yes, the charcoal’s not good, afraid it’ll be slow to boil later.”

After hearing this, Yang Wan casually made a joke, “Isn’t Director Chen trying to harm me? I’m hosting today, you manage the Fuel Conservation Office, you have all sorts of good charcoal, but you give me this.”

Chen Hua said: “Oh my, Registry Chief Yang, please don’t say that in front of Yunqing! These days all charcoal is registered in the offices and purchased according to quota. In easier times, the outer charcoal troops could keep some for themselves, but now it’s difficult. What I brought was scraped together from storage at the beginning of the year to pay respects to the Ceremonial Office, but the old ancestors were merciful and awarded it back. I fear this winter will be even harder.”

Song Yunqing asked: “Why such severe reductions?”

Chen Hua shook his head: “Who knows.”

“The Ministry of Revenue is tight.”

Yang Wan casually added, opening the pastry box and picking out a mung bean cake to give to Li Yu, “Little brat, you eat first.”

Chen Hua didn’t pay much attention to Yang Wan’s words, but Song Yunqing said: “The Ministry of Revenue is tight. What does that mean?”

Yang Wan said: “Pretend I didn’t say anything. Court matters, better we don’t discuss them.”

Song Yunqing propped her chin, “This isn’t just court business, haven’t you seen our salaries shrinking too? One way or another, I want to know why.”

Chen Hua said: “But you can’t ask Registry Chief Yang! She’s also a female official in the Imperial Dressing Bureau, how could she know more than you? Things that even we who go outside daily don’t understand, how could Lady Yang tell you anything?”

Song Yunqing said: “Who are you looking down on? I might not be capable, but Yang Wan is more clear-headed than you and Li Yu.”

Yang Wan laughed, “Actually it’s not complicated. After the southern land clearing ended, the Ministry of Revenue needed silver to acquire official fields, but early this year, because of bestowing rewards on Noble Consort Jiang’s clan, the inner court was severely depleted. The Ministry of Revenue is holding onto silver and refusing to supplement, so naturally they have to cut back, right?”

After hearing this, Song Yunqing raised her chin at Chen Hua, “See? More clear-headed than you, what else dare you say?”

Chen Hua smiled apologetically: “I wouldn’t dare, wouldn’t dare…”

Just as he finished speaking, they happened to see Deng Ying walking over from the city moat. Chen Hua quickly stood up and bowed: “Chief, you’ve finally come. I was being lectured by these two lady officials until I had no way out.”

After hearing this, Deng Ying just looked at Yang Wan and smiled, without saying anything.

Seeing this, Chen Hua covered his forehead: “Oh my, I forgot, you’re also one who dares not talk back.”

Song Yunqing stood up to bow to Deng Ying, and Yang Wan also stood to give him a lady’s bow.

Deng Ying hurriedly bowed in return, “With you all like this, how can I sit?”

Song Yunqing said: “Chief, please sit, don’t mind us servants. Today Yang Wan is hosting, and all the food, dishes, pots and charcoal come from her salary. We servants sit in company, naturally we should serve.”

Yang Wan bent to move the stool behind Deng Ying closer to the table, “Sit, Yunqing just talks like this.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying lifted his robe to sit, and Yunqing and the others also sat down in turn.

Chen Hua turned over the charcoal under the pot: “This charcoal isn’t good. It’s been burning this long but the water still hasn’t boiled.”

Song Yunqing said: “Stop turning it over, let it breathe a bit underneath and it’ll blaze up.” Then she looked at Deng Ying and asked: “By the way, Chief, I heard today that the Ceremonial Office is going to select more wet nurses for the Second Prince from the Wet Nurse Manor in the east.”

Li Yu, eating a mung bean cake, mumbled: “There are already two wet nurses serving, still selecting more?”

Song Yunqing said: “When Noble Consort Jiang was pregnant, the Wet Nurse Manor prepared over eighty wet nurses, the Imperial Kitchen providing four taels of meat and eight measures of rice daily to feed them. Every few days the local authorities would send goods and money, all in preparation for the Noble Consort’s child. I remember when Lady Ning was pregnant, she only prepared five or six and only used one or two. Later when the Crown Prince turned three, Lady Ning sent all the wet nurses home. Now look at the situation in Yanxi Palace, ah…”

She sighed, “Isn’t the money they’re withholding from us in the palace going to these wet nurses?”

Deng Ying held his hands on his knees, sitting very properly with others present. In Yang Wan’s eyes, he looked strangely obedient.

When Song Yunqing asked him, he gave a light cough and responded seriously, “The selection of wet nurses is being handled by Secretary Zheng. There’s no fixed tradition in the palace. Lady Ning was frugal, so she only used one or two, but Noble Consort Jiang was young. Having several wet nurses in Yanxi Palace is also the wish of the Empress and Empress Dowager.”

When Yang Wan heard that Zheng Yuejia was responsible for selecting wet nurses, she suddenly felt a chill down her back, and her chopsticks unexpectedly fell to the ground with a “clatter.”

Li Yu quickly ducked under the table with his cake still in his mouth to pick them up for her, “Hey, you’re the host but you’re dropping chopsticks, that’s not auspicious!”

Hearing this, Song Yunqing struck his forehead, “What nonsense are you talking about? Be careful or I’ll chase you away.”

Li Yu held his head and made an “oh” sound, quickly lowering his head to continue nibbling his cake.

Yang Wan looked up and asked Deng Ying: “Are these wet nurses all commoner women selected from nearby prefectures and counties?”

“Yes, though there are some from military households too.”

“Oh…”

Yang Wan didn’t ask further, but the chill down her back hadn’t subsided at all.

Fortunately, the soup in the pot was now boiling, and Song Yunqing, to ease the awkwardness, called Yang Wan to blanch the lamb.

When the lamb went into the pot, the previously clear broth developed a layer of white blood foam, and Yang Wan couldn’t bring herself to do it. Compared to dropping the chopsticks earlier, she felt this bloody and rank scene was even more ominous.

Deng Ying noticed her unease and put down his chopsticks, turning to ask her:

“What’s wrong?”

Yang Wan looked at the boiling broth but didn’t know how to tell Deng Ying.

She recalled the “Crane Residence Case” from the spring-summer transition, that tragedy where three hundred people were killed over one palace servant, and remembered her advisor’s speculation about Lady Ning.

The Crane Residence Case had no specific date recorded, most documents only gave the vague timing of “spring-summer transition.”

Yang Wan had initially agreed with the mainstream view, which was the record in the “History of Ming” stating that a palace maid, unable to bear the hardship and punishment, had resorted to desperate measures.

This explanation, simply put, was that an “ignorant girl” took revenge on society – however you heard it, it didn’t sound credible.

But several cases in Ming History were full of magical realism, so this “ignorant” girl didn’t seem so bizarre in comparison.

However, for some reason, although these things hadn’t formed a complete speculative loop at this time, ever since hearing that Zheng Yuejia was responsible for selecting wet nurses for the Second Prince, Yang Wan had a premonition that Zheng Yuejia seemed to be the cause of the Crane Residence Case, or if not entirely the cause, at least one link in the chain.

“Deng Ying, is there any way to get Secretary Zheng to resign from this duty?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “This is a duty assigned by the Empress, it can’t be resigned without cause.”

“Oh…”

This “oh” almost carried a sigh.

Song Yunqing said puzzledly: “This is a good duty. Being a prince’s wet nurse brings glory to the local area, no local government office wants to fall behind, they all compete to give silver to the Ceremonial Office gentlemen. Although… Secretary Zheng doesn’t seem like that kind of person, it’s still prestigious. Why are you asking him to resign?”

Li Yu suddenly said: “She thinks something bad will happen, right?”

Yang Wan was startled, but Li Yu didn’t know what kind of statement he had made, continuing to fish out lamb from the boiling water, “Didn’t she just drop her chopsticks?”

Yang Wan’s eyes were misty from the pot’s steam. Seeing her rub her eyes, Deng Ying stood up, “I’ll sit on your side.”

Yang Wan shook her head, pulling his sleeve to sit down, and let out a deep breath.

“Ah, I said I was hosting, but I’ve made it so none of you can eat properly.”

Chen Hua said: “How could that be? We haven’t stopped eating. Actually, Yunqing is sometimes like this too, when she encounters things, she tends to overthink. But I think it’s quite good, it shows real attention to detail, preparing for rain before it falls. Li Yu and I don’t have such minds.”

After hearing Chen Hua speak, Deng Ying lowered his head and said to Yang Wan: “I’ll speak to Secretary Zheng tomorrow, ask him to be careful.”

Yang Wan nodded, raised her hand to pat her neck twice, puffed out her cheeks to exhale, and couldn’t help looking up to say again: “Or maybe, you should still get him to resign.”

Li Yu challenged her: “You too – they already said it was assigned by the Empress, if you make him resign, that’s defying the Empress’s decree. Being dragged out and beaten to death wouldn’t be too much. Secretary Zheng is like a bodhisattva, why are you giving him trouble…”

Song Yunqing knocked away the meat Li Yu had picked up, saying sternly: “Stop eating, get out.”

Chen Hua hurriedly said: “Never mind, never mind, everyone means well. Come, come, there’s still a piece of meat here. I see Chief Deng and the Registry Chief haven’t eaten yet, I’ll put it in.”

Yang Wan pinched Deng Ying’s sleeve and lowered her head, pressed her lips together, and said: “I’m sorry, I don’t know how such confused words came out of my mouth.”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan’s hand.

She had always liked to pinch his sleeve. This kind of contact arose from feeling and stopped at propriety, giving Deng Ying sufficient respect beneath his official robes, but seemed insufficient to let him fully bear her anxiety and fear.

Thinking this, Deng Ying slowly lowered his arm to make it more comfortable for her to hold.

Chapter 56: Dwelling Alone in the Jade City (Part 3)
By the end of April, Yang Lun headed south to Jianghuai to oversee the land survey affairs.

Xu Qi from the Ministry of Works accompanied him, having received imperial orders to inspect the breach in the upper reaches of Yunmeng Lake.

When the imperial decree reached the Ministry of Works, both the Grand Secretariat and the Ministry of Revenue breathed a collective sigh of relief.

The Ministry of Revenue finally distributed last year’s winter allowance and annual salary to the department officials.

Though summer was approaching, the minor officials in the capital who relied on these salaries to make ends meet still gathered eagerly at the Ministry of Revenue’s gates, anxiously awaiting payment.

The area before the ministry gates became as lively as New Year’s celebrations. While waiting, several Supervising Secretaries from the Bureau of Ceremonies with little actual duties gathered to discuss matters.

One, sitting on a bench by the gate and drinking from a tea bowl, remarked: “At the start of the year, they said payments would be delayed until next New Year. How did the funds suddenly become available?”

A official from the Bureau of Works responded: “Last month during the imperial court discussion, Minister Xu of the Works Ministry presented a proposal for repairing the Jing River breach that was one-third less than the previous estimate. This left the Revenue Ministry with surplus funds, leading to today’s payments.”

An elderly senior official added: “This year we’re seeing real silver… far more dignified than previous years’ mixed payments of pepper, salt, and rice.”

The official on the bench set down his tea bowl and sighed, “Indeed. Last year during New Year’s, my sick wife even cut back on medicine, saying she wanted to save money to make a cotton quilt for my mother once we received our back pay. Alas… while my mother made it through winter, my wife passed away at the beginning of the year. Now that I have this money…”

His voice trailed off into silence.

No one present offered words of comfort.

This was, after all, a deep-rooted problem throughout the Great Ming. The heavy taxation and increasingly severe land consolidation were at odds with each other. Without land holdings, even an official of rank who maintained “two sleeves of pure wind” (untainted by corruption) would have family members dying of hunger and cold.

His words, spoken in the gentle breeze of late spring, stripped away the smiles that had only just appeared on people’s faces.

On this day when the Ministry of Revenue distributed salaries, it happened to be Princess Imperial Fuqing’s birthday. The Bell and Drum Department was performing palace opera in the Banana Garden.

Princess Fuqing was Emperor Zhengning’s sister. In the first year, she had been sought in marriage by the Jing Principality and was wed to the Jing Prince’s eldest son. Though the Prince of Jing had returned to his ancestral home to recuperate, the Princess and her consort continued residing in the capital.

The Empress Dowager deeply loved her youngest daughter and personally hosted her birthday celebration in the palace. To please the Empress Dowager, the Emperor brought the Empress and various consorts to watch the opera. Usually, at such times, several prominent eunuchs from the Department of Palace Attendance would serve at their side, but today only Zheng Yuejia attended the imperial presence.

The Emperor watched the opera for a while and, noticing Princess Fuqing’s listless demeanor, casually asked: “What’s wrong, Fuqing?”

Princess Fuqing sat in a daze listening to the opera, not responding.

The Empress Dowager patted the back of her hand. “Fuqing?”

Princess Fuqing finally came to her senses. Seeing both the Emperor and Empress Dowager looking at her, she hurriedly rose and replied: “Fuqing has been discourteous.”

The Emperor waved his hand, “I see you’re distracted. If something’s troubling you, you may speak freely to me.”

“Yes.”

Princess Fuqing straightened up. “In response to Imperial Brother’s question, the Prince is gravely ill in the south, beyond the help of medicine. My consort and I are deeply worried. Just now, hearing the opera’s lyrics reminded me of the Prince, and I became lost in thought. I’ve shown great discourtesy, please forgive me, Imperial Brother…”

The Empress Dowager asked: “Wasn’t there a report at the end of last year saying his condition was improving?”

Upon hearing the Empress Dowager’s words, Princess Fuqing simply steeled herself and knelt before the Emperor.

The Empress Dowager hurriedly called for the opera to stop and leaned forward to ask: “What are you doing? Quickly rise.”

Princess Fuqing bowed low and said: “Mother Empress, your daughter is but a foolish woman, well aware that matters of state policy cannot be carelessly discussed. But the Prince is truly advanced in years and cannot withstand the repeated questioning from land survey officials. My consort worries day and night about this, and Fuqing’s heart aches as well. Please, Mother Empress and Imperial Brother, show mercy.”

The Empress Dowager saw her speaking so sorrowfully, but as this involved major policy from the beginning of the year, she refrained from speaking rashly.

Emperor Zhengning gestured for Zheng Yuejia to help Princess Fuqing up, spoke quietly to Zheng Yuejia for a moment, and then calmly told Princess Fuqing: “I will have the Grand Secretariat investigate and submit a memorial. Today is your birthday, Mother Empress and I are happy, so let’s not speak more of this matter.”

Consort Ning, seated below the Empress, listened to this exchange and gradually grew uneasy.

She made an excuse to leave the Banana Garden and walked toward Chengqian Palace. On the palace path in front of Xian’an Palace, she encountered Yang Wan.

Yang Wan was returning to report to the Department of Imperial Ceremonies. Seeing Consort Ning’s entourage approach, she initially planned to avoid delay and stepped aside with others to bow, but Consort Ning called out: “Wan’er, Sister has something to tell you.”

Yang Wan then stepped forward and said: “The opera at the Banana Garden hasn’t finished yet. Why has Your Highness left?”

Consort Ning gestured for her attendants to step back and said to Yang Wan: “Wan’er, your brother has been in the south for so long, why hasn’t there been any news?”

Hearing this question, Yang Wan recalled her brother’s parting words: “No matter my situation in the south, do not let Consort Ning know.” Seeing Consort Ning’s worried expression, she forced a smile and replied: “No news means all is well. Your Highness need not worry.”

Consort Ning shook her head, “But today I heard Princess Fuqing say the Prince of Jing is gravely ill due to the southern land surveys.”

Yang Wan hesitated to speak.

The Prince of Jing’s title had been bestowed by the late emperor, and his family had deep roots in the south.

The primary purpose of Yang Lun’s land survey policy was to uncover all the hidden fields these aristocratic landowners were concealing from taxation. However, these great families either had royal connections like the Prince of Jing or were backed by high officials in the capital. Yang Lun’s political situation in the south was predictably difficult.

“Perhaps things will improve once Princess Fuqing leaves the palace.”

Yang Wan offered these unconvincing words of comfort, then added: “Your Highness, you absolutely must not mention my brother’s matters to His Majesty.”

“Sister understands.”

Consort Ning clutched her wrist. “But Sister’s heart is unsettled, and I don’t know what to do.”

“Your Highness should do nothing. These days you must take special care of the Prince, and most importantly, have no contact whatsoever with Yanxi Palace.”

“Yanxi Palace?”

“Yes, Yanxi Palace’s influence has grown too strong lately. We should keep our distance.”

Consort Ning nodded: “You needn’t tell me, Sister understands. Oh…”

She realized she had only thought to question Yang Wan, forgetting she was still on duty today. She quickly pressed her forehead, “Have I detained you?”

“Not at all. My duties ended early today, I just need to return to stamp some documents.”

Consort Ning said: “Alright… then Sister won’t delay you. To attend to your duties. Sister will return to Chengqian Palace.”

Yang Wan stepped aside to see her off, only straightening up to continue toward the Department of Imperial Ceremonies after she had turned the corner of Xian’an Palace’s wall.

At this time, only the Reception and Ceremonial female officials and several female attendants were in the Department of Imperial Ceremonies. Neither Senior Official Jiang nor the Registry female official were present.

“Where are Senior Official Jiang and the others?”

The Ceremonial female official looked up and replied: “Registry Official Hu went to check the archives, as for the Senior Official… she should be at the Department of Palace Attendance. We made pickled vegetables today, and whenever we make them, she always personally delivers several jars to the Old Patriarch. The Old Patriarch’s teeth aren’t good and can’t handle much else, but he especially enjoys those. Why don’t you sit and wait a while?”

This wasn’t the first time Yang Wan had heard these female officials’ reverence for He Yixian in their words.

With some free time today, she sat down and commented: “The Senior Official is so good to the Old Patriarch.”

The two female officials exchanged smiles.

“The Old Patriarch’s kindness to all of us is beyond words. When we first entered the palace, we were all like headless flies running around. If not for the Old Patriarch’s grace, who knows how many punishments we would have faced. When the Senior Official first entered the palace, her mother passed away, and her father refused to provide money for the burial. When the Old Patriarch heard about this, he gave ten taels of silver to Hu Xiang and personally helped with the funeral arrangements. That’s when the Senior Official accepted the Old Patriarch as her godfather.”

Yang Wan said: “I never understood before why someone like the Senior Official would show such reverence to the Department of Palace Attendance. Now I know there was such a reason.”

The Ceremonial female official set aside her documents. “We all entered the palace as female officials with our hardships. Compared to us, those palace servants are even more pitiful. Every level of master either beats or scolds them. If not for the Old Patriarch’s protection, both open and subtle, who knows how many would have died miserably.”

She finished speaking and looked toward the Reception female official: “That’s why we were all so surprised when Supervisor Deng was caned at the Department of Palace Attendance. Though the Old Patriarch does punish those beneath him, it’s usually all thunder and no rain, just meant to frighten. To beat someone that severely, this was truly the first time.”

The Reception official continued: “He must have done something to break the rules to receive such punishment. The Old Patriarch treats us like his own children as long as those beneath him don’t break his rules. But if you break his rules, he shows no mercy. Supervisor Deng… was too ambitious. Don’t you agree, how could the position of Eastern Investigation Bureau be something he should occupy?”

Yang Wan listened quietly to their conversation without speaking.

The Ceremonial female official noticed her silent lowered head and felt they had spoken too freely in front of her, so she patted Yang Wan’s shoulder.

“We’re not deliberately saying these things in front of you. We tell you this hoping you can advise Supervisor Deng. When you have protection above, that is your heaven. Why try to lift heaven? When heaven falls and crushes someone, they bring the suffering upon themselves, don’t you agree?”

After hearing this, Yang Wan found it difficult to even nod in pretense.

This was undoubtedly the way of interaction that He Yixian and all the palace servants had developed over long-term compromise. Like a twisted parent-child relationship, using “favors” to force “children” to kneel in submission. But such behavior, in that era’s inner palace, had gained the approval of almost everyone, including Senior Official Jiang. What distressed Yang Wan more was that they viewed Deng Ying as an anomaly, believing his punishment was deserved.

“I think Deng Ying is quite good.”

She couldn’t help but say this.

The Reception female official sighed: “That’s because he’s good to you, that’s why you say this. But Yang Wan, if you truly want to protect him, you shouldn’t say such things. If he truly makes a mistake before His Majesty in the future and the Old Patriarch doesn’t cover for him, he’ll die without a burial place.”

Yang Wan said nothing more.

Actually, from these two female officials’ perspective, their words to Yang Wan were quite sincere. Yang Wan knew deeply that she shouldn’t speak contentiously in this place. But she still refused to bend to curry favor, so she just coughed once, avoided their gaze, and looked up toward the window.

As noon approached, palace servants hurried about their business, like countless ants among the masses of humanity.

She pressed her lips together and sighed, folded her hands on the desk, and bent down to rest.

Over at the Department of Palace Attendance, the hall doors were closed.

When Senior Official Jiang walked to the Mixed Hall Department, she saw someone kneeling outside the main hall of the Department of Palace Attendance.

That person wore the brocade robe of an official from the Eastern Investigation Bureau, back straight and arms hanging down, the sleeves at his knees stirring slightly in the breeze.

Senior Official Jiang passed by him and walked to the main hall entrance. The palace servant at the door hurried forward saying: “Senior Official, you’re here. This servant will go inform the Old Patriarch.”

Senior Official Jiang said: “No need to rush. If the Old Patriarch is in a meeting, I can wait.”

The palace servant bowed and said: “The Old Patriarch knows you’re coming today with pickled vegetables. Others might not be allowed in, but when you come, we must report it. Please wait a moment.”

Senior Official Jiang nodded and asked casually: “What’s wrong with the Supervisor?”

The palace servant glanced behind her, “Oh… how dare this servant speak of it? These are all matters for the Patriarch. You can ask the Old Patriarch when you go in.”

Senior Official Jiang asked no more, taking advantage of the wait to turn and look at Deng Ying.

He had not raised his head at all.

It was just past noon, and many people were coming and going to the Department of Palace Attendance to report matters. When passing by him, some inevitably whispered comments, but he remained silent throughout. Senior Official Jiang glanced toward the palace path where two hundred household officials from the Investigation Bureau stood at a distance, rebuking passing palace servants who gossiped, though their voices too were kept very low.

Chapter 57: Dwelling Alone in the Jade City (Part 4)
“Senior Official.”

The announcing palace servant came out and, seeing her gazing at where Deng Ying knelt, walked to her side to report: “The Old Patriarch asks for you to enter.”

Senior Official Jiang withdrew her gaze and turned to point at the two jars behind her. “I have two jars of pickled vegetables here. Carry them in with me—I won’t have my attendants follow.”

The palace servant hurriedly took them: “Yes, this servant will attend you inside.”

In the main hall of the Department of Palace Attendance, all the Secretaries except Deng Ying and Zheng Yuejia were present.

They were having their evening meal. He Yixian had poor digestion and preferred porridge with pickled vegetables. The other Secretaries were also advanced in years and were happy to follow the Chief Secretary’s healthy eating habits.

He Yixian had just finished a bowl of minced meat porridge when Senior Official Jiang entered. His face creased with smile lines as he raised his hand to invite her to sit.

“By my count of days, you were due to visit your godfather.”

Everyone knew He Yixian doted on this goddaughter. Hearing him say this, they chimed in: “When Senior Official arrives, we’re no longer worthy to sit with the Old Patriarch.”

Senior Official Jiang performed a ceremonial greeting before sitting beside He Yixian. Taking the chopsticks handed to her by the palace servant, before she could look at them, He Yixian said: “Those are your usual pair.”

Senior Official Jiang smiled and gestured for the servant holding the jars to place them on the table. She removed a jar’s lid and used her chopsticks to place some pickled meat in He Yixian’s bowl. “Last time Godfather said the pork skin had some flavor, so this time I braised it for an extra half hour. It’s even more tender than before. Please try it, Godfather.”

After speaking, she placed several pieces in each Secretary’s bowl.

Everyone smiled as they watched but dared not use their chopsticks.

He Yixian smiled and said: “She’s showing respect to you all, go ahead and taste it.”

They responded with “Yes” before finally picking up their chopsticks.

The pickled meat fell apart at a touch, rich savory aromas wafting from the jar. The meat was tender and juicy, melting like cream in the mouth, its fragrance filling both mouth and nose, thoroughly satisfying these aging digestions.

“Still my daughter knows my palate best.”

He finished speaking and pointed his chopsticks at Hu Xiang and the others. “You all benefit from my good fortune.”

Hu Xiang said: “Indeed, we wait each month for you to share this with us. It’s more flavorful than imperial cuisine. More importantly, it’s the honor—personally prepared and delivered by the Senior Official. Who else could hope for such treatment?”

Senior Official Jiang set down her chopsticks and sat, “I was thinking, perhaps we should also save some pieces for Supervisor Deng outside and Secretary Zheng who’s attending His Majesty today.”

He Yixian paused with his chopsticks. Senior Official Jiang calmly poured him a cup of tea and offered it. “On one hand, it’s your daughter showing filial respect to her godfather. On the other, it’s our Department of Imperial Ceremonies showing proper courtesy to the Department of Palace Attendance. All the Secretaries have been served—there’s no reason to exclude those two.”

He Yixian gave a short laugh. “Ah, you—you came in already planning to plead for them, didn’t you?”

“Please forgive me, Godfather.”

She rose and performed another ceremonial greeting. “Godfather used to protect us. Now that I’m grown, I want to learn from you and look after those girls in the Department of Imperial Ceremonies.”

He Yixian said: “That young lady called Yang Wan?”

Senior Official Jiang nodded.

“I’m pleading on Yang Wan’s behalf. If it’s not too serious an offense, could Godfather show mercy for my sake?”

He Yixian smiled without speaking, slowly finishing the meat in his bowl before setting down his chopsticks and saying: “Do you know why he was punished?”

“No.”

“Time and again he’s broken your godfather’s rules. The matters our Department of Palace Attendance kept buried are now all laid out in his Grand Secretariat duty room. The Grand Secretariat can now recommend people to His Majesty before your godfather.”

Senior Official Jiang nodded, “Daughter understands. If Godfather feels he cannot be pardoned, then consider his daughter’s words just now as thoughtless. I apologize for displeasing you.”

He Yixian waved his hand. “Enough. This is the first time you’ve made such a request of your godfather. How could I not give you a face? When you go out, tell him to rise. Also, tell him if he doesn’t want to suffer such humiliation again, he should give me a proper explanation about that Ministry of Works matter.”

“Yes.”

Senior Official Jiang responded, then bent to place another piece of pickled meat in He Yixian’s bowl.

They sat for a while longer discussing palace gossip until the sky began to darken.

Senior Official Jiang walked out of the main hall and went directly to Deng Ying.

“Supervisor Deng, the Old Patriarch says you may rise.”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying responded softly before trying to stand, bracing against the ground. The two Bureau guards standing at a distance hurried over to help him up.

Deng Ying straightened up, released the guards’ hands, and bowed to Senior Official Jiang: “Thank you, Senior Official, for the intervention.”

Senior Official Jiang said: “I didn’t intervene for you, but because I don’t want my people in the Department of Imperial Ceremonies to develop deep enmity with the Department of Palace Attendance because of you.”

After speaking, she addressed the two guards beside Deng Ying: “You may withdraw first.”

The guards said: “We are the Supervisor’s men. Why should we listen to a female official? If we’re to listen to anyone, it would be Registry Official Yang.”

Deng Ying turned sideways and said: “Don’t be discourteous. Withdraw first.”

Only after hearing him say this did the guards retreat to the palace path.

Deng Ying endured his pain and stepped back before bowing again: “Forgive me, Senior Official.”

Senior Official Jiang returned his greeting with a curtsy before saying: “Supervisor Deng, under my leadership, the Department of Imperial Ceremonies shares glory and shame as one. The same is true for the Department of Palace Attendance under the Old Patriarch. Among the thousands of mouths in the palace, besides needing to eat, they must also maintain their family fortunes. We are all people of bitter fate—otherwise, we wouldn’t have locked ourselves in here. Since we’re here, it’s to fight for those living outside. Have you considered how many people will hate you for cutting off all the Department of Palace Attendance’s financial channels?”

After listening, Deng Ying lowered his head and responded: “Deng Ying understands.”

Senior Official Jiang sighed, “I am just a woman with limited vision. If you think what I say is unreasonable, then pretend I never spoke. But Yang Wan is a very clever person. She observes things with great detail and clarity. Each move targets vital points with precision. I like her very much, and though she’s still restrained now, I worry that someday, like you, she’ll be done in by her cleverness. You must understand, that the palace can accommodate all kinds of people—except those who are too clever.”

At this point, these words revealed their true meaning.

Neither Deng Ying nor Senior Official Jiang knew that this so-called “excessive cleverness” actually didn’t stem from existing civilization, but rather from later generations’ comprehensive thinking and critical definition of their predecessors. This “cleverness” was lofty from the start. However, its superiority existed only on a spiritual level. In reality, it was “born at the wrong time” and would only leave Yang Wan sitting alone on high, forming bonds with people that would ultimately prove fruitless and hopeless.

The reason she remained restrained was that the weight of history had not yet been completely overshadowed by the vibrancy of the living.

And where was the turning point when “the living” would crush “old papers”?

On the first day of the fifth month, the “Crane Residence Case” that Yang Wan had been waiting for finally occurred.

That evening, Yang Wan was writing with Deng Ying in the Inner School Hall.

After Yang Lun’s departure, most of his duties at the Inner Book Hall had been transferred to Deng Ying. Although Deng Ying held the dual positions of Secretary and Bureau Supervisor with extremely busy affairs, he was still willing to make time to teach more to the eunuch boys at the Inner School.

The Inner School had already been dismissed for the day. Besides two eunuch boys standing in the corridor reciting their memorized texts, only Yang Wan and Deng Ying remained in the hall. These past few days, Yang Wan has been helping Registry Official Hu compile book records for reprinting at the Han Canon Bureau. Official Hu needed them urgently, and she had been working day and night for three days.

Deng Ying had a rare moment to read the Inner School’s teaching texts, occasionally making annotations. Yang Wan sat across from him, head down and writing furiously without a sound.

Deng Ying couldn’t help lowering his book to look at her.

Once Yang Wan buried herself in paperwork, she had the air of an archer who couldn’t recall their arrow after release. A cup of tea sat beside her hand with some nuts nearby. After writing for a while, she would habitually prod her forehead with her brush handle.

Just as she was prodding her forehead, Li Yu suddenly crashed in from outside, falling at the doorway and immediately bloodying his nose.

Yang Wan startled, immediately drawing a red mark on her forehead with the brush handle.

She quickly looked up at Li Yu, pulling out her handkerchief for him while asking: “What are you doing?”

Li Yu pressed his nose as he got up and said: “Something’s happened! Something earth-shattering has happened!”

Deng Ying stood and said: “Speak slowly and clearly.”

Li Yu pressed his chest and said: “The Second Prince was nearly strangled to death by a wet nurse, You Guichun! Yanxi Palace couldn’t hold her—now this You Guichun has disappeared somewhere. My sister sent me to find you, to tell you not to return to the Fifth Bureau for now, but go to Chengqian Palace instead. The Northern Patrol Office has already dispatched a guard unit to the palace. The Fifth Bureau is sealed off. When I came, all four main gates were under strict guard. Even today’s Grand Secretariat officials for the imperial audience cannot leave the palace.”

Just as he finished speaking, a Bureau guard’s voice came from outside.

“Supervisor, are you inside?”

“I am.”

“His Majesty summons you to Yangxin Palace immediately.”

“Understood.”

Deng Ying was about to leave when he saw Yang Wan sitting dazed at her desk, ink dripping from her brush tip and staining half of her completed book records.

“Yang Wan.”

Deng Ying called to her. Only then did she come to her senses, but her brush clattered to the ground.

Deng Ying bent to pick it up and placed it in the brush resting beside her. “You’re worried about…”

“Zheng Yuejia…”

She spoke his name directly.

Her premonition had been correct. The historically vague “palace servant” now had a name—You Guichun—and even a background that could be traced through the Wet Nurse Bureau outside the East Peace Gate to find her age and birthplace.

Deng Ying said softly: “Don’t panic yet. Since it was a wet nurse who committed the crime, not only will the Department of Palace Attendance’s messenger eunuchs be investigated, but the Wet Nurse Bureau and recruitment offices will also be scrutinized. Let me go see it first. After I have a clearer picture, I’ll tell you. You go to Chengqian Palace.”

Yang Wan looked up and said: “When you find out what happened, you must tell me. This matter might not be as simple as it appears on the surface.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying straightened up and called outside: “Thousand-Household Officer Qin, escort Registry Official Yang back to Chengqian Palace.”

Chapter 58: Dwelling Alone in the Jade City (Part 5)
A strong wind arose under the dim sky. When Yang Wan returned to Chengqian Palace, Heyu was leading the palace servants to close windows everywhere. The creaking of door pivots and the clicking of locks intermingled, creating a chaotic cacophony that set minds in turmoil.

Yang Wan stood before the folding doors of the main hall. Ripples disturbed the water in the porcelain vats beneath the corridor.

Yang Wan looked up as raindrops large as beans fell from the sky, striking the sun-baked, cracked earth. The sky instantly grew even darker.

Consort Ning sat behind her embroidery frame in the main hall and said to Yang Wan: “Wan’er, come sit. Yi Lang will return shortly.”

Yang Wan closed the folding doors, walked to the window to light the candles, and carried a stool to sit opposite Consort Ning. “It’s raining outside, and the lamplight strains the eyes. Perhaps Your Highness should stop embroidering?”

Consort Ning shook her head. “Just a few more stitches left.”

Just as she finished speaking, Heyu called from outside: “Your Highness, the young prince has returned.”

Yang Wan rose to open the door. Yi Lang ducked in, soaked through. “Mother, it’s raining very hard outside.”

Consort Ning hurriedly wiped his face with her sleeve. “After so many stuffy days, it was bound to rain. Quickly go inside and change clothes. Mother has made sugar crisps for you.”

Her words seemed somewhat forced, her voice even trembling slightly.

Yang Wan understood she was trying to comfort Yi Lang and the palace people, but people are always more sensitive to danger than to good fortune.

During Emperor Zhengning’s reign, this was the first palace search. Besides the Embroidered Guard, both the Imperial Guard and the Capital Guard had dispatched units to participate in the search. Most palace servants were experiencing such a frightening search for the first time. With a prince’s life at stake, everyone feared for themselves, yet they couldn’t help craning their necks to peek outside.

When Yi Lang came out after changing clothes, Heyu and several other older palace servants had already gathered under the corridor outside the main hall. Though the rain was loud under the corridor, they could still hear chaotic footsteps on the palace path.

Heyu asked: “Haven’t they found that wet nurse yet?”

A palace servant who had just returned from scouting replied: “Earlier they said she fled to the Fifth Bureau. Now they’ve turned the Fifth Bureau upside down but still haven’t found her. I heard they’re going to search palace by palace through the night.”

“Does that mean they’ll search here too?”

“Looks like they will.”

As these words fell, the lamplight in the main hall flickered. Consort Ning’s needle missed its mark and pricked her hand. Yang Wan quickly moved the lamp closer to check. “Your Highness is unsettled. Better stop embroidering.”

Then she called toward the folding doors: “Heyu, come in and report.”

When the door opened, great waves of damp air rushed in. Water poured from the eaves like a hundred dragons spitting water, splashing across the corridor as cold rose from the ground like returning moisture. Heyu clutched her lined garment, shivering as she entered: “This servant sees the situation outside isn’t good. Your Highness, you and the Registry Official should take shelter.”

Consort Ning held Yi Lang and asked, “How is the Second Prince now?”

Heyu replied: “We don’t know yet. All the duty physicians from the Imperial Dispensary have gone over. The Assembly Gate area is in complete chaos—it’s hard to get any news.”

Yi Lang looked up at Yang Wan. “Aunt, what happened to Second Brother? Why are they searching the palace?”

Yang Wan was about to speak when she saw Consort Ning wave her off.

Yang Wan looked down at Yi Lang. Though his hands were hidden in his sleeves, they were clenched into fists.

“His Highness needs to know eventually.”

She said this to Consort Ning, whose gaze revealed reluctance mixed with a flash of panic. She didn’t speak, only lowered her eyelids and nodded slightly.

Yang Wan knelt to look at Yi Lang: “The Second Prince was attacked at the Crane Residence. The palace servant who attempted the assassination has escaped and hasn’t been captured yet. Does Your Highness understand what this means?”

Yi Lang nodded. “I understand. The officials were previously debating with Father Emperor about establishing the heir apparent. Now that Second Brother has been attacked, Father Emperor will surely suspect Mother and me.”

Yang Wan and Consort Ning exchanged startled looks.

Yang Wan had only intended to tell him the facts, not expecting him to have already independently grasped the underlying currents. She decided to follow up with a question.

“If that’s the case, what will Your Highness do?”

Yi Lang turned to look at Consort Ning. “I will explain to Father Emperor. Mother would never do such a thing.”

A clap of thunder overtook Yi Lang’s words, exploding above everyone’s heads as the gloomy sky split open with a dark, cold light.

Sandalwood incense curled in the main hall of Yangxin Palace. Zhang Luo and Deng Ying stood together before the crane-headed incense burner while Zheng Yuejia knelt prostrate, hands bound before his knees.

A woman’s crying continuously came from the side hall.

Emperor Zhengning impatiently tapped the imperial desk. “He Yixian, go tell her if she wants to cry, go back to Yanxi Palace to cry. Don’t cry here in front of me, repeating the same groundless words over and over.”

He Yixian bowed and went to the side hall. Soon enough, the crying gradually stopped.

He Yixian emerged from behind the screen and softly reported at the emperor’s side: “Her Highness has nothing else to say, only begging Your Majesty to uphold justice for her and the Second Prince.”

The emperor turned to look at Zheng Yuejia. “Will you speak here before me, or in the imperial prison?”

Zheng Yuejia raised his head. “This servant received imperial orders to select a wet nurse for the Second Prince, yet allowed the Second Prince to be harmed by the wet nurse, nearly losing his life. This servant knows the crime deserves death ten thousand times over and dares not ask Your Majesty for mercy. But this servant would never dare harbor thoughts of harming a prince, much less conspire with others. I beg Your Majesty to investigate clearly.”

The emperor turned to sit behind his desk and said coldly: “You’ve served me for so many years. I don’t want to question you while covered in blood. But I can hand you over to be jointly interrogated by the Northern Patrol Office and Eastern Bureau. I refuse to believe such a mad woman could simply enter from the outside into the inner palace. I must know exactly whose hands have reached my side in this matter. Guards, strip his official robes and send him to the Northern Patrol Office for questioning. Deng Ying.”

“This servant is here.”

“As Superintendent of the Inner Eastern Bureau, you will jointly investigate with the Northern Patrol Office. Remember this well: I want those truly connected to this assassination attempt, not random names he might blurt out under torture. You must keep the Embroidered Guard in check on this point. I forbid execution or suicide. This concerns major palace security—I will not accept a case without a head.”

Deng Ying knelt beside Zheng Yuejia and prostrated himself. “This servant accepts the imperial command.”

Several Bureau guards entered the hall, untied the ropes on Zheng Yuejia’s hands, and removed his Secretary eunuch’s official robes. Taking advantage of the moment when their hands were occupied, Zheng Yuejia crawled on his knees to Emperor Zhengning. “Your Majesty, this servant truly has nothing more to say, but begs only for death. Please show mercy, Your Majesty…”

The emperor kicked him hard in the chest and said in a deep voice: “You’ve been with me long enough to know what I hate most. The inner palace is where I lay my head. Today someone in the Crane Residence harmed my prince—tomorrow will someone come to Yangxin Palace to take my life? I nurture you all and forgive you all, yet you grow increasingly bold, daring to conspire against me with villains behind my back. You still dare ask for my mercy! Utterly shameless! Guards, drag him out and give him forty strokes first.”

The Bureau guards acknowledged and dragged Zheng Yuejia out of Yangxin Palace.

He Yixian offered a cup of tea. The emperor took a sip and calmed somewhat. Seeing Deng Ying still kneeling, he gestured outward with his tea-holding hand. “Rise and go oversee the punishment.”

The Bureau guards dragged Zheng Yuejia to behind the Yangxin Gate. Knowing he would be sent to the Northern Patrol Office for questioning after the punishment, they didn’t set up a punishment bench. Instead, they laid a white cloth on the ground beneath him to avoid staining the Yangxin Gate. The Bureau guard in charge of punishment asked Deng Ying: “Supervisor, how should we strike?”

Zheng Yuejia, prostrate on the ground, raised his head to look at Deng Ying. Though neither spoke, each had their unspoken words, hoping the other would be sufficiently attuned to understand their meaning in silence.

“Just don’t take his life.”

Deng Ying said this evenly while looking at Zheng Yuejia’s back.

Zheng Yuejia’s shoulders visibly relaxed in response, and he shook his head with a slight smile.

Deng Ying withdrew his gaze, stepped back several paces, and then raised his hand to beckon the punishment guard forward. “After the punishment is complete, have the Northern Patrol Office come to take him away.”

“Yes.”

Only then did Deng Ying turn to face Zheng Yuejia. “Begin the beating.”

Forty strokes, though breaking sinew and bone, were merely one hand of the emperor stripping away Zheng Yuejia’s status as Secretary—a ritual of the master above discarding a servant. After this flaying of flesh, the imperial prison would no longer view him as someone from the Department of Palace Attendance, or even as a human being. He would become completely subject to imperial power, mere flesh without dignity, stripped even of the qualification to be half a person.

Throughout the Ming imperial city, there were thousands of eunuchs. The dim-witted lived in constant fear, while the ambitious guessed at their masters’ preferences and scrambled desperately to advance. But regardless, the essence of their actions was fear of meeting Zheng Yuejia’s fate.

Thus, the palace servants before Yangxin Gate now all drew in their necks, listening in terror to Zheng Yuejia’s cries of pain. This was undoubtedly intimidation, making souls tremble. Most people eventually couldn’t bear to directly witness the tragic scene before them.

Only Deng Ying stood behind Yangxin Gate, silently watching Zheng Yuejia. Speaking of empathy, he too had been treated this way before. However, precisely because he had never regarded such punishment as master’s discipline, he now couldn’t harbor useless sympathy for Zheng Yuejia like the other palace servants.

After forty strokes, the white cloth beneath Zheng Yuejia was soaked with blood. When the rod was lifted, Zheng Yuejia’s whole body continued to convulse uncontrollably.

Deng Ying blocked the Bureau guards who moved to drag him up. “Let him rest a moment.”

The guards then stepped back.

Zheng Yuejia painfully opened his eyes and reached out a hand toward Deng Ying. Deng Ying crouched down close to him and asked: “Do you have any words you want me to report to His Majesty?”

Zheng Yuejia’s hand lost strength and fell onto the white cloth. Unable to raise himself, he could only look up at Deng Ying. “Don’t… try to save me… any of you…”

Deng Ying gripped the fabric at his knee and after a long moment spoke three words.

“I understand.”

He stood up directly and turned to find Zhang Luo standing behind him. “Will the Eastern Investigation Bureau escort him, or shall we take him?”

Deng Ying stepped aside. “You take him, but I have one thing to say: the Northern Patrol Office must not use unauthorized torture. Every interrogation session must be reported to the Investigation Bureau.”

Zhang Luo glanced at Zheng Yuejia, then looked up at Deng Ying and said coldly: “Are you trying to place yourself above my Patrol Office?”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

As he spoke, Deng Ying bowed to Zhang Luo, then raised his head to look him in the eye. “This servant won’t prevent Your Honor from questioning under torture. Our lives are like dust, not worth mentioning. But once this matter is investigated, countless others will be implicated. Human life is not worthless grass—Your Honor should tread carefully.”

He finished speaking and turned toward Yangxin Palace, but Embroidered Guard soldiers raised their swords to block his path.

Behind him, Zhang Luo’s voice was unusually cold: “Let me ask you: between imperial authority and human life, which weighs more?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer. The Bureau guards behind him knocked aside the Embroidered Guard’s sword hilts.

“Supervisor, you go report to His Majesty first.”

Deng Ying looked up at the roof of Yangxin Palace, his dark eyes responding with a “Very well.” He let the Bureau guards hold back the Embroidered Guard while he walked alone toward Yangxin Palace.

Many people, including Yang Lun and Deng Ying, have asked themselves this question. The difference was that Zhang Luo already had his answer in his heart, while Yang Lun and others still debated it as an ongoing proposition.

But Deng Ying had no position to participate in their debate.

He had to choose.

Yet whichever side he chose, he would be guilty.

Chapter 59: Dwelling Alone in the Jade City (Part 6)
In the deep night of the Northern Suppression Bureau’s imperial prison, it was so quiet that every moan from each cell could be heard clearly.

Although there had been an empire-wide amnesty during the Zhenning era that emptied most of the prisons across the land, the imperial prison operated outside the judicial system and wasn’t included in the amnesty. The prison held too many inmates, and some cases had dragged on for so long that even the Emperor had forgotten about certain people still languishing in their cells.

In the third year of Zhenning, White Cabinet Minister Bai Huan and his son, Minister of Justice Bai Yuyang, jointly petitioned Emperor Zhenning to review the major cases in the imperial prison. That prison cleanup had resolved over a hundred cases and emptied a third of the cells. However, due to the Imperial Guards’ subsequent widespread surveillance and their tendency to make mountains out of molehills, along with the rise of literary inquisition cases, the prison became overcrowded again within a year. When the people from Tongjia Academy were arrested, they had to squeeze ten people into a single cell.

Due to his special status, Zheng Yuejia wasn’t imprisoned with the others but was locked in a cell closest to the torture chamber.

As evening approached, the day’s heat gradually dissipated, and moisture condensed on the stone walls, dripping down drop by drop. Zheng Yuejia lay on the straw mat, each breath carrying the taste of blood. Just as he was about to ask for water, the main door outside his cell suddenly opened. The prison warden led Deng Ying down the stone steps, saying, “How would you like to question him? Should we take the prisoner to the torture chamber, or…”

“No need,” Deng Ying interrupted. “I don’t have many questions.”

“Yes, sir.”

The man opened Zheng Yuejia’s cell door and roughly pulled him up from the ground, forcing him into a kneeling position.

“Commander, while you question him, I’ll fetch you a chair.”

Zheng Yuejia steadied himself against the ground, enduring the pain in his lower body as he raised his head to look at Deng Ying.

“I somewhat understand now why you insisted on competing with the Ancestral Faction for the position at the Eastern Depot…”

Deng Ying said softly, “You don’t need to kneel. If you can’t bear it, lie down.”

Zheng Yuejia shook his head. “Between us, neither should pity the other.”

After speaking, he hunched his shoulders and coughed several times until his spine collapsed, blood and phlegm dripping from the corner of his mouth. He wiped it away with his prison sleeve and, trembling, pushed himself back up with both arms.

“While I still have some strength… let me tell you what needs to be said.”

“Speak.”

Zheng Yuejia caught his breath and tried to steady his voice. “You Guichun was from a military household in the capital’s outskirts. When the Wet Nurse Bureau was selecting a wet nurse for the Second Prince, I investigated her background and her husband’s family history. They were all clean. Looking back now, perhaps too clean. As for me…”

He pressed the corner of his mouth. “I never instructed her to do anything, but at this point, I have no way to defend myself, so you must keep yourself clear of this.”

Deng Ying said, “His Majesty is convinced someone must be behind you. Though you have no way to defend yourself, you must still try, otherwise, this case won’t be resolved and will implicate even more people.”

Hearing this, Zheng Yuejia’s arms trembled slightly.

“What way is there…” He looked up at Deng Ying. “Let me die quickly.”

“Zheng Yuejia.”

Deng Ying called his name loudly. “His Majesty forbids execution and suicide. Don’t think about a quick death. I can’t even stop the Northern Suppression Bureau from torturing you…”

“What can I do now?”

Zheng Yuejia interrupted Deng Ying, looking up. “Tell me… I’ll do as you say.”

Deng Ying crouched down. “Only during questioning will we know who’s really behind this and what exactly they want you to confess to. But during this process, you can’t confess to anything. You need to give me time.”

Zheng Yuejia coughed out a laugh. “Resist, you mean?”

He spat out a mouthful of bloody saliva and sighed, “Very well…”

The next day, the Northern Suppression Bureau interrogated Zheng Yuejia.

Visitors weren’t allowed in the imperial prison except during formal questioning when family members could kneel in the courtyard and see the prisoner from afar.

Zheng Yuejia’s family had been disbanded, with only his uncle’s family remaining in the capital, living off his support. Now hearing of his crime, his uncle came alone, hoping to bring him some medicine and food.

Though well-intentioned, when he saw Zheng Yuejia covered in wounds, he was heartbroken and couldn’t help but kneel in the courtyard, crying, “Back then you insisted on entering the palace to give us a way to survive. Now, we’ve survived thanks to you, but who can save you…”

Zheng Yuejia shouted from the platform, “What place is this? How dare you come here! Go back quickly!”

His uncle, hurt by Zheng Yuejia’s rebuke, became even more distraught and spoke more chaotically.

“Don’t send me away… The young miss at home didn’t dare come see you openly, but she made some food for you. Nothing can be delivered to you there, and we can only see you at this moment. You’ve been so good to me, your uncle, and to our family’s young miss, a thousand times good, ten thousand times good. Seeing you like this, how can I bear it… Oh, great officials of justice, this child of our family is truly innocent…”

He continued crying and shouting incoherently, repeatedly describing Zheng Yuejia’s filial acts. The Imperial Guards kept ordering him to stop and finally simply arrested him too.

This arrest unexpectedly led to something that could turn everything upside down, as something slipped from his mouth.

Zhang Luo sat in the main hall of the judiciary office, with Zheng Yuejia’s uncle’s confession under his hand. Two rounds of tea had gone cold without him taking a sip.

Unfamiliar footsteps approached from outside, and he half-raised his eyes and called out coldly, “Who’s outside?”

“It’s this old servant.”

Zhang Luo recognized He Yixian’s voice and quickly folded the confession, setting it aside.

“Enter.”

He Yixian entered the main hall and bowed to Zhang Luo.

“This old servant has come today to tell you something, sir.”

Zhang Luo said coldly, “A message from His Majesty?”

He Yixian shook his head. “It concerns the case of the Second Prince’s assassination attempt. His Majesty doesn’t know yet.”

“Then speak tomorrow during the continued questioning in open court.”

He turned to leave as he finished speaking.

“Commander Zhang.”

He Yixian called out to stop him, speaking slowly, “What this old servant has to say concerns the royal family’s reputation. It cannot be spoken of in open court, only discussed privately between us before reporting to His Majesty.”

Zhang Luo stopped and turned around. “What do you mean?”

He Yixian lifted his robe and walked to his side. “If you want to know who’s behind Zheng Yuejia, I can suggest someone.”

Zhang Luo said coldly, “Speak directly, don’t beat around the bush with me.”

He Yixian lowered his voice and replied, “Consort Ning.”

Zhang Luo’s hand clenched into a fist behind his back.

Seeing that he hadn’t spoken yet, He Yixian continued, “Consort Ning and Zheng Yuejia knew each other before entering the palace. To avoid suspicion, they never interacted within the inner court.”

Hearing this, Zhang Luo recalled what Zheng Yuejia’s uncle had said in his confession: that when Zheng Yuejia was a student, he had loved an official’s daughter, and shortly after his family’s downfall and removal from the registry, that girl had entered the palace.

His uncle couldn’t say who that girl was, but now He Yixian’s words confirmed it.

Zhang Luo’s knuckles cracked as he stepped closer to He Yixian. “Who else knows about this?”

He Yixian shook his head. “Only you and I.”

“Why didn’t you tell the Eastern Depot directly?”

He Yixian smiled slightly. “This is an internal matter of the Ceremonial Office. I hope you won’t inquire further. However, if you want to verify this, you can question another person.”

“Silence!”

Zhang Luo sharply interrupted He Yixian, his eyes suddenly blazing.

“No need to tell me.”

Meanwhile, in the palace, You Guichun still hadn’t been captured.

To track down her whereabouts, the six departments of the inner court were each investigating their female officials. Yang Wan and Song Yunqing stood outside the Palace Ceremonial Department, waiting to question people.

Song Yunqing said, “Don’t you think it’s strange? A living person, a woman no less, just disappeared within the palace like this.”

Yang Wan waved her hand. “Don’t talk about such things here.”

Song Yunqing said, “Yang Wan, I feel like you know something. Otherwise, why did you say those things that time when we were having hotpot at Commander Deng’s?”

Yang Wan asked quietly, “What did I say?”

“You told Deng Bibi to resign from the wet nurse selection duty, and sure enough, trouble came from that position.”

“I…”

Just as Yang Wan was about to speak, she saw a group of Imperial Guards approaching the Palace Ceremonial Department’s entrance, carrying chains and shackles.

Madam Jiang and Madam Chen heard the commotion and came out of the department.

Madam Chen looked at the torture instruments in the Imperial Guards’ hands and said formally, “We’re conducting an internal investigation within our six departments. What is the meaning of this?”

The captain said, “Madam Chen, we’ve come only to take Record Keeper Yang back for questioning. Please don’t take offense.”

Hearing this, Madam Jiang spoke up, “Female officials belong to the inner court. Even if there’s a crime, it should be investigated and handled by the Palace Ceremonial Department. Since when has the Northern Suppression Bureau interfered?”

“If that’s the case, we’ll speak plainly. Saying we’re here for questioning is already being polite. Consort Ning is implicated in the case of conspiring to harm the prince. We from the Northern Suppression Bureau are investigating this case by imperial order and have the authority to arrest anyone related to the case for questioning.”

“What did you say?”

Yang Wan pushed through the crowd. Song Yunqing tried to pull her back but was shaken off.

“The Consort is an imperial concubine. How dare you casually accuse her of conspiring to harm the prince!”

The captain shouted, “The Suppression Bureau is still investigating. Why is Record Keeper Yang so agitated?”

Yang Wan pinched the base of her thumb, forcing herself to calm down.

She hadn’t thought before that this matter would involve her too.

But thinking about it another way, if she remained uninvolved, she wouldn’t be able to fully understand the ins and outs of the Hejiu case. Being involved might help her see things more clearly.

But… the Northern Suppression Bureau’s prison, Zhang Luo…

She couldn’t think deeply about that place, nor about that person.

Seeing the standoff, Madam Jiang stepped forward, shielding Yang Wan behind her. “We must report this to Her Majesty the Empress.”

“Very well.”

The captain stepped back. “We’ll simply wait here a while.”

“Madam…”

Yang Wan gently tugged at Madam Jiang’s sleeve. “No need to report to Her Majesty.”

Madam Jiang turned back. “Yang Wan, do you know where they want to take you?”

Yang Wan nodded. “I know.”

Madam Jiang shook her head. “If you know, then don’t speak!”

“It’s useless, Madam.”

Yang Wan looked up at Madam Jiang and said softly, “This involves the prince’s case. Even Her Majesty won’t show mercy.”

After speaking, she walked forward a few steps to the captain who had spoken.

“You haven’t disturbed Chengqian Palace, have you?”

The captain replied, “No. Before this case is cleared up, no one dares to be disrespectful to Consort Ning.”

“Good.”

Yang Wan raised her hand. “I’ll go with you.”

Seeing this, the captain bowed to her. “Thank you for your understanding, Record Keeper.”

Then he waved his hand and ordered, “Take her away.”
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Only when acid rises in your throat, bringing with it the rotten, putrid stench of food, does one realize through these physical signals that their mental fortifications are being cruelly eroded? The senses always move faster than that thing called “spirit.” Yang Wan’s memories of the imperial prison were almost entirely sensory.

Torture interrogation relates to bodily dignity; studying its history requires strong detachment and a sense of boundaries.

Yet now Yang Wan could feel that acidic fear constantly surging in her throat. The fear came from her knowledge of Ming Dynasty torture methods, and this body’s memory of pain, making her tremble uncontrollably.

“Chain her up, Commander Zhang will question her personally.”

Yang Wan looked around. For her interrogation, they had cleared the torture chamber of all other prisoners. The thick walls blocked out all outside sounds, leaving those inside unable to hear any human suffering, forcing them to focus solely on their situation.

Two officers grabbed Yang Wan’s arms, lifted her from the ground, and removed the shackles from her wrists.

In the center of the chamber stood a water-splashed torture rack. The officers unhesitatingly bound her to it, with one saying, “Just rope around the waist is fine, how much strength could a woman have?”

“Right, but make it tight.”

Yang Wan felt the rope suddenly constrict around her waist, making her retch.

The officer standing before the rack said, “A bit lighter, she’s gone pale.”

The person behind the rack peered around to look at Yang Wan. “You’ve gone soft because she’s pretty, haven’t you?”

Before he could respond, the speaker noticed that Zhang Luo had already seated himself in the high chair before the rack.

“Neck.”

He pointed at Yang Wan, and the officer quickly looped an iron chain around her neck, forcing her head back and immediately making it difficult to breathe. She couldn’t help but cough several times, making the rack shake and the chains restraining her clash together, their cold collision echoing several times in the silent chamber.

“Sir, everything’s ready.”

“Mm.”

Zhang Luo looked up at Yang Wan on the rack.

She wore the gray-white prison uniform, her hair had been let down and carelessly tied with a plain band over her shoulder. Her chest rose and fell due to her labored breathing. Unlike other prisoners, she didn’t seem prepared to speak at first, only looking down at him with emotions in her eyes that weren’t the hatred and terror Zhang Luo was familiar with.

“You know what I’m going to ask, don’t you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Fine, then we’ll start with three lashes. You’ll be clearer-headed once you see blood.”

He tossed a sheepskin whip to the officer before the rack.

The officer took the whip with almost no hesitation, stepped back three paces, and delivered the first lash across Yang Wan’s waist and abdomen.

Yang Wan’s first cry of pain was completely muffled in her mouth, not because the torturer showed mercy, but because such flesh-tearing pain had been almost extinct in modern civilization.

After the fall of feudalism, civilization abandoned most physical punishments, turning to more humane ways to discipline people. Later, as medicine advanced, it worked to minimize the duration and extent of physical pain. In nearly thirty years of life, Yang Wan couldn’t find any sound to match this present agony. One breath expelled almost emptied her lungs, and she couldn’t even draw another. Only tears emerged naturally, flowing down her cheeks and into her trembling lips.

The second lash that followed forced out Yang Wan’s scream. The rack shook violently with her body’s tremors. No one spoke; besides the sound of the whip and chains, Yang Wan could only hear her voice. As if everything else was illusory, only the solid reality of pain could make her sense that she was living in the present moment, like fish meat under the butcher’s knife.

The third lash fell on her legs. Though her neck was bound by chains, from the corner of her eye she could see the horrifying wound had torn through her prison clothes. The whip’s withdrawal sprayed a string of tiny water droplets that fell directly into her eyes. Yang Wan felt her entire body being pulled apart by those three lash wounds, and from her lungs to her nasal cavity was filled with a burning sensation.

The officer withdrew the whip and cleared the space before the rack.

Zhang Luo stood up directly and reached out to steady the shaking rack.

“I originally didn’t want to treat you this way, but you’re too cunning a woman. I have no choice but to torture you.”

Yang Wan gasped as she looked at Zhang Luo. “Let… my neck… loose.”

“Fine.”

Zhang Luo reached out to undo the chain around her neck. Yang Wan’s head dropped suddenly, and the blood that had been unable to reach her head rushed back, instantly reddening her face and eyes.

Zhang Luo lifted Yang Wan’s head. “Listen well. My first question is whether Zheng Yuejia and Consort Ning knew each other before.”

“How many… questions do you have? Ask them all at once… I’ll answer them together.”

Zhang Luo’s hand suddenly tightened, making Yang Wan’s whole body shake with pain.

“What game are you playing?”

“What can I do… I just want to take fewer lashes…”

As she spoke, she bit the skin inside her cheek, using this minor pain to fight against her inner fear. At this moment, she couldn’t let Zhang Luo break through her mental defenses. She still needed to find a way to deduce the truth behind the Hejiu case from this interrogation of herself.

Zhang Luo looked into Yang Wan’s eyes and finally saw the emotion he wanted to see—sorrow.

Since knowing Yang Wan, this was the first time he had seen an expression of weakness and helplessness on this woman’s face.

He no longer restrained her chin, even stepping back to give her time to recover.

“Very well, I’ll ask you everything. Did Zheng Yuejia and Consort Ning have an affair? Was it Consort Ning who instructed Zheng Yuejia to have the wet nurse strangle the prince?”

Yang Wan endured the pain, forcing herself to maintain enough clarity to trace the origin of the Hejiu case backward from these three questions.

The purpose of the last question was to place the blame on Consort Ning. Once Consort Ning was found guilty, Yang Lun would have to return to the capital immediately for questioning, and his leadership of the Southern land reform would be directly suspended. This must be the ultimate goal of the Hejiu case. As for the first two questions…

“Zhang Luo…”

Yang Wan looked up at Zhang Luo. “Who told you to ask that first question?”

After hearing this, Zhang Luo took the sheepskin whip from the officer and backhandedly lashed it across Yang Wan’s abdomen.

Yang Wan’s body lurched forward, her fingers and toes instantly curling tight, but she couldn’t suppress the scream in her throat.

“Please… no more… I beg you…”

Zhang Luo placed the whip on Yang Wan’s shoulder; even such light contact made her tremble involuntarily.

“I’m the one questioning you.”

“Yes… but… don’t you want to know who’s using you?”

A flash of confusion crossed Zhang Luo’s eyes. He couldn’t understand how this woman on the rack, clearly terrified and shaking with pain, could still engage in verbal chess with him.

“Using me? What do you mean?”

Yang Wan finally managed to steady her breathing after the pain of that lash. “Was it Director He who told you to ask this?”

Zhang Luo froze, but Yang Wan caught that momentary panic in his eyes.

“Even if you would question whether Zheng Bibi acted on Consort Ning’s instructions, you would never think to ask about an affair between Consort Ning and Zheng Bibi. Zhang Luo, think about it—why would the person who told you this not report it to His Majesty themselves, but instead have you question me?”

“…”

Zhang Luo didn’t answer, and Yang Wan seized the opportunity to add, “The Tongjia Academy incident—it hasn’t even been a year, have you forgotten already?”

A chill ran down Zhang Luo’s spine as he suddenly noticed Yang Wan looking at him from the rack. That sympathetic gaze pierced him, and he shouted to those around him, “Give her ten more lashes!”

When Yang Wan heard this number, she almost despaired.

She was indeed afraid of the pain that made her lose composure, but she was more afraid that after those ten lashes, she would break down in front of Zhang Luo.

This man, Zhang Luo, could truly make people betray their lifelong spiritual beliefs.

Yang Wan finally understood that the title “Official of the Dark City” wasn’t a joke, but came from someone who had walked naked through hell and, upon emerging, painted this demon’s portrait.

Zhang Luo returned to sit in the high chair, watching as the whip tore Yang Wan’s prison clothes to shreds.

After four lashes, she could barely cry out anymore, her shoulders shaking as she made some inhuman sound through her nose, like a frightened young beast or the weak cry of a fledgling bird.

“Stop.”

The officer immediately stepped back.

“Ready to talk now?”

Yang Wan’s heart and lungs felt like they would burst, and speaking had become difficult. “Zhang Luo… let me eat something…”

These words came out as mere breath. “Or let me have a drink of water…”

“How much longer do you want to delay?”

Yang Wan coughed weakly several times. “Please…”

Zhang Luo raised his hand slightly. “Let her have a drink of water.”

The officer dropped the whip and scooped a ladle of water from the wooden bucket, bringing it to Yang Wan’s lips.

Yang Wan ignored her burning lungs and took small sips until she had finished all the water in the ladle.

Using this bit of coolness to gather her last shred of reason, she spoke to Zhang Luo haltingly: “Zhang Luo, you’ve tortured me this far… if I confessed that Consort Ning… and Zheng Bibi had an affair, would you… dare report it to His Majesty? For His Majesty, this would be… a great humiliation. Consort Ning and Zheng Bibi certainly wouldn’t survive… As for you… you might not survive either. Zhang Luo… don’t let the Ceremonial Office use you, understand?”

After saying this, the last thread of clarity in her mind was finally snapped by the pain throughout her body.

When she spoke again, tears burst forth, finally revealing the fragility inherent in human nature.

“Please spare me, don’t do this to me…”

She looked at Zhang Luo mournfully, tears wetting the hair on her face.

Her young and beautiful countenance, though twisted with pain, was still moving.

“Let her down.”

“Yes.”

The officer complied and undid her restraints. Without the bonds, she fell like a cloud, floating down to Zhang Luo’s feet.

“Why are you so cruel to people…”

She asked a question that didn’t need to be asked, and Zhang Luo didn’t answer. He crouched down and asked in return: “Why are you telling me all this? Don’t you hate me?”

“I hate you, but not entirely.”

“Why?”

“Because… Deng Ying told me that although the Northern Suppression Bureau is like hell, it might also be a door for the powerless to seek justice, a path for the poor and servants to make their voices heard by heaven. In this regard, he said… you’ve done quite well.”
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Zhang Luo gave a cold laugh. “You think speaking like this will make me go easy on you?”

Yang Wan shook her head. “You won’t… I never expected you to.”

Zhang Luo stood up. “I can’t hear what you’re saying.”

“Then let me recover for a few days… before questioning me again. It hurts too much…”

After saying this, she had no strength left. The wounds from the whipping continued to seep blood and water, dripping into the cracks in the floor.

Zhang Luo looked down at the cracks beneath Yang Wan.

It had been thirty years since the former emperor established this prison. Every brick, every instrument of torture, every person here—including Zhang Luo himself—had become numb to human wounds; when wounds bled, they simply let them bleed. If there was too much, they’d bring a bucket of water to wash it away. It was never anything beautiful, just filth to be released to keep people conscious before prying open their mouths.

Zhang Luo had never minded the stench before, and could even drink tea amid the smell of blood.

But now when she said it hurt too much, he found himself unconsciously looking at her wounds.

But it was just a glance, and he immediately pulled his spirit back together, once again scrutinizing the person on the ground and her words with sharp eyes.

Was that the truth spoken from extreme pain, or another round of her subtle maneuvering?

Zhang Luo couldn’t be certain, but precisely because of this, he wouldn’t let her off so easily.

“Pull her up.”

“Yes.”

Zhang Luo’s voice was cold, so the officers showed no mercy to Yang Wan, grabbing her arms and forcing her upper body upright.

Yang Wan’s consciousness was already half gone, and now she felt her eyelids heavy, wanting to open them but unable to.

“Wake her.”

The ladle of cold water Zhang Luo ordered for her helped bring her consciousness back together. She gently licked the water from her lips, the water mixing with saliva to wet her mouth, finally allowing her to swallow twice. “Are you… still going to question me?”

“Yes.”

Zhang Luo looked down at her. “You haven’t answered a single question.”

“Why are you… so willing to be used by the Ceremonial Office?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“Zhang Luo…”

Yang Wan crawled forward on her knees one step. “I want to know…”

She tried to break free from the officers’ restraints, speaking brokenly: “I want to… know what… what you’re thinking?”

“I can tell you.”

Zhang Luo’s voice now showed almost no emotion.

“But after I tell you, you’ll still wish you were dead.”

He crouched down and stared into Yang Wan’s eyes. “His Majesty is the Son of Heaven of the Great Ming. As Commander of the Northern Suppression Bureau, I must uphold only heaven’s authority. Between heaven’s authority and human life, the latter means nothing to me, even if that life is my own.”

Yang Wan was speechless.

Zhang Luo continued: “If Consort Ning truly had an affair with Zheng Yuejia, I would report it to His Majesty. You remind me of my current situation, merely hoping I’ll give up torturing you and Zheng Yuejia, to help Consort Ning escape punishment. But I ask you if Consort Ning escapes punishment, who will pay for the deception of His Majesty? If no one pays, where is heaven’s authority?”

These words exploded like thunder beside Yang Wan’s ears.

Yang Wan gave a coughing laugh. “I understand.”

“What do you understand?”

Yang Wan nodded while laughing bitterly. “I understand how you think now. Fine…”

She stretched out both hands. “If you want to continue questioning, then bind me tight with iron chains, leave me no room to struggle. Zhang Luo, I might babble nonsense if I can’t bear the torture, but I tell you, as long as I’m alive, I won’t confess—unless you kill me.”

Zhang Luo looked at her hands stretched before him and said coldly: “In my hands, death is the hardest thing to achieve.”

Just as he was about to stand, the officer behind him reported: “Sir, people from the Eastern Depot are here.”

Zhang Luo’s hand paused on his knee. “What for?”

“They say they have imperial orders to take this female official away.”

“What imperial orders!”

Zhang Luo suddenly pushed himself up and strode straight out of the torture chamber.

With his departure, the spirit Yang Wan had been desperately maintaining suddenly completely deflated.

She gasped for air in great gulps, her shoulders trembling, her limbs convulsing. The officers had to release her, letting her collapse to the ground sobbing. Soon, the sobbing turned to crying, sounding particularly miserable in the pin-drop silence of the torture chamber.

Seeing her cry so pitifully, the two officers exchanged glances, and one couldn’t help saying: “Should we lock her up and take her to a cell first?”

“Is that okay? The commander might want to continue questioning when he returns.”

They spoke while looking at her wounds again.

The one who spoke first said: “Let’s lock her up first. Maybe when the commander returns and sees she’s already locked up, he might show some mercy. This crying is too… ah, it’s truly pitiful, she is a female official from the Palace Ceremonial Department after all.”

Outside the torture chamber, Qin Wende, the Thousand Households Commander of the Eastern Depot’s disciplinary division, bowed to Zhang Luo.

He used to be with the Northern Suppression Bureau, but he was straightforward and frank, often offending people by saying the wrong things. He was later transferred to the Imperial Guard, and after a few years, returned to the Imperial Guards, but at his age, he found no success anywhere. However, when Deng Ying reformed the Eastern Depot, he was the first name chosen. Since then, his relationship with Zhang Luo has become adversarial.

“Commander Zhang.”

He showed courtesy before force, only explaining his purpose after completing his bow.

“We come with imperial orders to take Palace Ceremonial Department Record Keeper Yang Wan back to the Eastern Depot for questioning.”

Zhang Luo said coldly: “Where is your Depot Commander?”

Qin Wende straightened up. “The Commander is on duty as Imperial Secretary today, naturally attending to His Majesty. Taking a prisoner is something I can handle well enough.”

Zhang Luo asked directly: “When did His Majesty give the Eastern Depot authority to conduct interrogations?”

“In reply to Commander Zhang, it was given today. If Commander Zhang doesn’t believe it, you can seek an audience with His Majesty yourself. We’ll simply wait a while longer.”

He deliberately spoke the last words with a strange tone, his gaze falling on the officer behind Zhang Luo who had arrested Yang Wan, showing clear antagonism. The officer couldn’t bear it and stepped forward, shouting: “What right does your Eastern Depot have? Weren’t you all originally Imperial Guards? You haven’t even changed your skin before becoming the eunuch dog. Now you dare bark in front of our commander? Utterly shameless!”

Qin Wende replied: “What do you mean by eunuchs’ dogs? Our Eastern Depot is just like your Northern Suppression Bureau, both directly under His Majesty’s control. Your words deserve having your tongue cut out.”

“Qin Wende, you—”

“What about me? Hurry and release the person. If you delay us from carrying out His Majesty’s orders, how many heads do you have? How many heads does your whole family have?”

“Silence, all of you!”

Qin Wende finally stopped and bowed to Zhang Luo. “I meant no offense, sir. Please quickly hand over the person so we can return to report to His Majesty.”

Zhang Luo asked: “Tell me, why did His Majesty suddenly order this person to be handed over to the Eastern Depot?”

Qin Wende lowered his hands. “I don’t know the reason, but our Commander has a message for you, sir.”

He lowered his voice. “The Commander said that matters of the inner court should be investigated within the inner court, but this isn’t his idea—it’s His Majesty’s. He hopes Commander Zhang will think about these words when questioning Zheng Bibi.”

After hearing these words, Zhang Luo fell silent with his hands behind his back.

Seeing no response from him, Qin Wende simply raised his hand to the Depot guards behind him: “Bring Record Keeper Yang out.”

Seeing that Zhang Luo hadn’t spoken, the officers dared not obstruct them. Soon, Yang Wan was carried out by two Depot guards. Qin Wende, seeing the horrifying wounds on her body and her tattered prison clothes, almost cursed.

“First… ah! First, go outside and call in Secretary Song!”

Song Yunqing had come at Deng Ying’s request with the Eastern Depot people. She knew entering the prison meant suffering, but she hadn’t expected it to be this brutal. Seeing Yang Wan’s torn clothes, she quickly took off her outer garment to wrap around Yang Wan. “Don’t touch her, I’ll help her out.”

Yang Wan opened her eyes to look at Song Yunqing and said weakly: “Why did you come too?”

Song Yunqing said: “Commander Deng sent me. Don’t talk now… you…”

As she spoke, she began crying herself.

Yang Wan said softly: “Don’t cry.”

Song Yunqing sobbed: “You’re crying too.”

“I’m crying from pain, why are you crying…”

“I… I’ve never seen someone from the Palace Ceremonial Department beaten like this. If I’m like this just seeing it, when Commander Deng and Consort Ning see… who knows how they’ll react.”

Yang Wan coughed once. “Where is Deng Ying… where is he?”

Song Yunqing wiped away her tears.

“He’s on duty before His Majesty today. After you were taken away, neither Madam Jiang nor I knew what to do. Madam went to beg Her Majesty the Empress, but Her Majesty said since the case was already given to the Northern Suppression Bureau to investigate, she couldn’t show mercy either. I could only wait outside the Hall of Mental Cultivation, fortunately until Commander Deng came out to get the Cabinet’s drafts. I don’t know what he said to His Majesty, but when the Eastern Depot guards came to find me, they said they were coming to get you back. In such a short time…”

Her voice trembled with tears. “To be tortured like this.”

Yang Wan patted the back of her hand, temporarily calming her, and looked up to ask Qin Wende: “Commander Qin, where are you taking me now?”

Qin Wende said: “We’re taking you back to the Inner Eastern Depot, but there are no detention facilities there. The Commander said to place you in the duty room on the west side of the Inner Eastern Depot, but you can’t move around freely, because His Majesty might want to question you personally.”

After speaking, he bent down, personally serving as a footstool for Yang Wan to board the carriage.

Seeing this, Yang Wan was reluctant to step forward.

Qin Wende said: “We receive many favors from the Commander daily. The Commander values you, so we value you too. We dare not offend you, serving as a footstool is the least we can do. Step up, Secretary Song, hold her steady.”

Only then did Yang Wan painfully climb into the carriage, with Song Yunqing placing a blanket beneath her so she could lie down.

Qin Wende drove the carriage himself, going slower than usual to avoid causing Yang Wan more suffering.

The sights of the Great Ming capital passed by the carriage curtains.

Yang Wan was grateful that Qin Wende had given her this quiet moment, allowing her to carefully acknowledge the wounds on her body.

When she first came to this era, she wasn’t used to this body that belonged to someone else, falling while walking at South Lake, even despising the frailty of Ming Dynasty women. But now, this whipping had tightly bound this body’s senses with her spirit. She was afraid, she hurt so much she wanted to die, she couldn’t help but beg for mercy from someone who had been merely a paper character to her before.

If while taking notes, she had maintained a modern person’s sense of boundaries, separating herself from this era’s suffering, now she found she couldn’t do that anymore.

The things she wanted, the people she wanted to see, were now all concrete.

She wanted to return to a quiet, clean room, take off these humiliating prison clothes, clean her wounds, apply medicine properly, then sleep, take medicine, and heal.

She wanted to see Deng Ying; even if they just sat on the same bed, she wouldn’t need to show him formal respect anymore.

Because at this moment, she wanted this person’s gentleness and compassion.
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The Eastern Depot was located north of the Mixed Hall Court, and like the Directorate of Ceremonial, it was just another office within the inner court.

In Deng Ying’s first year leading the Eastern Depot, they only had the power to monitor and arrest, but not to detain or interrogate suspects. Yang Wan was being held in an empty duty room on the west side of the inner Eastern Depot. When the guards brought her in, she was already running a high fever, and the wounds on her body hadn’t stopped bleeding after the bumpy journey. However, there wasn’t even a clean blanket in the duty room at this time. Song Yunqing could only help Yang Wan lean temporarily against the couch before walking out to tell the guards, “I’ll go back to the Fifth Division to get her clean clothes and bring a blanket.”

Qin Wende said, “The Chengrong Palace just sent someone to ask, and they’ve already gone back to get her clothes.”

Song Yunqing nodded, “That’s good…”

Qin Wende glanced inside, “Although this is our Eastern Depot’s jurisdiction, she is still a prisoner after all. You shouldn’t stay too long, to avoid giving our Superintendent, or yourself, anything to be criticized about.”

“I understand.”

Song Yunqing looked up, “Let me help her change her clothes. No one else here can do this.”

Just then, the eunuch from Chengrong Palace arrived with clothes and bedding, anxiously telling Song Yunqing, “The Consort and young prince cannot come here. When they heard about the torture, they became extremely worried. This servant must personally ask the Chief Officer, how badly is Record Keeper Yang injured?”

Song Yunqing took the clothes, her nose stinging with emotion, but having served in the palace for many years, she knew not to add fuel to the fire. Holding back tears, she replied, “You can tell the Consort that although the injuries are not light, fortunately, they’re all surface wounds. In this moderate weather, they should heal quickly. Please ask the Consort to take care of herself and not worry too much.”

The eunuch sighed in relief, nodding, “With your words, this servant can go back with an answer.”

Song Yunqing waved for him to go, turned away to wipe her tears, then pushed open the door.

All of Yang Wan’s injuries were on her waist, abdomen, and legs. When Song Yunqing helped her change clothes, she could barely bear to look at the wounds.

“Just wear the undergarments tonight, you can’t handle anything more.”

Yang Wan struggled with her last bit of strength to cooperate with Song Yunqing’s movements. “It looks… scary, doesn’t it?”

Song Yunqing nodded with a soft “mm,” and then said, “I can’t stay overnight. After helping you change, I have to leave. It’s late now, and there can’t be any more disturbances at the gate, so we can’t call for the imperial physician. I’ll help apply some of the medicine Consort Ning provided, but tomorrow you’ll have to manage on your own. Yang Wan, remember, no matter what, don’t let any eunuchs touch your body. People like us – they’re not worthy. Do you understand?”

When Yang Wan heard Song Yunqing’s words, she suddenly remembered Li Yu once saying that although Song Yunqing had been paired with Chen Hua for many years, she never allowed Chen Hua to enter her quarters. This showed how lowly these people in the Ming palace were – even if they gained the affection of palace maids, they could never earn their true respect.

“Yunqing…”

“Hmm?”

Yang Wan didn’t want to answer Song Yunqing directly, so she changed the subject.

“Could you take a message to Consort Ning for me?”

Song Yunqing pressed down the bedding at the edge of the bed, bending to help tie the side sash of her undergarments. “Tell me.”

“Tell the Consort, please don’t… plead on my behalf. It’s best if she doesn’t inquire about me at all.”

“I’ll tell her.”

As Song Yunqing spoke, she moved Yang Wan’s legs onto the couch and pulled the blanket over her body. “I’m leaving now. Take care of yourself.”

“Alright…”

The duty room door opened and closed, leaving only silence inside, save for the occasional “pop” from the lamp Song Yunqing had lit before leaving, which hadn’t yet burned steadily. Deng Ying stood outside the duty room, watching the warm glow on the window screen without saying a word. As two shifts of guards changed at the door, Deng Ying stepped aside. The long-standing made his leg injury ache, causing him to stumble slightly. Qin Wende tried to help him, but saw him wave his hand, “It’s fine, continue your shift change.”

Qin Wende said, “Superintendent, since you’re here, why not go in to see her?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer.

He had been standing there for almost half an hour, but he dared not go in.

He feared she would be exposed while tending to her wounds, feeling humiliated and unsettled. He feared that no matter how much he lowered himself, he couldn’t lift her dignity. Although he had suffered all those punishments himself, the final castration punishment had erased all previous pain. He could no longer speak final words like Zhou Congshan who said before death, “May my flesh and blood fall to earth to pave a good path for those who follow, and may my bones become trees to shelter future generations.”

After that one cut, he no longer had the right to be an “ancestor” to future generations.

He could only accept his fate, put down the pen that wrote articles, close the mouth that shouted for the world, don palace robes, call himself a servant, and live on in silence.

He had become like this, but Yang Wan was different.

She was perhaps the only person in this world who pitied Deng Ying.

For Deng Ying, if she had even a single crack, he would have to shatter completely to continue staying by her side.

“Superintendent.”

Seeing no response, Qin Wende called out again tentatively, “It is indeed late today. Why don’t you return first and question her tomorrow?”

“Alright…”

Just as he lowered his head to reply, he suddenly heard the person inside call his name.

“Deng Ying.”

The voice was very weak, but he heard it.

“Deng Ying.”

She didn’t say anything else, just called out again, though her voice trembled at the end, even triggering several coughs.

“Here.”

It came out almost instantly.

She seemed to sigh, or perhaps let out a breath of relief.

“Whether you see me or not, please don’t foolishly blame yourself… I’m fine, it doesn’t hurt much, I just don’t have much strength, otherwise, I’d help you open the door…”

After saying this, she coughed several more times intermittently.

“Deng Ying, could you ask them to bring me some water?”

“Bring me a pot of water.”

As he spoke, he untied his official robe worn on the outside and handed it to a guard beside him.

The guard seemed confused, “This subordinate will go get the Superintendent’s casual clothes.”

Deng Ying personally took the water brought by the guard and said softly, “No need. Step back a few paces and keep quiet.”

“Yes.”

The guards stepped back several paces after responding, their footsteps rustling from near to far.

Yang Wan closed her eyes, hearing sounds at the door. Outside, someone seemed to be walking back and forth with a wind lantern, much brighter than inside the room. But after just a moment, the door closed, and a thin shadow fell before her.

Yang Wan slowly turned over, enduring the pain.

“Being a prisoner of the Eastern Depot is much better than being in the imperial prison.”

Deng Ying put the water pot on the table, silently poured a cup of water, and walked to Yang Wan’s bedside.

He didn’t sit but half-knelt down. He gently supported Yang Wan’s back with his arm and brought the cup to her lips.

Yang Wan lowered her head, sipping the water from the cup bit by bit. Deng Ying just held the cup quietly, completely still, waiting until she moved her mouth away before switching to his other half-kneeling leg.

Yang Wan looked up at Deng Ying, “Doesn’t your leg hurt like that? Sit down.”

Deng Ying shook his head while holding the teacup, “I won’t sit.”

“Why?”

He didn’t speak, just shook his head.

Only then did Yang Wan notice he wasn’t wearing his outer robe. His blue undergarment showed the bone structure of his shoulders, but where those shoulder bones bent, there were no sharp angles. He looked no different from any gentleman from an ordinary family.

Yang Wan reached her hand out from under the blanket and gently grabbed his wrist, trying to help him up.

Fearing she would pull at her wounds, Deng Ying didn’t hesitate for a moment and quickly stood up following her force, but then she pressed down on his wrist again, trying to pull him to sit.

“Yang Wan… let me stand.”

“No…”

She didn’t let go, “Your heart is truly too delicate, so delicate that I feel ashamed in comparison. I have to use so much effort just to get you a little closer to me…”

As she spoke, she met Deng Ying’s gaze, “Please don’t stand like this, alright? If you want to question me, wait until tomorrow. I don’t have any strength today…”

“What would I question you about?”

As he spoke, he quickly complied and sat down.

“Wait for Lord Yang to return, let him question me, together with you.”

After saying this, he pinched his sleeve and lowered his head, “Yang Wan, I no longer know what to do to make things better for you.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together and gritted her teeth as she propped herself up halfway.

Deng Ying quickly said, “What do you need? I’ll get it.”

“I don’t need anything. Help me lie down a bit further inside.”

“Alright…”

Deng Ying was somewhat at a loss, “How can I help you without pulling at your wounds?”

“Hold me.”

Deng Ying was stunned.

“I…”

Yang Wan looked at his slightly reddening ears and smiled palely at him, “Never mind, I’ll do it myself.”

As she spoke, she tried to lift her leg but had no strength at all.

“Don’t move, I’ll do it.”

After saying this, he gently squeezed his hand before standing up and bending down to reach into the cotton blanket.

Fortunately, she was wearing complete undergarments.

But because she was feverish, her body temperature was much higher than his hands. When he searched for her knee bend and touched her leg, she seemed to tremble but said nothing.

Deng Ying dared not think of anything as he gently supported Yang Wan’s knee bend, one hand supporting her back, trying to gather her into his arms.

“Lying here… does it feel better?”

“Yes, I want to lie a bit further in.”

Hearing this, Deng Ying lifted one leg, half-kneeling on the edge of the couch, and moved Yang Wan’s body in a bit more.

“That’s good…”

Just as Deng Ying was about to withdraw his hand, Yang Wan gripped his arm, “Deng Ying… I have an unreasonable request.”

“Tell me.”

“Stay with me tonight, please?”

As she spoke, she gently released his arm, “You’re the Superintendent of the Eastern Depot, it might not be appropriate to be locked up with a prisoner like me, but this is your jurisdiction, and Song Yunqing and the others don’t dare stay…”

“I wasn’t planning to leave.”

He softly interrupted Yang Wan.

“I’ll sit and watch over you.”

“You took off your official robe, aren’t you cold?”

“No.”

Yang Wan raised her arm and gently lifted a corner of the blanket.

Deng Ying stepped back, “Yang Wan… don’t treat me like this.”

Yang Wan turned her arm, reaching her hand out from under the blanket. The red marks left by the shackles were still there, standing out particularly stark against her snow-white skin.

“Deng Ying, you once said you were a person with guilt. Although I never mocked you for it, at the time I thought it was absurd – how could someone be guilty just for being imprisoned and tortured? But today I understand. I understand why you think that way, why you’re so humble because even I cannot help but be humble now. The dynasty establishes justice, and the emperor establishes prisons, it’s for education, but also to make people feel fear. I was very afraid today… Deng Ying, that day at South Lake, you were very afraid too, weren’t you…”

She choked up after speaking, “I’m sorry, Deng Ying. At that time, I didn’t understand others’ pain at all, thinking I was already being very careful and measured… Looking back now, I was truly just being presumptuous about my cleverness. I offended you greatly, yet you kept stepping back, supporting what I called my dignity. Deng Ying… I’m sorry. But you must believe me, the words I said to you, won’t change. I want to help you, I must help you…”

By the end, she was choking with sobs, and Deng Ying watched her helplessly, not knowing how to comfort her.

“No, Wan Wan… don’t say such things.”

Yang Wan hadn’t heard what he called her in his urgency, she just kept repeating “I’m sorry…”

Deng Ying bent down to take off his shoes and socks, lying down against the edge of the bed. He didn’t know what to say either, he could only comfort her by opening his heart like he did that day in the torture chamber, “That day I wasn’t thinking of anything… I’m a person with a past but dare not hope for a future. It was only because your pinky promised to come to find me that I had such a slight fantasy. So it’s alright, Wan Wan, it’s alright…”

Perhaps it was the words “it’s alright” that comforted Yang Wan, as she gradually calmed down, her breathing becoming steadier.

Deng Ying didn’t dare move again, lightly tucking the blanket between them.

That night, Deng Ying stayed sitting beside Yang Wan.

Yang Wan’s hand lay on the back of his hand, and whether from nightmares or pain, she would grip it from time to time.

Deng Ying no longer tried to avoid it, letting her touch and grasp.

It wasn’t the first time she had touched him, but this time felt different to Deng Ying.

It was no longer giving but seemed to want to take something from him.

He had once told Yang Wan that what he hoped to receive from her was pity for a servant.

But now he could no longer say those words.

He didn’t know the specific reason why.

Some things gradually change with the passing of months and years, cracks forming silently and imperceptibly.

In the past, separated by paper, Yang Wan could respect him but couldn’t love him.

Now, sitting together on the same bed, she could finally respect him, and try to love him.

Chapter 63: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 1)
The next day, the Imperial Pharmacy at Huiji Gate sent a physician over.

Since Yang Wan was a female official, palace rules required examining patients behind a screen.

The Eastern Depot’s guards watched so intensely that they practically wanted to blindfold the physician. The physician was exasperated and threw down his medicine box, saying, “How am I supposed to examine her like this? Just let her heal on her own.”

He spoke with visible irritation, his mustache quivering.

Yang Wan, leaning on the couch, felt helpless but could only try to placate him: “Please don’t be angry, Sir. Just leave some medicine.”

The physician pressed his temples, then opened his medicine box and took out various bottles and jars. While checking them, he explained, “The most important things are to keep the wounds dry, avoid friction, and be extremely careful when sitting up or moving.”

Looking around at all the men standing far away, he sighed, “With injuries this severe, and no one to tend to her, how can she possibly recover well?”

Hearing this, one of the guards couldn’t help but snap, “Sir, you don’t know anything, so stop talking nonsense.”

The physician rolled his eyes. “What don’t I know?” As he packed up his medicine box and reached the door, he turned back with a snide remark: “Can any of you go in to tend to her?”

Not watching where he was going, he bumped right into Deng Ying as he finished speaking.

“Oh my, Superintendent…”

Though he had a proud temperament, being in Eastern Depot territory, he couldn’t help but feel intimidated after bumping into Deng Ying.

However, Deng Ying cupped his hands and bowed to him, “Deng Ying apologizes for his rudeness.”

Seeing his humility, the physician felt embarrassed and quickly returned the bow, “No matter, no matter.”

Deng Ying straightened up, glanced at the duty room, then respectfully asked, “May I ask, Sir, how are Record Keeper Yang’s injuries?”

“Ah.”

The physician leveled his voice, “I dare not offend, so I couldn’t examine too closely, but since they’re surface wounds, there’s no need to rush recovery.”

Deng Ying nodded in acknowledgment, then asked, “She had a high fever last night. When might it break?”

Hearing this, the physician understood why the guard had said “You don’t know anything” when he’d commented about Yang Wan having no one to tend to her. So it was this Eastern Depot official himself who was caring for the person inside. Thinking of this, he looked more carefully at Deng Ying, seeing him now dressed in casual clothes with sleeves half-rolled up, showing no hesitation as he checked the water about to boil on the stove in front of everyone. His voice was also very gentle as he said, “She doesn’t seem able to eat much, just drink some water.”

“Being able to drink water is good.”

At this point, the physician glanced at the guards behind Deng Ying. Seeing that they dared not speak while Deng Ying was present, he took the liberty of instructing Deng Ying as he would normally instruct palace servants: “The wounds are inflamed, so fever is inevitable. Apply the prescribed medicine properly three times a day, and don’t skip any oral medications. Her wounds are deep – avoid any friction if possible. With good care, by the day after tomorrow… the fever should break.”

“Yes, Deng Ying understands. Thank you, physician.”

After speaking, he bowed again before stepping aside to let the physician pass.

After Deng Ying straightened up, Qin Wende reported from behind him.

“Superintendent, Scribe Hu from the Directorate of Ceremonial came today.”

Deng Ying turned around, “About the imperial interrogation?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“He said the day after tomorrow.”

Hearing this, Deng Ying lowered his eyes and remained silent for a moment, then bent to lift the water from the stove, saying softly, “Alright, I understand. Make arrangements according to the Directorate’s instructions.”

Qin Wende followed a step and asked, “Superintendent, will this case be transferred from the Northern Command to us?”

Deng Ying nodded, “That’s the idea, though this is just a special case within the inner court. The Eastern Depot still doesn’t have regular interrogation authority.”

“This subordinate understands.”

At this time, Yang Wan had just put on her lined robe and was supporting herself to sit up on the couch. She pulled back half the blanket and pushed her silk pants down to her knees, intending to apply medicine to herself.

Compared to the wounds on her waist and abdomen, although the injuries on her legs were severe, Yang Wan could at least see them, making it easier to apply medicine. Just as she was reaching for the bottles the physician had left on the table, the door lock rattled. Yang Wan looked up at the door, hurriedly trying to pull back under the blanket, but this pulled at her wounds. The pain made her lose strength, and her body tilted, falling from the couch.

Deng Ying quickly closed the door, crouched down to lift Yang Wan from the ground, and called out, “Lock the door.”

Then he added, “Hold onto my shoulders.”

Yang Wan was breathing hard from the pain but still instinctively reached to grab her silk pants that were sliding down her knees.

Deng Ying glanced down at her hand, “Wait, I’ll help you.”

Yang Wan’s ears turned red, but she didn’t dare move carelessly. She quietly withdrew her hand and grabbed the sash at Deng Ying’s waist, “Did you see…”

“What?”

Yang Wan looked up and saw him pressing his lips together slightly.

“I…”

“I saw.”

Afraid she would shame herself by saying it, he quickly acknowledged it, then gently carried Yang Wan back to the couch. Supporting her waist, he helped lift her lower body to pull up the silk pants that had slipped almost to her ankles. The silk fabric rubbed against her wounds, making Yang Wan furrow her brows. Seeing her discomfort, Deng Ying had to lighten his touch, “Does it hurt?”

“If you do it quickly, it won’t hurt as much.”

Deng Ying withdrew his hands and stood stiffly in front of Yang Wan, “I can’t let Song Yunqing come…”

“I know. It’s probably better that she can’t come. She doesn’t have your good temperament – who knows how she’d scold me if she saw me like this.”

Yang Wan interrupted him, partly to comfort him as well.

Deng Ying didn’t continue, instead reaching for the medicine bottles the physician had left, silently reading the labels.

“What are you thinking about?”

Yang Wan watched him from the couch.

She was still feverish, her face flushed and eyes somewhat moist.

“Just now, I…”

“Don’t apologize, Deng Ying.”

She interrupted him again, looking at his profile and speaking softly, “Though I feel embarrassed, I’m not humiliated. I asked you earlier because I didn’t want you to keep it in your heart, and then go off alone thinking about those frightening things you said in front of Yang Lun.”

She gently revealed Deng Ying’s concerns, leaving him speechless. He could only silently nod.

Yang Wan looked at the medicine bottle in his hand, “I can apply medicine to the wounds on my legs myself, but I can’t see the ones on my waist and ribs. I’m sorry, I know you’re unwilling, but I have no one else to ask.”

Indeed, there was no one else who could help Yang Wan here.

Palace servants couldn’t have private contact with Yang Wan, and the guards outside were all men. Only Deng Ying himself was a eunuch.

Everything seemed arranged to expose the “desire” he had hidden in his heart, but it also seemed to build a high execution platform where Yang Lun, Consort Ning, Yi Lang, and even Bai Huan and Zhang Zhanchun all stood below watching him. His shame had nowhere to hide.

In his life until now, he could face most people with a clear conscience, but before Yang Wan, he felt that only by having a guilty conscience could he continue to live.

“Wan Wan.”

Deng Ying called to Yang Wan, his hands squeezing his knees, then bent down to lift her inner garment at the waist and abdomen, gently holding it with his wrist.

Yang Wan felt his warm breath on her skin and was about to respond when Deng Ying continued: “I will remember these days in my heart, but after you leave, please forget about it.”

“Why should I forget?”

Deng Ying warmed the medicine in his palm before gently applying it to her wounds.

“If you don’t forget, how can I face myself?”

Hearing this, Yang Wan fell silent but shook her head while watching Deng Ying.

Dozens of lash marks, some two or three inches long, others stretching from ribs to navel.

Yang Wan stared at the bed frame, trying to distract herself, pressing her lips together to endure.

Only when Deng Ying straightened up and tucked in her blanket did she release her lips and let out a long breath.

Deng Ying stood with his back turned at the table, cleaning the blood stains from the medicine bottles and cloths. Qin Wende, standing by the window, said, “Superintendent, people from the Northern Command have arrived. There’s a court hearing today, they request your presence.”

Deng Ying looked at the disturbing bloodstains near his hand, then suddenly said in a deep voice, “Let the Northern Command wait.”

Qin Wende rarely heard Deng Ying speak like this. He was stunned for a moment, then felt pleased.

“Yes, this subordinate will let them wait properly.”

“How is Scribe Zheng doing?”

Yang Wan, having recovered somewhat, leaned on the couch and softly asked Deng Ying.

Deng Ying replied, “Don’t think too much about it.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “How many court hearings has it been?”

“Three times now.”

“The previous times… was torture used?”

When she said the word “torture,” her shoulders trembled involuntarily.

“Not the first time, the second time… the injuries weren’t too severe. Don’t think about his situation now. Tomorrow His Majesty will personally interrogate you. What you say affects not only yourself and the entire Chengrong Palace but also over a hundred land reform officials in the south, including Lord Yang.”

Yang Wan swallowed and lowered her head, saying, “I understand, I’ll be careful.”

She looked up at Deng Ying, “Deng Ying, are you trying to use this opportunity to take over the Northern Command’s interrogation and detention authority?”

“I’ve been thinking about it, but I haven’t figured it out yet.”

“It’s alright…”

Yang Wan clasped her hands together under the blanket, “I’ll think carefully about how to answer His Majesty tomorrow.”

Deng Ying said, “His Majesty is different from Zhang Luo. He won’t torture you, but… he holds everyone’s lives in his hands. However, you’ve always been better than me at reading His Majesty’s mind. I have no advice to give you now, except one thing: take care of yourself, don’t think about trying to save anyone.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan pressed, “Did Scribe Zheng say something to you?”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes without speaking.

“Tell me…”

Yang Wan struggled to sit up, and Deng Ying hurried to support her. “The Hejü case hasn’t been simple since the moment you entered the imperial prison. If Consort Ning is found guilty, Yang Lun must be immediately escorted back to the capital, and the southern land reforms must be suspended. What you and the Chengrong Palace need to do now is distance yourselves from Scribe Zheng – you can’t have any thought of saving him.”

“I know, I won’t be rash, but Consort Ning…”

Yang Wan gripped the blanket, “Consort Ning will be heartbroken.”

Deng Ying sighed, looked down at Yang Wan, hesitated for a while, then still asked softly.

“Is it true?”

“What…”

“That Consort Ning and Scribe Zheng were old acquaintances.”

Yang Wan nodded.

“It’s true. I once helped the Consort save him outside the Hall of Mental Cultivation. You remember he came to thank me, right?”

“Yes.”

“That was when I first learned about the connection between the Consort and Scribe Zheng. They weren’t just acquaintances – they were in love when they were young. Later, in all these years in the palace, though they saw each other, they never spoke, all to keep each other safe. That time at the Hall of Mental Cultivation, when His Majesty was going to beat Scribe Zheng to death, the Consort almost lost her composure. This time, since it involves Yang Lun, she might endure, but…”

Yang Wan’s throat choked up, unable to continue speaking.

Deng Ying sat with her.

Outside the window, the warm sun shone, and the shadow of a lone tree’s crown fell through the window screen onto Yang Wan’s shoes, then gradually crept up to Deng Ying’s knees.

In this patch of shadow, Deng Ying saw the same retribution that faced Zheng Yuejia, but he didn’t want to tell Yang Wan.

Chapter 64: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 2)
Yang Wan spent another sleepless night. Fighting through excruciating pain, she lay in her bedding trying to envision how tomorrow’s imperial interrogation would unfold.

Though the Great Ming Dynasty had not yet reached its hundredth year, because the founding ancestors came from humble origins, each generation of emperors had dedicated themselves to forging heaven’s authority. Harsh punishments restricted the words and actions of both the inner court personnel and officials, but the excessive severity often led to backlash.

During the previous dynasty’s Renyin Palace Incident (1), palace servants, unable to bear the oppression, nearly succeeded in a plot to kill the previous emperor. This forced him to move out of his sleeping quarters to the Western Gardens, where he practically abandoned thoughts of intimacy, spending his days cultivating the Dao until finally returning to Qianqing Palace only after death.

Emperor Zhennin learned from his father’s lesson. After ascending the throne, he ordered the Palace Governance Office to strictly regulate the inner palace. Except for the Empress, all consorts trembled in fear before the emperor.

Due to the consorts’ fear, Emperor Zhennin became increasingly stubborn and naturally favored women like Noble Consort Jiang, who came from palace maid origins – lacking in knowledge but compliant in everything and constantly seeking his pity.

Although Consort Ning was exceptionally beautiful, her personality was aloof, unlike Noble Consort Jiang who knew how to flatter Emperor Zhennin.

She was often reprimanded for “failings” such as “inadequate responses,” and coupled with her dignity and pride, she rarely begged the emperor for forgiveness even when punished. Emperor Zhennin had always felt both love and hatred for this aspect of Consort Ning’s character.

When in a good mood, he found Consort Ning like an exquisitely carved work of art; when in a poor mood, he found her detestable.

Historical records contained no definitive cause or date for Consort Ning’s death.

Most historical materials glossed over it with just the phrase “fell from favor.”

Yet why would a woman of such beauty fall from the emperor’s favor without reason?

Yang Wan closed her eyes, gathering all the related documents in her mind. Combined with current circumstances, she could determine that the spring-summer transition of Zhennin’s twelfth year was when Consort Ning lost favor. The reason was none other than the Crane Residence case exposing her relationship with Zheng Yuejia. As for Emperor Zhennin later killing three hundred palace women to conclude the Crane Residence case, it must have been to erase this utterly shameful matter for Emperor Zhennin himself.

Though Yang Wan had sorted through all the events and foresaw the outcome, her heart remained unsettled.

Tomorrow the emperor would question her personally. Then, in history without her presence, who did the emperor question tomorrow? What did that person say? Yang Wan had no way of knowing. If this were a precise historical record, she could now preemptively avoid mistakes and respond better. But in the hundreds of years of the Great Ming Dynasty, countless days and nights passed, with prosperity and decline often transforming in an instant, shifting hundreds and thousands of times – how many words could the “History of Ming” contain? Large sections narrating events, small sections evaluating people, and no human sentiment between the lines. For Yang Wan now, it was like a seemingly logically rigorous academic skeleton – when trying to write with it, she would find errors everywhere, leaving no place to begin.

Her mind was entangled, she truly couldn’t sleep. In the latter half of the night, she heard the sound of rain.

Unable to help herself, she propped up to turn over, accidentally pressing on Deng Ying’s arm.

Yang Wan had expected him to speak, but he merely coughed softly in the darkness, slowly withdrew his arm, and casually pulled the blanket up over her shoulders.

The rain drummed on the eaves like strumming a zither, with large patches of moisture seeping into the bricks.

The next day at dawn, just as the rain stopped, Palace Ceremonial Office Supervising Secretary Eunuch Hu Xiang arrived at the door with Imperial Guard personnel.

Deng Ying walked out from the duty room and bowed to Hu Xiang.

Hu Xiang lowered his head and asked, “Can she walk on her own?”

Deng Ying straightened up and replied, “She still needs support.”

Hu Xiang said, “His Majesty intends to question her in the Eastern Investigation Bureau hall. You may be present.”

“Understood.”

Raindrops trickled softly into puddles under the eaves.

After these simple exchanges establishing the interrogation arrangements, both Deng Ying and Hu Xiang fell silent.

Though this questioning of Yang Wan was within the inner court, no one could mediate.

Bureau guards brought Yang Wan out of the duty room. She still wore only her middle garments, her hair undone. Still feverish, her face was intensely flushed though her lips were deathly pale.

Hu Xiang said, “Today the Master will question you personally. I have a few things to tell you first.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Please speak, Eunuch Hu.”

“The Eastern Investigation Bureau is an inner court office. His Majesty summoning you back from the Northern Investigation Office prison was originally meant as amnesty. But if you deceive the emperor, the crime will be unforgivable – no one in the palace can save your life. You’re only nineteen, still young. If you can think for yourself, you should think for yourself. His Majesty is merciful and will forgive you.”

These words were meant to break Yang Wan’s mental defenses.

Yang Wan raised her head to look at Hu Xiang, “Your servant dares not deceive His Majesty.”

“Good. Since you understand, take her away.”

The Bureau guards knew of her torture wounds’ pain, so they walked very slowly. Fortunately, the Western duty room was only a few hundred meters from the Eastern Investigation Bureau. When Yang Wan was brought to the main hall of the Eastern Bureau, the emperor’s procession had not yet arrived. The guards helped Yang Wan kneel, and she pressed against the ground to bow down. After catching her breath for a moment, it felt somewhat better than standing.

Deng Ying crouched down, “You haven’t eaten anything – can you endure?”

Yang Wan nodded, “Eating would make me less clear-headed. I’m fine.”

Just then, all the Bureau guards standing in the corridor knelt. Deng Ying also fell silent, lifting his robe to kneel beside Yang Wan in greeting.

“All rise.”

A tall, thin figure passed by Yang Wan. The speaking voice didn’t sound particularly old.

Everyone except Yang Wan rose in response.

“Deng Ying.”

The emperor called out from the front.

“Your servant is here.”

“Bring her in.”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying supported Yang Wan’s arm to stand and walk into the main hall.

“Close the door.”

“Yes.”

The Eastern Bureau’s main hall had only one west-facing window. Once the door closed, darkness fell all around.

Deng Ying helped Yang Wan kneel and lit the bronze lamp beside Emperor Zhennin. The lamp’s light fell on Yang Wan’s face and cast the emperor’s shadow beside her knees.

She instinctively wanted to look at Emperor Zhennin, but heard Deng Ying say: “Record Keeper Yang, do not raise your head.”

“Yes…”

Emperor Zhennin said: “No matter, raise your head and let Us see.”

Yang Wan lifted her head in response. Emperor Zhennin glanced at the blood seeping through her middle garments and asked Deng Ying, “How many times did the Northern Investigation Office question her?”

Deng Ying replied, “In response to Your Majesty, only once.”

Emperor Zhennin nodded, “Your report was timely.” Then he looked down at Yang Wan, “Your name is Yang Wan, correct?”

“Yes.”

Emperor Zhennin supported his forehead, recalling for a moment, “In Zhennin’s seventh year, Consort Ning asked the Empress Dowager to arrange your marriage to the Zhang family. We didn’t interfere in this matter, but We still remember – why didn’t you marry afterward?”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “Your servant fell from a cliff and was away from home for long. The Zhang family doubted your servant’s chastity was lost, thus the marriage did not proceed.”

Emperor Zhennin nodded, “Ah, We remember now. Because of this matter, We even reprimanded Zhang Luo last year.”

“Your servant thanks Your Majesty for supporting your servant then.”

Emperor Zhennin gave a cold laugh. “Knowing to give thanks – not entirely foolish.”

After speaking, his fingers tapped lightly on the tea table as he turned the conversation to a critical point.

“We ask you, when did Consort Ning and Zheng Yuejia become acquainted?”

“The Zheng and Yang families were indeed old acquaintances. Your servant and sister had indeed met Secretary Zheng.”

Her answer somewhat surprised Emperor Zhennin.

“Is this how you spoke in the Northern Investigation Office as well?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No…”

“Then how did you speak?”

“Your servant under torture in prison… feared being unable to endure the torture, spoke nonsense, so kept begging for mercy without saying anything.”

Emperor Zhennin stood up, “Very well, you may speak before Us now. We won’t torture you – if what you say displeases Us, We’ll simply kill you.”

Yang Wan coughed several times, supporting herself on the ground as she raised her head, “If Your Majesty killing your servant could stop these rumors, protect your sister’s reputation, and maintain Your Majesty’s and the royal family’s name, then your servant willingly accepts death.”

Emperor Zhennin walked before Yang Wan with hands behind his back, silently looking down at her for a moment before speaking in a deep voice: “We don’t understand why you’re so willing to die.”

Yang Wan gripped her trembling hands, “If Your Majesty doesn’t kill your servant, will you send your servant back to prison?”

Emperor Zhennin neither confirmed nor denied.

Yang Wan pressed her pain-whitened lips together.

“Does Your Majesty know why Lord Zhang learned before Your Majesty that sister and Secretary Zheng were old acquaintances?”

Emperor Zhennin was startled by these words, his hands behind his back unconsciously clenching into fists.

Yang Wan could barely maintain her kneeling position now. The high fever made her dizzy, her stomach churning. She ruthlessly pinched her leg wound, using the pain to keep herself clear-headed, and continued speaking: “They didn’t care about Your Majesty’s reputation at all – they just wanted… to make sister bear the crime of harming the prince… The Northern Investigation Office tortured me and Secretary Zheng – regardless of which of us broke under torture, making false confessions… The next day, Your Majesty’s imperial desk would have memorials calling for the sister’s dismissal… Sister was wronged, and how could Your Majesty not also be wronged… Fortunately, Your Majesty had Bureau Director Deng assist in investigating this case, allowing your servant the fortune to state these matters before Your Majesty. Otherwise… your servant’s mad ravings in prison, even dying ten thousand deaths would not atone for the crime.”

After finishing this speech, Yang Wan had nearly exhausted all her energy. Her vision darkened, and she had to grab the chair leg beside her to barely maintain her kneeling position before the emperor.

Her nerves taut, she held her breath waiting for Emperor Zhennin’s reaction.

This was the only response Yang Wan could think of.

In this process, she had to maintain a grip on her current identity, could not wildly discuss Yang Lun and politics, and couldn’t even discuss the Crane Residence case. She only needed to grasp a monarch’s sensitive and arrogant nature, using words to deliver a measured strike.

The rest she would leave to this suspicious Emperor Zhennin to doubt on his own.

Though she had no certainty about what decision the emperor would make, she had already exhausted her mental capacity in trying to understand Emperor Zhennin as a ruler, seeking tiny cracks between imperial power and the Northern Investigation Office, creating a lifeline for Consort Ning and herself, while also creating an opportunity for the Eastern Bureau to take some power from the Northern Investigation Office.

However, she dared not be as confident as when she saved Zheng Yuejia, because her own life and death now also hung on Emperor Zhennin’s momentary whim.

“Yang Wan, these words of yours, We consider sincere.”

Chapter 65: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 3)
Yang Wan prostrated herself, “This servant thanks Your Majesty.”

After speaking these words, her mind could no longer continue, and her elbows supporting her on the ground suddenly couldn’t lift her body.

The Emperor looked at her injuries and casually asked, “Has the Imperial Physician seen you?”

Yang Wan replied hoarsely, “Thank you for Your Majesty’s concern. Yes, they have.”

Emperor Zhening nodded, “You understand well, knowing what should and shouldn’t be said, and your heart is loyal to the palace. I’ll decide to pardon you today. You’ve suffered wrongly, and I will have the Empress issue an edict to personally comfort you. If there are any other rewards you desire, you may tell Me now while I’m here.”

Though this sounded gentle, it was a trap, testing Yang Wan’s thoughts. If she answered even slightly wrong, all her previous efforts would be wasted.

Deng Ying watched Yang Wan anxiously, seeing her seemingly exhale before responding softly, “This servant dares not ask for rewards, only begs Your Majesty to allow this servant a few days’ rest.”

Hearing these words, the Emperor finally smiled, “I just said you were sensible, yet now you’re being so foolish. It seems the beating has hurt you badly. Looking at you makes Me quite sympathetic.”

Yang Wan, already struggling to support herself, simply raised her head slightly and kowtowed again.

“Your Majesty’s mercy overwhelms this servant.”

Emperor Zhening waved his hand, “Enough. Deng Ying.”

“This servant is here.”

“Go personally to the Department of Ceremonial Affairs and tell Director Jiang, it’s My wish that she recover in Chengrong Palace for half a month.”

“Yes.”

Emperor Zhening looked at the sky through the window, “What time is it?”

“Almost Chen hour (7-9 AM).”

“Have the Grand Secretariat’s memorials been submitted?”

Deng Ying said, “This servant will inquire at the Directorate of Ceremonial for Your Majesty.”

Emperor Zhening stood up and shook his sleeves, “No need. I’ll wait in the Hall of Mental Cultivation. As for this place of yours…”

He looked around, “It’s too cramped. Since those duty rooms on the west side are empty, incorporate them all into the Inner Eastern Depot. Deng Ying, from now on when the Inner Eastern Depot conducts inspections, if you encounter important cases, you may report directly to Me in the Hall of Mental Cultivation. No need to go through the Northern Command – you can arrest suspects and conduct interrogations yourselves. I will issue an edict about this through the Grand Secretariat, so both the Directorate and Depot will know.”

Deng Ying knelt and responded “Yes,” then raised his head and asked: “Your Majesty, may Zheng Yuejia be transferred to the Eastern Depot for internal investigation?”

Emperor Zhening looked out the window, rubbing his thumb in silence for a while, “Bring him back. He served Me once, and I don’t want him out there.”

After speaking, he seemed to sigh, “Go get him yourself. When he’s back, no need to see Me. As for how to handle him… I’ll think about it. You don’t need to say anything to him, just let him wait.”

“Bring him back.”

To Yang Wan’s ears, these words sounded like a master deciding to take back an abandoned dog – condescending and chilling.

She couldn’t help but turn to look at Deng Ying kneeling beside her. He kept his eyes lowered, prostrating himself before Emperor Zhening, “This servant thanks Your Majesty for your grace toward Zheng Yuejia.”

Grace?

What kind of grace was this?

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying’s hands pressed against the ground, and his forehead touching the back of his hands. Dust from the ground had stained his robe sleeves, yet this man was far cleaner and gentler than the man standing before him. As Yang Wan watched, her eyes gradually reddened.

“Is Hu Xiang outside?”

Emperor Zhening lowered his head to arrange his sleeves and called out.

Hu Xiang quickly opened the door and responded.

“Return to the Hall of Mental Cultivation.”

Everyone inside and out knelt to see off the imperial presence.

After the imperial procession had gone far, Qin Wende stood and closed the main door.

The daylight dimmed again, and Yang Wan could no longer support herself. Her body swayed and collapsed.

Deng Ying quickly moved on his knees to catch her, supporting her back to let her lean against his chest.

Two days of recovery were completely undone in this one fall. Yang Wan lowered her head to see blood seeping from the wounds on her legs, instantly staining her trouser legs red.

“I tried my best today…”

She looked up at Deng Ying, who silently nodded at her.

“Deng Ying… if you’re ever in difficulty in the future, I will help you desperately, just like today.”

“I don’t need that. I just don’t want you to become like me.”

As he spoke, he bent down trying to roll up her trouser leg. Yang Wan gave a coughing laugh, “Don’t bother rolling it up, the wound has just reopened. You won’t be able to see it from the bottom.”

Deng Ying lowered his hands, “I’ll take you back to Chengrong Palace soon. Once there, we can call female physicians to properly treat your wounds. I haven’t taken good care of you these past few days.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “His Majesty has now given the Eastern Depot the western duty rooms and the power to detain and interrogate. You’ll be very busy in the coming days… Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine after resting for a few days.”

Deng Ying reached out to smooth her hair, damp with cold sweat, “I was already unforgivable before you, and now, I owe you a debt of gratitude as well.”

Yang Wan laughed softly, raising her hand to touch Deng Ying’s neck, her palm half on his collar and half on his exposed skin.

Deng Ying’s back stiffened, his fingers slowly squeezing his knees.

“I didn’t lie to you, did I? When I said I would help you, I definitely could.”

“Mm.”

He nodded.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes?”

“Just continue doing what you want to do. No matter what others think, I see it all. As long as I’m alive, I’ll make sure you survive. Even if I’m too naive… even if I ultimately can’t achieve it, I’ll still be your posthumous defender.”

As she spoke, her fingers gently caressed Deng Ying’s neck.

This gentle caress caused an aching warmth to spread through his jaw.

He had previously thought that beneath the robes, above the flesh, he would lose every battle.

But at this moment, he sensed that Yang Wan didn’t want him to lose.

For Yang Wan, she could finally touch this man who once lived among papers, no longer with historical scrutiny and pity, but with warm affection.

“Let me carry you back to Chengrong Palace.”

“There’s no need…”

“Are you worried the young prince will blame me?”

Yang Wan didn’t answer.

“Don’t worry, Wan Wan. To be able to care for you, I can endure anything.”

After speaking, he gently lifted Yang Wan’s body, letting her temporarily lean against the chair leg while he stood up and crouched in front of her.

“Come.”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying’s back, “Walk slowly later. I was lying to you before – my wounds haven’t healed well, they hurt.”

“Alright, I’ll walk slowly. Come up first.”

Yang Wan coughed once, “Also, I’m not very light. If you…”

“Wan Wan.”

He interrupted her, then gently repeated: “Come up first.”

On this May morning, the palace servants had just swept yesterday’s rain-fallen leaves into piles scattered along the walls.

Yang Wan held onto Deng Ying’s neck, quietly resting on his shoulder.

He had once built this imperial city for the Emperor and knew every palace pathway and every hall intimately, but he understood that none of these bricks and plants belonged to him. Only now, with Yang Wan holding his neck as he walked step by step through the early summer imperial city, did he suddenly feel that those elegant features he had created had a real connection to him.

Deng Ying turned his head to look at Yang Wan’s face resting on his shoulder.

She seemed to have fallen asleep from exhaustion, but due to the pain, she couldn’t sleep peacefully. Yet her expression remained relaxed and gentle.

Deng Ying raised his head to look at the flowering branches on the palace walls and suddenly asked her softly.

“Wan Wan, do you want some flowers?”

Unexpectedly, the person on his back answered hazily, “I want a depot flower.”

Deng Ying didn’t know what a depot flower was.

But seeing her sweet, innocent smile after saying those words, he found himself smiling too.

By now, the servants of Chengrong Palace had received news of Yang Wan’s release and were crowding around Consort Ning at the palace gate. Imperial Physician Peng from the Imperial Pharmacy, along with two female physicians, were also waiting at the Chengrong Gate. Yi Lang tugged at Consort Ning’s sleeve and asked softly, “Imperial Mother, why are the female physicians here too?”

Consort Ning sighed, “Your aunt is injured. These next few days, you must be gentler and not disturb your aunt while she recovers.”

“Who hurt Aunt?”

Consort Ning looked at Yi Lang’s serious expression and silently shook her head.

He Yu said, “Your Grace, perhaps we should let the Record Keeper stay in the Western Side Hall. The east side is more spacious, but we servants are far away and might not be able to care for her properly.”

Consort Ning said, “No need to prepare the Side Hall – there’s no time anyway. When she returns, let her stay in my chambers.”

“Then where will Your Grace stay?”

“We’ll discuss that after I’ve cared for her for a few days. She must be frightened and feeling wronged.”

He Yu quickly said, “Record Keeper is Your Grace’s sister and has been so good to our young prince. How can our hearts not ache to see her suffer like this?”

Consort Ning nodded, “I know you all care. But I’m uneasy – let her stay with me.”

After speaking, she bent down to touch Yi Lang’s face, “When your aunt returns, don’t keep asking her questions. Let her rest well, understand?”

Yi Lang said, “Imperial Mother, was Aunt taken away because of the plot against Second Brother?”

Before Consort Ning could answer, He Yu had already gone down the steps.

“Superintendent Deng, please go slowly, let us help steady her.”

Consort Ning straightened up to look at the Chengrong Gate, seeing Deng Ying half-kneeling, supporting Yang Wan’s waist with his hand behind her, letting He Yu and others help Yang Wan down.

Yang Wan’s clothes were covered in blood stains, shocking to see from waist to thighs.

Consort Ning hurriedly lifted her skirts to go down, not daring to touch Yang Wan carelessly. “How… how did you become injured like this?”

Hearing Consort Ning’s voice, Yang Wan forced her eyes open, “Your Grace…”

“It’s alright, don’t speak if you’re in pain. Sister will take you inside.”

“It’s not painful… just looks frightening.”

As she spoke, she looked at Yi Lang, “You should take the young prince back, so as not to frighten him.”

Yi Lang said, “I’m not afraid.”

Yang Wan smiled palely, “Then you mustn’t cry when you see it later.”

“I won’t cry.”

After saying this, he glanced at Deng Ying, then looked up at Yang Wan again, “I’ll remember everything for Aunt.”

Deng Ying hadn’t stood up, keeping his head lowered as he addressed Yi Lang and Consort Ning: “This servant begs forgiveness from Your Grace and the prince.”

Before Consort Ning could speak, Yi Lang asked, “Did you save my aunt?”

Deng Ying straightened his back, “This servant dares not say so.”

“If you did, then you did. If you didn’t, then you didn’t. Superintendent Deng, just tell me directly.”

Deng Ying looked up at Yang Wan, and Yi Lang’s voice rose, “You don’t need to look at my aunt. She doesn’t want me to give you trouble. I’m not asking to trouble you, I just want to know clearly what you did.”

Deng Ying prostrated himself again, “This servant failed to take good care of the Record Keeper. Please punish this servant, young prince.”

Yi Lang lowered his head, “You don’t need to consider my dignity. Don’t beg forgiveness when you shouldn’t. Please stand up first.”

Chapter 66: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 4)
“Get up when I tell you to get up.”

Yang Wan, leaning in He Yu’s embrace, urged him.

Deng Ying was startled by her urging and hurriedly rose with thanks, “Yes, this servant thanks Your Highness.”

After speaking, he turned and bowed to Consort Ning, “This servant still has duties at the Bureau, and must take leave first.”

“Superintendent Deng, please stay.”

Deng Ying straightened up, “Does Your Majesty have further instructions?”

Consort Ning nodded at him, then bent down to speak to Yi Lang: “First help your aunt inside, Mother will follow shortly.”

“Yes.”

Yi Lang obediently agreed, gently taking Yang Wan’s hand, “Aunt, let’s go inside.”

Yang Wan held Yi Lang’s hand while walking, turning back to look at Consort Ning.

She could probably guess what Consort Ning wanted to ask Deng Ying, but Consort Ning never turned back to look at her.

Deng Ying watched until Yang Wan disappeared behind the screen before withdrawing his gaze and bowing to Consort Ning. “Your Majesty has questions to ask.”

Consort Ning stepped aside on the steps, “People come and go here. Please, Superintendent Deng, may we speak elsewhere?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying followed Consort Ning into the front hall of Chengqian Palace. At this time, there was no one else in the front hall besides the two of them.

Consort Ning personally closed the door, turned to him, and said: “Superintendent, please sit.”

“This servant dares not. Your Majesty, please speak directly.”

Consort Ning turned to the side. The shadows from the brocade window gradually moved across her face. She was even fairer than Yang Wan, and those grayish-brown leaf shadows on her skin looked almost like dried blood scabs. She folded her hands in front of her abdomen, walked two steps closer to Deng Ying, knelt, and was about to perform a full kowtow.

Deng Ying quickly knelt and held Consort Ning’s arm, “Your Majesty must not.”

Consort Ning raised her head, “I know this violates palace rules and will put you in a difficult position, but my actions today have already placed my life and fate entirely in your hands. Please, you must hear me out.”

Deng Ying tried to help her up, “Let this servant help Your Majesty rise to speak.”

Consort Ning shook her head, slowly withdrawing her arm from Deng Ying’s hands, and looked up at him.

“I am very grateful that you saved Wan’er, and I understand that Zheng Yuejia cannot survive… Although I am not as clever as Wan’er, I am not a fool. Rest assured, I have no excessive expectations of the Superintendent, nor do I dare to make unreasonable requests of His Majesty. I just want… if possible, could I see him one last time?”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Tomorrow this servant will bring him back to be held at the Inner Eastern Bureau, but for Your Majesty’s and His Highness’s sake, this servant cannot allow you to see him.”

Consort Ning said: “Just once, I want to say one thing to him.”

Deng Ying was silent for a moment but still shook his head.

“Even just once would not be good for Your Majesty.”

“Alright…”

Consort Ning’s eyes dimmed as she sighed, kneeling back and looking palely at the shadows on the ground.

“Just… pretend I never mentioned this.”

Deng Ying prostrated himself and kowtowed, “This servant has failed Your Majesty.”

Consort Ning looked at Deng Ying’s back and shook her head gently, “You and Wan’er have already done your best, you haven’t failed anyone. It’s just that I, who survived, feel unfulfilled. But…”

She looked toward the window shadows as she spoke, “I truly cannot let you all, along with my brother and Yi Lang, risk danger.”

Deng Ying straightened up, “Your Majesty, please be at ease. What Your Majesty has told this servant today, this servant will forget as soon as he leaves.”

Consort Ning smiled tightly, “You don’t need to forget. This matter between Zheng Yuejia and me has been in our hearts for almost ten years. Besides Wan’er, I’ve never told anyone. As for Yuejia, I don’t know if he ever mentioned it to you.”

Deng Ying shook his head.

Consort Ning sighed, “Yes… about him entering the palace for me, back then… only He Yixian knew. Ten years…”

Her voice began to choke up, “Superintendent Deng, I tell you this hoping you can understand what’s in Wan’er’s heart, and not be like Yuejia, who, unable to speak with me, never understood what I was thinking his whole life.”

As she spoke, she raised her hand to press the corners of her eyes, continuing dejectedly: “I liked him since I was young, collecting his calligraphy and reading his poetry. Later when I was older and met him, I found him to be a very good and proper man. If my father hadn’t sent me into the palace, perhaps we wouldn’t have ended up like this. But now, I don’t regret it. Looking after each other in the palace for ten years, though I never spoke a single word to him, just seeing him made me feel I could live peacefully, without thinking about His Majesty’s attitude toward me or getting entangled with other consorts. I never felt that liking Yuejia was something shameful. If only I alone were to be punished, I truly want to tell the world what’s in my heart. I wanted to be his dignity, not the sin he imposed upon himself, but I couldn’t…”

She paused here, her fingers gradually tightening on her knee, “So, I hope he regrets, regrets suffering such great punishment for me, regrets ending up in such a state for me. If there is a next life, I beg him to properly state his misfortunes before the King of Hell, cross the Bridge of Helplessness well, drink Meng Po’s soup of forgetfulness, and in the next life, forget me completely.”

Deng Ying looked at Consort Ning’s face. Like Yang Wan, she didn’t like to cry. When sad, her eyes would redden, but she would always hold back her tears. Yet her words were always more sorrowful than Yang Wan’s.

Deng Ying lowered his eyes and said softly: “This servant will help Your Majesty see him once.”

Consort Ning was startled.

“Is it possible?”

“Yes. Tomorrow at noon, the Bureau guards will bring him into the palace through the East Peace Gate, then pass through the East Glory Gate, past the Hall of Literary Glory. The young prince has lectured in the Hall of Literary Glory. Your Majesty can stand on the west side of the Hall to catch a glimpse of him, but cannot speak. He has injuries from torture so won’t walk quickly, but the guards cannot stop. Please don’t blame this servant.”

“Good… thank you.”

As she spoke, despite Deng Ying’s attempts to stop her, she insisted on bowing to him.

Deng Ying helped her stand, then stepped back and bowed, “I hope Your Majesty, no matter what will not show sorrow before His Majesty. The southern land clearing is not yet finished, and between life and death, Your Majesty please take care.”

Consort Ning nodded through her tears.

Deng Ying couldn’t bear to face her any longer and took his leave.

Consort Ning stood alone at the door, looking up to compose herself for a while before walking to the back hall.

In the bedroom of the back hall, Yang Wan had just had medicine applied, and He Yu was feeding her porridge. Yi Lang sat on a stool reading a book. Consort Ning rubbed her somewhat swollen eyes, trying to make her voice sound as natural as possible, “What is Yi Lang doing?”

Yang Wan gently pushed away the bowl of porridge in He Yu’s hand, “When the medicine was applied earlier it hurt quite badly, so His Highness was reading ‘Shadow of Dreams’ to this servant.”

Consort Ning took the porridge bowl from He Yu’s hand and sat beside Yang Wan.

“Sister couldn’t protect you well. These few days, rest and recover peacefully, sister will serve you.”

Yang Wan hurriedly said: “Your Majesty, you cannot stay with me constantly, you must go see His Majesty.”

Consort Ning put down the porridge bowl, “How can I see him…”

She lowered her eyes, looking at the rice skin formed on the edge of the porridge bowl, “And what could I say if I did?”

“Don’t say anything, just spend a day or two properly with His Majesty.”

“For the future?”

“…”

Yang Wan was speechless.

Consort Ning glanced at Yi Lang nearby, signaling He Yu to take him out for some food, before speaking softly to Yang Wan: “If you were sister, could you do it?”

Yang Wan’s heart was suddenly pierced by these words, and she quickly grabbed Consort Ning’s hand saying: “I’m sorry sister, I was too presumptuous, I shouldn’t have said such things, I…”

Consort Ning gripped her hand back, “Don’t move, don’t move, be careful not to hurt yourself again.”

“I’m not in pain.”

“Ah…”

Consort Ning sighed softly, “You mean well for sister, sister understands everything, it’s just that people aren’t plants and trees, we all have places we can’t bear to leave.”

As she spoke, she stroked Yang Wan’s cheek, “Can you promise sister one thing?”

“Please tell me.”

Consort Ning moved her legs to sit closer to Yang Wan. The shadow of the bed curtain fell completely on her, enveloping her entire person.

“Although our Yang family has a brother in the cabinet, His Majesty is wary of relatives by marriage, and Yi Lang has seen very little of a brother over these many years. You and I understand brother’s character – upright his whole life, his heart and mind focused entirely on the court and the common people. Even though Yi Lang is his relative, he only treats him as a prince to be disciplined. Although the Hall of Literary Glory has teachers, lecturers, and readers who have always been devoted to Yi Lang, they are after all outside officials who cannot know a young child’s cold and warm, sickness and pain, nor see his tears. This child, worried about disappointing his teachers, is also worried that his father won’t believe in him. Although he won’t say anything, he lives much more bitterly than children from ordinary families…”

“Sister, what are you trying to say?”

Yang Wan interrupted her, “Yi Lang is your son, only you can feel pain for his suffering.”

Consort Ning shook her head, “You can too.”

“I cannot… sister, I cannot.”

As she shook, she pulled at her wound, causing her to gasp in pain, but she paid no attention to anything else and grabbed Consort Ning’s sleeve.

“I cannot bear such responsibility. He is a prince of the Great Ming Dynasty, I am just a… no… sister, I am nothing.”

Consort Ning embraced Yang Wan, “Don’t be afraid, Wan’er, sister hasn’t had foolish thoughts, sister just fears His Majesty’s suspicion and resentment, sister will implicate Yi Lang, and you.”

Yang Wan shook her head: “If he wants to resent then let him resent, but sister, you must live!”

“Wan’er, mind your words.”

Yang Wan didn’t respond to her, raising her voice to continue: “He’s just a man, if a man resents a woman, then let him resent! He’s the one tossing and turning, he’s the one unsettled in spirit. Sister, live peacefully with us, why care about whether he lives or dies!”

“Wan’er!”

After this outburst, Yang Wan was somewhat breathless, her chest tight with pain, making her slightly dizzy.

She understood how absurd, how presumptuous these words would sound in this era, but she still said them to Consort Ning, even though she knew that views separated by several hundred years could never truly take root in Consort Ning’s heart. Moreover, that person wasn’t just a man – the Emperor’s “resentment” could create a cage, a set of shackles, imprisoning the fragile woman before her for life.

“Sister…”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan hugged Consort Ning’s waist, “I promise you, no matter what, I will take good care of His Highness, but you must also promise me to live well and not think too much. One day, we will be able to walk out of here.”

Chapter 67: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 5)
Zheng Yuejia descended from the carriage, the East Glory Gate already before his eyes.

The Great Ming Imperial City’s rule was that from the outer four gates, everyone except the Emperor and his consorts had to walk.

The Eastern Bureau guards stepped forward to support Zheng Yuejia’s arms. Just this simple movement caused all the blood in his body to rush toward his flayed wounds.

“Slower, please.”

He couldn’t help but plead.

Deng Ying turned back to look at Qin Wende, whose face immediately showed apologetic concern.

“Slower, it’s fine.”

“Yes, Superintendent.”

The group walked slowly along the quiet palace path.

Seasonal flowers hid behind the layered palace walls, their petals surging like waves in the wind, sounding like distant thunder.

Zheng Yuejia asked Deng Ying: “Weren’t you taking me to the Inner Eastern Bureau? Why are we heading toward the Huiji Gate?”

“First to the Imperial Dispensary.”

Zheng Yuejia didn’t respond immediately, stumbling along behind Deng Ying. After a while, he sighed.

“Is this necessary?”

He raised his head, “It’s not as if I’ll receive visitors’ respects or sacrifices later, having intact skin is useless. Just going like this, I feel it doesn’t matter.”

Deng Ying looked up at the Huiji Gate. A few more steps, past the Huiji Gate, would be the Hall of Literary Glory.

Today was Zhang Cong’s day to lecture. Though not as grand as the spring lectures of the Imperial Academy, because it was a new topic chosen by the Grand Secretariat, several Editors from the Hanlin Academy and the Director of the Imperial College were present.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes.”

“What are they lecturing about inside?”

This place was, besides the Directorate of Ceremonial and the Hall of Mental Cultivation, the most familiar to Zheng Yuejia.

He had long served Emperor Zhenning with brush and ink, also attending the twice-yearly Imperial Academy lectures. Although Emperor Zhenning grew weary of lectures, after Yi Lang began his studies, Zheng Yuejia still served with books at every spring and autumn lecture. In the past, even hearing just a few scattered words, he could tell what the lecturer was teaching.

Now his torture wounds hurt too much, his ears constantly buzzing, unable to hear a single clear word.

Hearing his question, Deng Ying stopped, and closed his eyes to listen for a moment, “‘Zhenguan Zhengyao’ (Essentials of Government from the Zhenguan Period).”

“Oh…”

Zheng Yuejia gave a short laugh, “The last few days of the spring lectures, I wasn’t there – who did the Directorate of Ceremonial send to serve with books in the Hall of Literary Glory?”

Deng Ying replied: “Hu Xiang.”

“Him…”

Zheng Yuejia laughed and coughed, looking at his footsteps: “Hope he doesn’t dirty the ground beneath His Highness’s feet.”

“Secretary Zheng, mind your words.”

“It’s fine.”

Zheng Yuejia shook his head with a smile, “From that distance, he can’t hear. I’m very happy today, seeing His Highness still receiving lectures in the Hall of Literary Glory, I know… those people didn’t succeed after all.”

After speaking, he lowered his head to look at his shadow before him, never raising it again.

On the terrace of the Hall of Literary Glory, Consort Ning stood alone behind the white jade railings.

Not far away, Zheng Yuejia was being supported through the Huiji Gate, heading toward the Imperial Dispensary to the south.

Or perhaps “walking” isn’t the right word – severely wounded and barely able to move, he was almost being dragged along.

His clothes had been changed but were now completely soaked with blood.

Consort Ning couldn’t imagine what tortures Zheng Yuejia had endured for her sake during those days in the prison, she wanted to ask, wanted to properly remember this tender debt of gratitude, but he couldn’t hear.

They hadn’t spoken many words in their lifetime, almost all of them in their youth.

She was a noble lady, and he was always too proper in his conduct – even when sitting together, their words never crossed the boundaries of human desire. After she entered the palace, though they often saw each other, besides ceremonial greetings, they never spoke other words.

As years passed, people each weaved the brocade of their hearts.

She couldn’t tell Zheng Yuejia that she still studied books and calligraphy, didn’t neglect needlework and cooking, remained gentle in temperament, rich in inner cultivation, and refined even better than in her youth.

Ten years of watching each other, ten years of silence.

At this moment, she could only watch that person who refused to raise his head again, continuing to fall into endless silence…

Seeing the figure behind the jade railings at the Hall of Literary Glory, Deng Ying turned back to Zheng Yuejia: “Every year at the spring and autumn lectures, you served with books for His Majesty and His Highness in the Hall of Literary Glory. Don’t you want to look at this place one more time?”

Zheng Yuejia shook his head: “I’m not like you, I never helped build the imperial city, and I have no attachment to these halls – not looking won’t leave me with regrets.”

After speaking, he sighed again, “Deng Ying, the true regret in my heart is greater than heaven, and the longer I live, the harder it becomes to make up for it. Let it be…”

He coughed up a bloody phlegm, his body shaking in the guards’ hands.

“Has His Majesty said how to deal with me?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “No clear edict yet.”

“As long as it’s not death by beating.”

He spoke while smiling, “Throughout history, few eunuchs have met good ends. Someone like me has already fared quite well. If I had died outside, my uncle and niece would have faced scorn while collecting my corpse. Now it’s better – the palace will handle my corpse, bury me simply, everyone is better off.”

By then, they had almost passed the Hall of Literary Glory.

Deng Ying couldn’t help saying: “Walk a bit slower.”

Qin Wende said: “Superintendent, the slower we walk, the more Secretary Zheng suffers.”

Zheng Yuejia beckoned to Deng Ying, “Come here.”

Deng Ying walked to his side, supporting one of his hands, “What do you want to say?”

Zheng Yuejia slowly exhaled, speaking softly: “I know… who’s there.”

“…”

Deng Ying’s back stiffened, momentarily speechless.

“I take responsibility for my life and death. Send her my distant wishes for her well-being.”

At the end of the sixth month of Zhenning’s thirteenth year, the handling of the Crane Residence case was entirely transferred from the Northern Commandery prison to the inner court.

The Palace Directorate and Eastern Investigation Bureau thoroughly investigated all palace servants who had worked at the Crane Residence. Afterward, the inner palace’s six halls, including the twenty-four bureaus and the six bureaus of female officials, all underwent a brutal purge. The palace servants were terrified, and those with private grudges denounced each other, eventually implicating nearly three hundred people.

The Empress originally wanted to show mercy to these people, but the Emperor wouldn’t allow it, even rebuking the Empress: “How can We allow even a hint of wolfish ambition beside Our royal bed?” Thus these guilty palace maids and eunuchs, including Zheng Yuejia, were all sentenced to death by beating. The Emperor ordered the Eastern Bureau to carry out the punishment, with the Directorate of Ceremonial supervising.

When Zheng Yuejia heard this edict at the Inner Eastern Bureau, he only said one thing to Deng Ying, “His Majesty… still hates us after all.”

“Not hate, fear.”

Zheng Yuejia laughed: “You dare say such things only because I’m about to die and won’t be able to report you, right?”

After speaking, he stopped laughing, “If even leashed dogs are feared, hm… no wonder he’s wary of unleashed ones like Zhang Luo. You, as Superintendent of the Eastern Bureau, have truly come to stand shoulder to shoulder with the Northern Commandery.”

His joking manner before death made people’s hearts tremble with cold.

Deng Ying didn’t continue the conversation.

Outside the office, Qin Wende came looking for him, briefly relating how the Grand Secretariat had submitted a memorial pleading for mercy for the palace servants.

Walking toward the bureau office, Deng Ying asked, “Did you meet with someone from the Directorate of Ceremonial?”

“Yes, this servant went to see Secretary Hu, he’ll supervise the execution tomorrow.”

“What did he say?”

“Ah.” Qin Wende sighed.

“After His Majesty rejected the Grand Secretariat’s memorial, he went on to say that this punishment of these people is meant to shock the inner court, so within a hundred strokes, they cannot be allowed to die.”

Deng Ying stopped walking, “What does that mean?”

Qin Wende sighed: “A hundred strokes avoiding vital points, letting these people suffer worse than death, then taking their lives afterward – it’s both execution and torture. We used to practice such techniques in the Embroidered Uniform Guard.”

Deng Ying replied: “Come see me at the hour of the monkey (3-5 pm), I need to return to the Directorate of Ceremonial first.”

“Yes.”

At this time, the vermillion endorsements had just finished at the Hall of Mental Cultivation, and meals were being set out in the main hall of the Directorate of Ceremonial.

After returning from the Hall of Mental Cultivation, Hu Xiang and He Yixian didn’t go directly inside but stood talking in front of the Palace Supply Storehouse.

Seeing Deng Ying approach, Hu Xiang didn’t wait for his greeting but said directly: “If it’s about tomorrow’s matter, don’t mention it.”

Deng Ying didn’t respond to him, walking past him to He Yixian, “This servant has words to say privately to the Elder.”

He Yixian smiled slightly, waving at Hu Xiang, “Take your meal outside.”

“Elder…”

“When I tell you to take it, take it. Why so many words?”

Then to Deng Ying: “Come inside to speak.”

The meal in the main hall was almost set, with twelve dishes including cooked meat, stir-fried vegetables, and a jar of pickled meat on the floor.

He Yixian squatted down, and lifted the jar’s lid to smell, “Mm, well-braised, take out two pieces.”

A eunuch hurriedly brought bowls and chopsticks, took out two pieces, and gave them to He Yixian, who laughed, “Where are Superintendent Deng’s bowls and chopsticks? You all understand less and less these days.”

The eunuch hurriedly brought another set of bowls and chopsticks, respectfully presenting them to Deng Ying.

Seeing him holding his bowl steady, He Yixian picked up a piece of meat from his bowl and placed it in Deng Ying’s.

“Sit.”

He said as he sat in the main seat, adding a bowl of rice and handing it to the eunuch, “Take this out to Secretary Hu.”

Then looking at Deng Ying, he said in a relaxed tone: “You feel uncomfortable sitting here to eat, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

He looked down at the bowls and chopsticks in his hands, “This servant is overwhelmed.”

He Yixian took a bite of meat, chewing it over a dozen times before swallowing.

Raising his chopsticks and looking up, he said: “What does the Directorate of Ceremonial do besides endorsing some trivial matters for the Emperor? Isn’t it just everyone sitting together and sharing a meal? Those who can sit in here are all eating from the Emperor’s bowl. Now that the Eastern Bureau has the power of detention and interrogation, you’re the second person in the Directorate to hold the rice bowl. If you don’t sit, the rest can’t sit either.”

Hearing this, Deng Ying arranged his robes and sat down.

“That’s right, have some peanuts.”

He said, lowering his head to eat some rice, picking up vegetables, and casually asking, “You’re here about Yuejia’s matter, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying picked up some vegetables but didn’t eat, “Please show him mercy, Elder.”

“Heh heh…”

He Yixian put down his chopsticks, “When he first entered the palace, he was so young, such a mild-mannered person, didn’t talk much, but when working, was as precise as a nail fitting its hole. In those early years, he even called me godfather, and I truly treated him like a child. But later, somehow, his heart wasn’t in it anymore, tsk…”

He sighed, “Truly hateful indeed. However, watching him be tortured doesn’t sit well with me either. Everyone says I’m ruthless, but who understands the pain of losing a son at my age?”

“This servant understands.”

“You understand? What do you understand? You’re someone I can’t help but fear now. Besides, I’m old, and barely able to take care of myself. The few acres at home are about to be confiscated. Old and sonless, homeless – perhaps when Inspector Yang returns, I’ll be wearing shackles, kneeling before you for interrogation. Come to think of it, there’s not much point in living.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Are you speaking of the school fields in Hangzhou?”

He Yixian asked: “Do you know how far the southern land investigation has reached?”

“Yes. The Chushan and Hutan Academies in Hangzhou have nearly a hundred mu of school fields, leased to farmers from Changping and Huaili counties for cultivation, but they’re private fields under the name of school lands.”

He Yixian nodded, “Then do you know whose fields these are?”

Deng Ying looked up, “They’re yours.”

“Ha…”

He Yixian put down his chopsticks and laughed, “In Zhenning’s fourth year, His Majesty wanted a Daoist robe made. Because it was a sudden desire, the cost wasn’t included in the annual silver given to the Needle Bureau by the Ministry of Revenue. Those people in the Grand Secretariat, just for such a robe, wanted to write ten thousand words criticizing the master. How did that robe come to be in the end?”

He raised his chopsticks to point outside, “It came from those fields. You say they’re my fields, heh… they are indeed. But His Majesty is someone I watched grow up. Although it’s greatly disrespectful of me, I still can’t help but care for the master. Unfortunately, these officials of the Grand Secretariat won’t even leave me this tiny bit of leeway.”

“In that case.”

Deng Ying stood up, “Elder, hand the Hangzhou school fields over to me, treat them as my private fields when Inspector Yang comes to investigate.”

He Yixian lowered his head to look intently at Deng Ying, “I’m waiting to hear what comes after.”

“Regarding Consort Ning and Secretary Zheng’s matter, please keep it in your heart. For tomorrow’s execution, I beg for your mercy.”

Chapter 68: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 6)
Deng Ying returned from the Ceremonial Department to his quarters by the moat. The noon sun dazzled his eyes, and the shadows of willow trees swayed across the white ground by the riverbank. Li Yu was about to leave, but seeing Deng Ying return, he stepped back and said, “Director Chen gave me some cooling tea. I don’t know what kind it is, but I brewed some for you too. It’s in your room.”

Deng Ying noticed his bound sleeves and cloth shoes, and couldn’t help but ask:

“Where are you going?”

Li Yu rolled his eyes, “You must be distracted these days if you’ve forgotten today is the sixth of the sixth month, the Scripture Airing Festival.”

“Oh…”

Deng Ying pressed his brow, “I am a bit scattered.”

Li Yu said, “During past Scripture Airing Festivals, when the Ceremonial Office and both Chinese and foreign scripture workshops couldn’t handle all the airing by themselves, they would draw palace maids serving the consorts from the Six Palaces to help. And those maids were always willing. This year they can’t spare anyone from the Six Palaces, so they can only transfer people from the outer and inner four gates. I originally didn’t want to go, but my godfather said that since the palace is executing someone tomorrow, airing scriptures accumulates merit that can be dedicated to others. I thought… I could dedicate some to Secretary Deng.”

He finished and then asked, “By the way, why are you back so early? Aren’t you going to the Eastern Surveillance Office? Tomorrow is…”

His throat caught and he didn’t continue.

“I came back to rest for a while.”

“Oh, right.”

Li Yu looked awkward as he adjusted the loose bindings on his shoulder. “You rest then, I’m heading to the scripture workshop.”

After walking a few steps, he turned back, “Would you like… me to dedicate some merit to you too?”

Deng Ying shook his head with a smile, “It would be wasted on me. Dedicate it to your sister instead.”

“Oh, alright.”

After Li Yu left, Deng Ying returned to his quarters and washed his face, then hung his court robes on the wooden rack. Instead of lying down immediately, he sat cross-legged on the couch and reread Yang Lun’s “Land Clearing Strategy.”

Although the actual progress of land clearing in the south was slower than Yang Lun had predicted, from the memorials Yang Lun sent back, Deng Ying discovered that Hubei was almost completely exposed by Yang Lun’s investigations. Moving further south would mean entering Jiangzhe.

The situation in Zhejiang was quite different from Hubei.

Though Hubei had imperial relatives like the Duke of Jing, these were merely impressive on the surface—wealthy households without real official power.

Zhejiang was more complicated.

Although He Yixian wasn’t from Zhejiang, the current Zhejiang Provincial Governor Lu Tong had, when first entering officialdom, been scorned for his character and scholarship by Bai Huan and others. In anger, he had gone through He Yixian’s connections. Unexpectedly, it had worked, and he later enjoyed smooth career advancement, becoming a frontier official in a strategic location.

While the Yang family’s roots were in Zhejiang, the Yang family patriarch had been cultivating in a temple for years and no longer managed family affairs, leaving several uneducated young masters who, relying on Yang Lun’s position in the cabinet, did business in cotton cloth with officials. Yang Lun was far away and rarely inquired about family matters throughout the year. Whether there were hidden fields under the family business, even Yang Lun himself didn’t know.

If he wanted to deal with others’ hidden fields, he would have to start with his own family first.

This was already difficult enough, and with the obstruction of local officials, one wrong move could cost him his life.

Deng Ying remembered that in late May, news had come from the south that Yang Lun had fallen into the water from his boat while heading to Zhejiang, and later fell ill from shock. Later, Yang Lun personally wrote to the Emperor saying it was just a rumor.

For Yang Lun, land clearing was something that had to be done in one push—a second attempt would weaken, and a third would fail.

He refused to be recalled to the capital due to illness. But he must have known that this fall into the water was deliberately orchestrated, just as Deng Ying and Yang Wan both knew deeply that the people behind the Crane Residence case, like He Yixian, were closely watching this “Land Clearing Strategy” that was already reaching its conclusion. Yang Lun would not leave any room for these people; his reasoning was righteous and would hold up in court.

For hundreds of years in the Great Ming, countless young, honest scholars like Yang Lun had successively pursued empty dreams of political clarity.

But those were ultimately empty dreams.

Without taking such a blow and sinking into the mire, how could one know how turbulent the grey waves between light and darkness were, how everything could turn upside down with just one thought from the sovereign father?

Deng Ying closed his eyes. He had indeed been tired these past few days—the summer heat and lack of sleep suddenly caught up with him, making his eyelids extremely heavy. He put down the book and lay on his side on the bed, arms folded.

The weather was too hot for Deng Ying to want a blanket, and he even left the window open.

The shadows of water ripples are printed clearly on the window panels.

Deng Ying unconsciously curled his legs, his trouser legs rubbing against the bedding and rolling up to his knees. His old ankle wounds were exposed to the window breeze, slightly painful, but he was too weary to move.

This sleep was dreamless, and when he woke, the sun was already setting in the west.

Deng Ying looked down to find his ankle loosely wrapped with a piece of silk. He quickly sat up and removed it.

The silk quality, with its subtle lotus embroidery and faint feminine fragrance, immediately revealed who had visited.

Just as Deng Ying was about to put on his shoes and get up, Yang Wan ran in awkwardly carrying two bowls of noodles. After setting down the bowls, she hurriedly pressed her hands to her earlobes, “It’s so hot, it’s burning me!”

Seeing this, Deng Ying forgot about his shoes and walked barefoot to Yang Wan’s side. “Let me see.”

Yang Wan said through gritted teeth, “It’s not burned.”

She spread her hands, “Look, just a bit red.”

Then she looked down at Deng Ying’s feet on the ground, “You’re just walking on the ground barefoot?”

“Oh…”

Deng Ying felt somewhat embarrassed, “I’ll put them on right away.”

Yang Wan sat down holding the edge of the table, “Put them on and come eat the noodles.”

She bent down to smell the soup’s aroma, “This is still what I do best.”

Deng Ying watched her while putting on his shoes.

She wore the court dress of a registry official today, with bound sleeves like Li Yu, and elaborate makeup, but because her injuries hadn’t fully healed, her face was still somewhat pale.

Seeing Deng Ying watching her, she stirred his noodles, “Hurry up, they’re going to get mushy.”

Deng Ying sat on the couch to put on his shoes, washed his hands at the basin by the door, walked to the table and sat down, took the chopsticks from Yang Wan’s hand, and lifted the noodles to turn them over. The scallions from the bottom came up to float on the pork fat-glossed soup surface, releasing a fresh fragrance.

“Smells good, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s been so long since I’ve had this.”

Yang Wan rested her chin in her hand, looking at him, “If I hadn’t come, you wouldn’t eat anything tonight?”

“Mm.”

Deng Ying responded sincerely while eating, his nose making an affirming sound, then suddenly realized his answer wasn’t right and quickly put down his chopsticks to correct himself, “No, I would eat.”

Yang Wan didn’t expose his lie, carefully lifted her noodles, and took a sip of the soup. “Will you be there for the execution tomorrow?”

Deng Ying shook his head while chewing, “I asked Qin Wende to go.”

“Oh.”

Yang Wan picked up some noodles but didn’t bring them to her mouth.

Deng Ying looked up at her, “Are you going?”

“Yes, all six departments will be there, so I have to go.”

“Then should I…”

“No need, Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, took a bite of noodles, and said softly, “Don’t worry, I’m not the person who gets sick at the smell of blood anymore. And…”

She paused, then continued in a deep voice while eating her noodles, “I won’t get sick anymore.”

She then took another large bite of noodles.

“Wan’er.”

“Mm?”

Deng Ying folded his arms on the table and brought up something Yang Wan hadn’t expected.

“I want to… buy a house outside.”

“Why?”

“Don’t misunderstand, I’m not trying to accumulate private wealth. The house doesn’t need to be big, just a single-courtyard compound would be fine, new or old doesn’t matter, I can do some work on it myself. I want to buy it… and keep it there.”

Yang Wan stopped her chopsticks, “Why are you suddenly thinking of this?”

Deng Ying lowered his head, not telling Yang Wan the truth.

What was he afraid of? He was afraid that, like Zheng Yuejia, he would be unable to leave anything for Consort Ning.

So he wanted to leave a house for Yang Wan—this was the easiest thing for him, and what he was best at.

He could design and build the courtyard himself, and make the cabinets and drawers with his own hands.

Whether or not Yang Wan would have her own home in the future, she could visit occasionally, just like visiting him.

That house would be like a Deng Ying who had never experienced all of this.

Never punished, never became a factory supervisor, had no crimes to his name, just a young man who had built many houses, worthy of remembrance.

“Why aren’t you saying anything?”

Yang Wan’s gaze was somewhat worried.

Deng Ying pulled back from his thoughts, smiled, and raised his hand to brush away the scallion stuck to her mouth.

“I have no descendants or relatives left, but I should have a home, right? What if I’m old someday and His Majesty shows mercy and allows me to leave the palace? Then I’d have a place to live.”

Yang Wan nodded after hearing this, “Then buy it, and have Qin Wende and others look for one for you.”

Deng Ying smiled at her, “Which area does Wan’er like?”

Yang Wan thought about it seriously for a moment, “Near Guangji Temple would be best, it’s lively there and close to my brother’s home.”

“Good.”

“Eh… no, no, the courtyards there are all very expensive.”

“It doesn’t matter. Is facing west good?”

“Yes, the west is warm, your feet get cold, and it will be worse when you’re old…”

She suddenly choked up when she said the word “old.”

Indeed, Yang Wan was also quietly deceiving Deng Ying.

Historical records showed that when Deng Ying was executed, he was still young—heaven hadn’t given him the privilege of growing old.

“Let’s make it west-facing, it’s decided.”

Yang Wan swallowed, holding back the burning in her throat, “In winter, we’ll hang especially thick cotton curtains, and I can make ankle warmers for you.”

Deng Ying couldn’t help but laugh. “You know how to make those?”

“I’ll learn.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “It’s not difficult, and besides, though I’m clumsy with my hands, you’re skilled. I can draw designs for you to make boxes and cabinets and such. And we can set up a swing in the courtyard—you know how to make a swing, right?”

“Yes.”

“See, how perfect.”

She clasped her hands together, trying her best to smile naturally.

Deng Ying smiled at her, “You talk as if you’re going to live there with me.”

Yang Wan said, “I am going to live there with you.”

She turned away to rub her eyes, then turned back after taking a deep breath.

“Deng Ying, when you’re old, you’ll be a mild-tempered little old man, finishing all the housework, and probably have some money too. I’ll just relax every day, go around eating and drinking with you, at most help you shell some nuts. I’m telling you, you must grow old, I absolutely must see what you look like when you’re old.”

“Alright.”

Chapter 69: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 7)
After they finished eating noodles together, Deng Ying checked the time and stood at the door putting on his robe.

Yang Wan also stood up, “Are you going back to the factory office now?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying lowered his head to fasten the side ties, “I need to see Qin Wende again.”

“Oh… is it about Zheng Bingbi and the others?”

“Mm.”

After his brief response, Yang Wan didn’t say anything more.

Deng Ying fastened his belt and opened the door, turning back to Yang Wan: “I’ll rest for a few hours at the factory office tonight, as I have to report for duty at the Ceremonial Office early tomorrow. You should head back early, looking at the sky… it will rain at dusk.”

“Alright, you go ahead, I’ll clean up the bowls and head back.”

Deng Ying glanced at the table, “Leave them, I’ll clean up tomorrow. You shouldn’t get your hands wet again.”

Yang Wan shrugged, “I agreed to let you handle the housework, but didn’t say it had to be now.”

She waved her hand, “Go on.”

After Deng Ying left, Yang Wan put away the bowls and dishes, closed the door, and walked alone along the city moat towards Chengqian Palace.

As predicted, the sky gradually darkened. The willow branches by the river swayed, and the wind from the river carried a chill that crept into one’s sleeves. Yang Wan quickened her pace. When she reached Chengqian Palace, she found the palace gates tightly closed. The eunuch at the door opened a side entrance for her, walking inside with her while explaining: “The Consort was summoned to serve at Yangxin Hall, and Miss Heyu went along to attend her. Seeing the weather about to rain, we closed the doors and windows early.”

Yang Wan stopped in her tracks and asked, “She’s serving today?”

“Oh my, Record Keeper, what do you mean ‘serving today’? Imperial favor doesn’t distinguish between days – it’s all grace.”

“Isn’t the Consort still in her monthly period?”

The eunuch said: “Record Keeper must have been bedridden too long to know – the Consort stopped bleeding yesterday. Today’s summons came directly from His Majesty’s attendants, they wouldn’t even let us prepare things here, just took her straight there.”

Yang Wan remembered Consort Ning’s words, “People aren’t plants and trees – everyone has places they don’t want to go.”

She couldn’t help but pursed her lips.

“Where is the young prince?”

“The young prince is studying.”

Yang Wan nodded, “All of you stay alert to receive the Consort back tonight.”

“Yes, we understand.”

However, that night, Yang Wan waited at Chengqian Gate until the third watch, but Consort Ning still hadn’t returned.

The palace servants at Chengqian Palace, not understanding the situation, were overjoyed.

According to protocol, when Ming dynasty consorts served the emperor, only the Empress could stay overnight in Yangxin Hall. Others could only remain until dawn in the imperial bed chamber with special imperial permission.

Heavy rain poured down that night, the water splashing on the palace walkways like shattered jade.

Yang Wan stood with her arms crossed, staring blankly at the dark, rain-soaked path before her.

Behind her, the eunuchs hunched their necks and whispered among themselves: “His Majesty does care for our Consort, not wanting her to catch a chill from the rain, allowing her to stay…”

“Silence!”

The speaking eunuch was startled by Yang Wan’s voice and dared not speak further, shrinking into a corner.

Yang Wan lifted her head, watching the lanterns swaying in the rain, her fists clenched tight.

In the side chamber of Yangxin Hall, Emperor Zhennin lay face-up on the bed, with Consort Ning lying fully clothed beside him.

“You won’t undress yourself?”

The candle flame crackled, and Consort Ning’s shoulders trembled with the sound.

Emperor Zhennin turned his head to look at her back, suddenly demanding:

“We ask you, are you refusing to undress?!”

Consort Ning still didn’t make a sound, only wrapping her arms tighter around her shoulders.

Emperor Zhennin grabbed her arm and roughly turned her over, “We summoned you for intimacy, yet you come without speaking a word, flinching like you’ve been pricked by a needle at Our touch – what exactly do you mean by this…”

“Your servant dares not.”

Consort Ning responded hoarsely.

A muffled thunderclap struck overhead, and in the instant, the blue flash illuminated the room, Emperor Zhennin suddenly felt that the beautiful face beside his pillow now appeared somewhat fierce. He abruptly sat up and moved the bedside lamp to Consort Ning’s face.

“Yang An.”

He called out Consort Ning’s name in a low voice.

“What have We done to you, that you would so thoroughly dampen Our spirits today?”

Consort Ning opened her eyes, “Your servant has done nothing. Your Majesty has forgotten – this is how your servant has always been when serving. Your Majesty has never let your servant undress herself, and your servant has always been as fearful of Your Majesty’s touch as today. Rather than ask what is wrong with your servant, perhaps Your Majesty should ask yourself what is different today?”

“You’re saying We’re being overly suspicious of you?”

“If not, why would Your Majesty humiliate your servant?”

“We humiliate you?”

The Emperor glared at Consort Ning, “Our summoning you for intimacy is humiliation? Yang An, We have tolerated your coldness for ten years, accepting whatever distant nature you have without complaint. Yet today you speak such words to Us – do you wish to completely reject any affection?”

“I dare not accept it anymore.”

Consort Ning lifted her neck, “Suspicion is enough to determine guilt. It was so for my younger sister back then, and so it is for me today.”

She took the initiative to bring up what Emperor Zhennin was reluctant to mention.

After hearing these words, Emperor Zhennin’s chest heaved up and down as he pointed trembling fingers toward the bed, “You… you… kneel before Us!”

Consort Ning stood up as told and performed a full bow before Emperor Zhennin by the bedside.

Those delicate beauty bones still inspired tenderness at first glance, yet because her posture was too resolute, it instead revealed a sharp edge that cut through emotion and loyalty.

Emperor Zhennin couldn’t help but be startled.

“Consort Ning… We…”

Consort Ning didn’t let him continue.

“Your Majesty, your servant knows what kind of person you are. In this world, human desires are as vast as the heavens – even though you are the sovereign father, you too are confined within mortal bounds. Your treatment of your servant today can still be considered somewhat merciful. But in my ten years in the palace, I have never committed any act that violated palace rules. My body is pure and my heart is clear – I would rather die than suffer humiliation. Words of slander have already damaged the foundation between your servant and Your Majesty. Your servant begs Your Majesty to strip me of my consort position and sentence me alongside the three hundred palace servants.”

Emperor Zhennin slapped the bed and shouted: “Consort Ning! You speak such mad words before Us – have you thought about your son?”

Consort Ning looked up: “As Your Majesty’s son, has Yi Lang ever failed you?”

“…”

Emperor Zhennin’s shoulders suddenly slumped.

The arm-thick candles had burned down creating layers of wax tears, while the violent rain continued to rattle the window latches. Consort Ning folded her hands in her lap and continued:

“The Cabinet hopes for him to study, and he has studied. The filial piety Your Majesty wants him to understand, he has understood. He’s not yet ten years old, yet he treads carefully between sovereign and subject as if walking on thin ice. Someone once told your servant that regardless of whether he inherits the throne, he is the future of the nation. Therefore, your servant has never shared a fraction of my resentment with him. Apart from food and daily life, your servant has taught him nothing. He has no womanly mercy, nor does he engage in inner court struggles. He is an upright child who brings no shame to his position as the Great Ming’s eldest son.”

“We know!”

The Emperor strode to Consort Ning’s side in a few steps, speaking urgently: “He is Our son – how could We not cherish him?”

Consort Ning shook her head.

“Your Majesty, regarding his imprisonment in Wuying Hall – although he hasn’t mentioned it again before your servant, he keeps it always in his heart, constantly fearful. Yes… the fear of being a subject is something he should have, but the fear of being a son…”

Speaking thus, she turned her head to hold back tears, “Your Majesty would force that upon him as well.”

“Did We not eventually pardon him? Why do you bring this up again!”

“You brought it up!”

“What did you say?”

“You brought it up…”

Consort Ning straightened her legs and met the Emperor’s gaze, “You asked if I had thought about you and my son. Your Majesty, your servant also wants to ask you – if your servant and you remain at odds for life, how should Yi Lang conduct himself?”

Emperor Zhennin grabbed Consort Ning’s arm, “Do you know how absolute your words are today? We merely asked you to remove your clothes, yet you beg Us for death. Yes! When the Northern Investigation Office questioned your sister, We did suspect you. But even when We suspected you, did We ever interrogate you? Hm? Did We ever humiliate you? For so many years you’ve been neither warm nor cold toward Us – when have We truly punished you? Today, just this once, and you want to overturn Our heaven. What? We are the Emperor – are We not allowed to suspect you? You dare use Our child to threaten Us. We see you’ve truly gone mad – if you want to die, that’s easy. We’ll strip your position now and grant you death tomorrow.”

Consort Ning pulled away from the Emperor’s hand, smiling as she bowed, “Your servant thanks Your Majesty for the favor.”

“You…”

Emperor Zhennin’s self-esteem was thoroughly wounded by her attitude. He knelt down and shouted: “Yang An, beg Us for mercy!”

“Your servant will not beg. Please grant your servant’s wish.”

“Heh…”

Emperor Zhennin spoke in a sinister voice: “If We grant you death, what will Yi Lang think of Us? You die clean while leaving Us to bear the infamy – you think We would be so foolish as to agree?”

Consort Ning’s fingers trembled where they pressed against the ground, “Then what does Your Majesty wish?”

Emperor Zhennin grabbed Consort Ning’s face, “We’ll give you one more chance. Beg Us for mercy, say you were wrong, remove your clothes and serve Us, return to Chengqian Palace, and continue being Our Consort Ning. Today’s events will be known only to Us and you.”

Consort Ning’s face was twisted from his grip, yet hearing these words, she seemed to smile slightly. For some reason, this weak smile made Emperor Zhennin’s heart grow cold.

“Your Majesty… please kill your servant.”

“Hmph…”

Emperor Zhennin let out a laugh, casually shoving Consort Ning’s face aside as he stood up and called out: “Who’s outside?”

Hu Xiang quickly responded from outside the door: “Your servant is here.”

“Proclaim Our decree: Consort Ning has gone mad. Send her immediately to Jiao Garden for rest and recovery. Without Our decree, no one is to disturb her.”

Hu Xiang responded with a “Yes,” then hesitated: “Master… is… is she to be sent away now?”

“Send her away immediately!”

After speaking, he looked down at Consort Ning kneeling on the ground, “Anything else to say?”

Consort Ning pushed herself up from the ground and straightened her back.

“One thing.”

“Speak.”

“To the nation, I am but an ignorant woman, but my son is a clear-minded child. If Your Majesty truly loves him, do not let him be ruined by a foolish woman’s hand.”

The rain gradually lessened.

Most of the palace servants standing guard at Chengqian Palace gate could hardly stay awake. The servants in the side hall had also risen, preparing water and lamps to attend to Yi Lang’s morning studies.

The eunuch behind Yang Wan said: “Why don’t we wait inside? At this hour, our Consort probably won’t return until the morning watch.”

“If you can’t wait, then leave.”

At these words, the palace servants quickly rubbed their eyes and pinched themselves to stand properly.

Finally, footsteps approached on the gradually brightening palace path. Heyu came running through the rain, and upon seeing Yang Wan, fell to her knees.

“Record Keeper… Consort… Consort has been taken to Jiao Garden.”

“What…”

“The Ceremonial Office said our Consort has gone mad and offended His Majesty. She can’t even return to Chengqian Palace and was sent to Jiao Garden in the night.”

Upon hearing this, the Chengqian Palace servants immediately panicked.

Heyu clutched Yang Wan’s arm and cried: “Record Keeper, how could our Consort suddenly go mad?”

Yang Wan stood stunned on the steps, unable to speak a word.

“I want to see Mother Consort.”

Yi Lang’s voice suddenly came from behind, followed by a figure rushing past Yang Wan. She tried to grab him but missed, and the servants hurriedly followed with umbrellas.

“Yi Lang, come back!”

Yi Lang turned back, his face covered in tears, “Aunt, I don’t believe Mother has gone mad.”

Yang Wan stood on the steps, her voice trembling: “What if His Majesty wants Your Highness to believe it?”

Yi Lang froze, then suddenly raised his hands to frantically wipe away his tears.

Afterward, he asked nothing more, but unable to dry his tears, he slowly crouched down hugging his knees, burying his head between them.

The young man’s sensitivity cut like a knife into Yang Wan’s heart. She quickly ran down the stone steps and pulled Yi Lang into her embrace.

“Don’t be afraid, Your Highness. Aunt is here, Aunt is here.”

Chapter 70: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 8)
After daybreak, news of Consort Ning’s overnight imprisonment in Jiao Garden spread throughout the Six Palaces.

Noble Consort Jiang entered Yangxin Hall at the morning watch but was scolded and dismissed within the time it took to drink a cup of tea. Later, the Empress sent someone to ask Emperor Zhennin if Yi Lang should be temporarily moved to the Central Palace. When this news reached Chengqian Palace, all the palace servants were terrified.

Official histories didn’t record who raised Yi Lang after Consort Ning, though unofficial histories had several versions. Since the exact time when Consort Ning fell from the emperor’s favor was unknown, the duration others spent raising Yi Lang was also unclear. One account claimed that after Yi Lang began his formal studies, the emperor personally raised him. Another version stated that from Zhennin’s thirteenth year onward, the Empress raised him.

Neither account had much historical evidence to support it, nor much research value.

But for Yang Wan, this matter concerned the life and death of both Consort Ning and Yang Lun.

After hearing about the Empress wanting to take him to the Central Palace, though Yi Lang said nothing, he sat on his bed refusing to take medicine or sleep.

Unable to comfort him, Heyu came out to tell Yang Wan: “If the Empress takes His Highness away, our Consort, even if not dead, will surely die.”

Just as she finished speaking, a eunuch suddenly rushed to report: “Record Keeper Yang, His Majesty summons you to Yangxin Hall for questioning.”

Yang Wan leaned against the screen and responded coldly: “Understood.”

Heyu frowned, “Being summoned to Yangxin Hall at this time – is it misfortune… or fortune?”

Yang Wan straightened up, releasing her arms, “Whether fortune or misfortune, it must end in fortune for me. I’ll go change clothes.”

As she walked out, she suddenly remembered something and turned back to ask: “Was an Imperial Physician also summoned to Yangxin Hall today?”

“It seems so…”

Heyu recalled: “The Imperial Pharmacy was unsettled early this morning – first for His Majesty, then for us here, and later I heard Noble Consort had an incident too…”

“Good. Heyu, go find me a bamboo strip.”

“Bamboo strip… what kind?”

“Just find one. I don’t know if it will work, but let’s try.”

Yang Wan was brought to Yangxin Hall at dusk.

The night rain had just cleared.

Yang Wan knelt before the imperial desk in the side study. Incense smoke drifted silently past her eyes. The Imperial Physician stood beside Yang Wan, softly urging: “Your Majesty, this medicine is already an hour late.”

The emperor waved his hand, “Leave it. Go check on the Crown Prince at Chengqian Palace and report back to Us.”

“Yes.”

The Imperial Physician handed the medicine bowl to an attendant and retreated from Yang Wan’s side with a bow.

Only then did the emperor raise his head to look at Yang Wan, “How is the Crown Prince’s appetite today?”

Yang Wan replied: “He had a bowl of porridge at noon.”

“How did he eat it?”

“He swallowed slowly but finished it all.”

“Good.”

The emperor lifted his hand slightly, “You may rise.”

Yang Wan performed a grateful bow and stood as told.

The medicine’s scent in the room was somewhat pungent. The emperor himself found it unpleasant and called out: “Hu Xiang, come take this medicine away. We won’t drink it now.”

“Wait.”

The emperor glanced at Yang Wan.

“What do you wish to say?”

Yang Wan bent her knee: “If Your Majesty won’t take the medicine, the Crown Prince also won’t dare take his.”

The emperor was startled, his ears gradually flushing red.

“Is this true?”

“Yes… His Highness once admonished your servant – to only pity my elder sister without thinking of Your Majesty’s pain is truly disloyal.”

As she spoke, she extended her palm toward Emperor Zhennin.

Emperor Zhennin looked down at it, “Yi Lang disciplined you?”

“Yes.”

“What do you think yourself?”

Yang Wan withdrew her hand and lowered her head: “Your servant is foolish – once disciplined, I remember the lesson…”

She raised her hand to wipe away tears as she spoke.

The emperor sighed, “Consort Ning taught this child very well.”

He pointed at the medicine in Hu Xiang’s hands and said to Yang Wan: “Bring the medicine to Us.”

“Yes.”

Emperor Zhennin took the medicine, raised his head to drink it all, set down the bowl, and waved away the attendant offering preserved fruits. He said to Yang Wan: “Your sister, when she was well, told Us that you were very good to Yi Lang, and Yi Lang was willing to be close to you. Now that We have suddenly sent Consort Ning away, Yi Lang is likely unsettled. You need not return to the Department of Palace Affairs – stay in Chengqian Palace to serve the Crown Prince.”

“Yes, your servant thanks Your Majesty for this grace.”

Emperor Zhennin lowered his head and added: “But remember, you are not a consort – you can only serve him and be disciplined by him as today, not raise him.”

“Your servant understands.”

Emperor Zhennin nodded, “Go back and tell Yi Lang that his royal father has taken the medicine, let him rest.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan rose and withdrew from Yangxin Hall, raising her hand to wipe away the tears she had forced out before the emperor.

She walked down the moon terrace with folded hands. Heyu and others came to meet her, asking: “What did His Majesty say?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “When you return, take good care of His Highness. Tell him not to worry, His Majesty hasn’t ordered him to move palaces. Ask him to take his medicine properly and rest early.”

Heyu looked at Yang Wan’s hands, “Let me apply some medicine for you when we return.”

Yang Wan said: “Just crush some mint leaves to rub on it. No one can speak of this – if it must be mentioned, only say His Highness ordered the beating, understand?”

The next day, Emperor Zhennin rejected the Central Palace’s request and personally wrote an imperial decree to comfort Yi Lang.

Deng Ying came from Yangxin Hall to deliver the decree. Yi Lang hadn’t woken yet, and Yang Wan sat alone on the stone steps behind the screen wall, supporting her forehead lost in thought.

“Yang Wan.”

“Here.”

She had been mentally tense since yesterday – hearing someone call her name, she instinctively started to stand.

“Slowly.”

Deng Ying reached out to support her.

Only upon hearing Deng Ying’s voice did Yang Wan relax.

“Oh, it’s you…”

“Yes, why are you sitting here?”

Yang Wan pressed her temples, “Yesterday everyone in Chengqian Palace was unsettled. I didn’t have Heyu and the others take the night watch. I kept watch inside for a while, but then felt stifled and came out. Why have you come to Chengqian Palace?”

“I’ve come to deliver an imperial decree.”

Yang Wan struggled to stand again, “What decree?”

Deng Ying crouched down: “Don’t panic, it’s His Majesty’s handwritten letter comforting the young prince.”

“Oh…”

Yang Wan exhaled, fixing her slightly disheveled hair, “Then I’ll go bring Yi Lang to receive it.”

“No need.”

Deng Ying handed the decree to an accompanying attendant, gesturing for them to withdraw behind the screen wall.

“His Majesty gave verbal instructions that His Highness need not perform the ceremonial bow. Since His Highness hasn’t risen, I’ll wait here.”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying crouching before her, “Would you like to sit with me for a while?”

Deng Ying smiled, “Let me stand.”

“I want someone to lean on for a moment.”

“What if the young prince sees?”

“Let him scold me.”

Seeing her expression, Deng Ying no longer refused.

He rose and sat beside Yang Wan.

Yang Wan turned her head, gently resting her face on Deng Ying’s shoulder.

Deng Ying let her lean against him, lifting his head to look at the ridge tiles on the front hall’s roof, speaking softly: “Many eyes will be watching this place in the future. You and I must be more careful.”

Yang Wan followed Deng Ying’s gaze.

“You already know about His Majesty rejecting the Empress’s request?”

“Yes. I heard His Majesty questioned you yesterday – what did you say?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Nothing at all.”

After speaking, she fell silent for a moment, quietly catching her breath as she leaned on Deng Ying’s shoulder.

The wind carried rain-scented air against their faces, cool and comfortable.

“Where did you go yesterday?”

“To the western burial grounds to watch a burial.”

Yang Wan was silent for a while before asking: “Has Secretary Zheng been buried?”

“Not yet. His uncle provided a coffin – I can only bring him in today.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “I watched him die yesterday. He was looking at me as he died. Now when I recall that look in his eyes, I can’t sleep at all.”

Deng Ying turned his head to look at Yang Wan.

Her face was somewhat damp – whether from tears or the rain was unclear.

Deng Ying raised his sleeve to gently wipe her face. She didn’t avoid it, her shoulders trembling unconsciously.

Deng Ying lowered his sleeve and asked softly: “Have you been crying?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “What right do I have to cry?”

She took a breath and said, “Deng Ying.”

“Mm?”

“When His Majesty questioned me, I thought I could change something, that I could help you, help my sister, help Secretary Zheng. But in the end, I helped no one. I feel like such a presumptuous fool…”

“How do you know you didn’t help them?”

Yang Wan gave a short laugh.

“Secretary Zheng is dead, sister is imprisoned – what help did I give them?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Without you, Secretary Zheng would have been executed by slow slicing by the Northern Investigation Office, Consort Ning would have been secretly granted death, and the young prince would have forever lost the emperor’s heart, given to other consorts to raise. The outcomes may look the same, but the degree of tragedy and the wounds to people’s hearts are different.”

He looked down at Yang Wan’s hands as he spoke, “Just like back then in the torture chamber at South Lake – if you hadn’t linked pinky fingers with me, telling me you would come find me, asking me to wait for you, my whole life might have been much harder.”

Yang Wan sniffled, “Do you think I changed anything?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying nodded, “The Great Ming Dynasty has existed for nearly a hundred years. In a hundred years of imperial rule, talents have emerged in every generation, remarkable figures too numerous to count. Yet never has anyone been able to use their power alone to clear political ailments and save the common people. At most they are like Yang Zixi, knowing the difficulty but pressing forward, striving to treat one layer of the illness. As for someone like me…”

He looked at Yang Wan, smiling gently, “I told you before that I don’t want those who serve the country to die tragically, but in truth, Wanwan, I’ve done less than you. You know where the court’s root problems are tangled, and without needing grand gestures, you can unpick them. If you still blame yourself despite this, how should I view myself?”

He let out a soft breath after speaking, “When Lord Yang returns, His Majesty will likely reward him. If you want to leave the palace, let him request permission to take you home.”

“I have no home.”

She suddenly responded, then quickly added after realizing: “I promised sister I would take good care of Yi Lang. I will watch over him, and you too.”

Deng Ying raised his hand to support Yang Wan’s chin, letting her lean more comfortably.

“Don’t watch over me. Let me watch over you and the young prince.”

Having heard these words, Yang Wan clenched her fingers behind Deng Ying’s back.

“Deng Ying, when I watch over him, I’m just a palace servant tending to a prince’s daily needs. But if you watch over him, in others’ eyes, you’ll be like He Yixian, involved in the next reign’s factional struggles.”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Deng Ying!”

Yang Wan interrupted him, standing up directly, “Even if you enter factional struggles for Yi Lang’s sake, Yi Lang won’t treat you well! Zhang Cong, Huang Ran, and the others have been teaching him since he was very young to avoid eunuch disasters and strictly control palace eunuchs. He’s not the current emperor – when he grows up, he won’t leave you any room to maneuver!”

Deng Ying looked up at Yang Wan, “I know.”

Yang Wan’s gaze softened, “Then why…”

“The Ceremonial Office won’t willingly watch the young prince ascend the throne, and His Majesty’s connection to He Yixian runs too deep – who can say if he will sway imperial will? If I retreat at this time, the young prince and people like Yang Zixi will suffer even deeper persecution.”

Yang Wan’s voice trembled, “I understand everything you’re saying, but…”

“Are you worried others won’t understand?”

“No.”

Yang Wan grew somewhat anxious. “They all understand, but they consider themselves above you and won’t lower themselves to acknowledge you.”

“That’s not necessary, Wanwan.”

He smiled gently at Yang Wan, “I’ve always agreed that for politics to be clear, servants must be strictly regulated and not allowed to interfere in politics. It’s only because politics isn’t clear now that I can’t care about such things. I want to act first, and afterward, I’ll give up this position. You don’t like seeing me wear these official robes, right?”

Chapter 71: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 9)
Yang Wan felt that his mention of “skin” was too visceral as if his form would dissipate into ash before her eyes at any moment. Her heart ached, and almost without thinking, she bent down and pulled him firmly into her embrace.

Deng Ying, caught off guard by her sudden movement, quickly placed one hand on the steps to steady himself, while his other hand hung uncertainly in the air.

“Wan-wan, you…”

Yang Wan buried her face in his shoulder. “Don’t talk about skin or anything like that anymore.”

Deng Ying slowly relaxed his shoulders and tentatively placed his hand on her back. “Alright, I won’t speak of it. Don’t be like this.”

Yang Wan didn’t heed Deng Ying’s words and instead tightened her embrace around his waist.

Though he was tall, he had always been thin. Even wearing several layers of formal official robes, he still gave off an impression of frailty that revealed his bones. In Yang Wan’s former aesthetic preferences regarding men, “graceful bones” were undoubtedly the highest standard. But such men mostly existed on paper, where time and fate had worn away their skin to honestly reveal their bone structure. Readers only needed to sigh in appreciation, without bearing the burden of their real lives.

So that was merely an aesthetic preference.

That wasn’t love.

And above both love and aesthetic preference, there was something called “desire.”

It went beyond their current embrace, beyond even caresses behind closed doors. She wanted his thin skin pressed against her own, gently rubbing, exploring his bone structure in the endless night, until finally, a “hand” would lift them into the clouds.

As Yang Wan thought about these things, she felt like crying.

After Deng Ying’s punishment, she sat by his bed. At that time, to treat his wounds, his body was unclothed except for a cotton cloth covering his injuries. She had been so proper then, carefully maintaining boundaries between herself and Deng Ying, avoiding his most “ugly” wounds, avoiding his impending “remaining life.” But now, she wanted Deng Ying to lie down in her chambers, to remove the coverings herself, to move aside his hands that tried to hide, without saying a word, quietly gazing at the largest scar on his body.

She had never been someone who cherished the incomplete; she had no aesthetic appreciation for “imperfection.”

But she had a bittersweet desire for Deng Ying’s body and a timeless love for his life.

Yet how could she express these thoughts to this humble man?

“You mentioned buying a house before. Have you been looking?”

As she spoke, she gently released Deng Ying and pressed her brow, trying to calm the surge of emotions within her senses.

Deng Ying, unaware of the tumult in Yang Wan’s heart, answered her question calmly.

“I have been looking. I’ve found two or three places and wanted you to help me look at them.”

“I… it would be difficult for me to leave the palace, wouldn’t it? How could I look?”

“It’s no matter. In a few days, when I’m less busy, I’ll draw sketches of those gardens and bring them back for you to see.”

Yang Wan smiled. “I’d forgotten what you used to do.”

Just then, He Yu came to say that Yi Lang had awakened. Deng Ying stood up and waited with the eunuch behind the screen.

Yang Wan also rose to her feet.

By now, the rain had cleared and the clouds had parted, letting in the first light of dawn.

Seeing Yang Wan’s gaze still following him, Deng Ying looked up and smiled at her.

Yang Wan raised her head toward the boundless sky. Bird calls echoed from within the clouds, and the wind rustled through the tree crowns, creating a harmony of sounds.

The sixth month of the thirteenth year of Zhenning.

Deng Ying was still alive, his life continuing.

If she could buy Deng Ying’s remaining life, Yang Wan would give everything she had.

In a flash, summer had passed.

Several autumn rains quickly cooled the capital’s weather. Autumn leaves rolled in the wind, impossible for the palace servants to sweep clean no matter how they tried.

When Yang Lun returned to the capital, he had just missed Bai Huan’s birthday celebration.

It was said that the entire household had been festive for several days, but it had also taxed the elderly minister’s spirits. After autumn began, he immediately fell seriously ill, the condition severe. Emperor Zhenning not only bestowed medicine but also ordered Yi Lang to personally visit his residence to inquire about his illness.

Bai Yu Yang and Zhang Cong and others all advised Bai Huan to rest well, but Bai Huan still struggled to rise and attended daily ministerial meetings in the Cabinet, even earlier than usual.

To accommodate Bai Huan’s illness, the emperor ordered the Xixin Bureau to supply coal to the Cabinet duty room at the Huiji Gate ahead of schedule.

When Yang Lun arrived at the Huiji Gate, he happened to see Deng Ying talking with Chen Hua from the Xixin Bureau.

Chen Hua’s expression seemed troubled as he lowered his head and scratched the back of his head, saying:

“Director, the Ministry of Revenue is indeed collecting strictly this year. This is all we have, and only because of His Majesty’s grace. I really can’t spare any more for you, but if you don’t mind, I could save some from the daily supply to the Mixed Hall Bureau. I’ll have someone pick out the good pieces and send them to you.”

Deng Ying nodded, “Then I thank you.”

“What are you saying? Serving you is my duty. Also, about the silver you mentioned last time, I’ve prepared it for you. You see…”

“What silver?”

Yang Lun’s voice interrupted their conversation.

Chen Hua turned to see Yang Lun and hurriedly bowed. “Lord Yang has returned.”

Yang Lun stepped forward, looking into Deng Ying’s eyes: “Haven’t you taken enough?”

Deng Ying turned to Chen Hua and said, “You may go first.”

Chen Hua responded “Yes” and passed by Yang Lun without daring to make a sound.

Yang Lun looked back at Chen Hua and said coldly: “Have you seen how Fu Bainian was escorted to the capital? Have you seen how Li Chao was taken away in chains by the Ministry of Justice? These two men – one the Zhizhou of Jingzhou and Song Wang’s brother-in-law, the other Princess Fuqing’s consort – are now in the Ministry of Justice’s prison, waiting for trial.”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying nodded, “I saw.”

Yang Lun coughed, but unexpectedly this cough triggered his lung injury, making it increasingly severe.

Since falling into the river while drunk in May, he still hadn’t fully recovered. Speaking too much irritated his throat, and now facing Deng Ying, his emotions were poor, his internal organs churning, causing his face to redden. Finally catching his breath, his voice was even harsher than before.

“You should be among them!”

After saying this, he didn’t elaborate further, but swept his sleeves and strode toward the duty room.

Although it wasn’t an official meeting day, because Yang Lun was leading the discussion on the Diaogui fields case, besides several Cabinet ministers, Bai Yu Yang from the Ministry of Justice and two or three officials from the Ministry of Revenue were present.

Deng Ying followed Yang Lun into the duty room. An official named Liang from the Ministry of Revenue, who had once been investigated by the Eastern Depot’s officers for starving his concubine to death, was deeply afraid of the Eastern Depot.

However, he had never met the Eastern Depot’s Director Deng Ying, and when he suddenly heard the eunuchs outside address his title, he instinctively stood up from his seat, “Director Deng, please sit.”

Deng Ying was in the middle of bowing to Bai Huan and seemed somewhat startled at this. Turning to see an official he barely recognized, he said nothing but bowed to him, as if he hadn’t heard, covering up the earlier words that had damaged his and the Cabinet’s dignity. He straightened up and stood by the door.

“My lords, please proceed with your discussion. This servant will wait to record the decisions.”

Zhang Cong and others were already accustomed to Deng Ying’s humility. They moistened their throats with tea, exchanged pleasantries, and then directly entered into political matters.

“Has Lord Yang inquired about Consort Ning’s illness?”

Yang Lun replied: “Not yet.”

Zhang Cong sighed: “We really should submit a memorial to inquire.”

“Lord Zhang, please speak directly.”

Zhang Cong smiled and waved his hand, “How could I have any hidden meaning? I’m just concerned about the Consort’s health and my student.”

Cabinet discussions don’t speak of private matters. The conversation stopped there, and Zhang Cong took a sip of tea. When he spoke again, he had changed the subject.

“Actually, in my opinion, Fu Bainian can be charged with a serious crime, especially since Prince Song is no longer speaking up much, but as for Li Chao… we need to consider further. Duke Jing has passed away, and if Li Chao is also severely punished, Princess Fuqing’s entire line would be extinguished. This doesn’t seem right.”

Bai Huan straightened up from where he was leaning against the desk, “Now it’s not about punishment. These people all have marriage ties with the royal clan – if they’re to be pardoned, His Majesty’s word alone would suffice. What the Ministry of Justice needs to do now is make them return all the fields.”

Bai Yu Yang said: “The Ministry of Justice has ways to make them return them. Take this Fu Bainian – yesterday, without even using torture, he was already scared witless. But he does have some objections. There are many school fields in the Jiangzhe area, and private farming of school fields is common. He mentioned a… some academy in Hangzhou, I can’t remember at the moment, I’ll have to check the case files.”

Yang Lun said: “School fields are different from common fields. They were originally allocated by the court to support provincial education. The academies rely on these fields for their livelihood, and most have no idle fields. If any Diaogui fields are discovered, they should be included in the Ministry of Revenue’s overall accounting and cannot be immediately distributed to counties for farming. When I returned, all the academies were preparing for this year’s autumn imperial examinations. The harvest is already poor, and the students are already anxious. I don’t support touching the school fields.”

After speaking, he glanced at Deng Ying, but Deng Ying kept his head lowered and didn’t look at him.

Bai Yu Yang objected: “Vice Minister Yang, this wasn’t what you wrote in your original ‘Field Clearing Strategy.'”

Yang Lun didn’t hesitate and directly countered: “You’ve never been south – do you know what the situation is like there? We both come from scholarly backgrounds, don’t we understand what the imperial examinations mean to those students? Seizing school fields at this time – isn’t that the same as closing the academies?”

Bai Yu Yang immediately stood up, “What do you mean? The Ministry of Justice has investigated to this point – are we not allowed to question your Ministry of Revenue?”

Yang Lun also stood up, “You can question, but our Ministry of Revenue must consider both civil administration and education across all six ministries. We can’t just hand everything over because you’re single-mindedly investigating. We’ve served together for so many years – these words might be harsh, but I dare to say them.”

“You…”

“Yu Yang.”

Bai Huan stopped Bai Yu Yang and gestured to Yang Lun to calm down: “Sit down, sit down. I understand what you’re saying, and there’s reason to it.”

Hearing his father speak thus, Bai Yu Yang said no more.

Bai Huan waved his hand: “Alright, we’ve discussed the Hangzhou school fields matter enough. Deng, take notes.”

“This servant is here.”

“Start the memorial, we’ll proceed with the voting.”

“Yes.”

After the Chen hour had passed, a basin of coal in the duty room had burned out.

Deng Ying personally collected the voted memorial, folded it properly, and handed it to the Junior Supervisor to take back to the Ceremonial Court. He straightened his official robes and was about to head to the Eastern Depot.

“You stay where you are.”

Deng Ying turned around; Yang Lun had already stepped behind him.

Deng Ying glanced behind him, “This is not the place to talk. Let’s go to the Depot.”

Yang Lun shouted: “Don’t be presumptuous! Why should I go to that place?”

Deng Ying turned around, “Then do you want to interrogate me here? Yang Zixi…”

“Silence!”

“Yes…”

Deng Ying bowed deeply: “If you don’t want to go to the Eastern Depot, then let’s go to my quarters. I dare not ask for anything else, but I beg my lord not to rebuke me in public. Leave this servant some dignity.”

Chapter 72: Sky Azure Like Jade (Part 10)
Countless dead leaves had piled up on the city moat.

Yang Lun followed Deng Ying to the riverbank. When the river wind blew, he couldn’t help but cough several times. Hearing the sound behind him, Deng Ying stopped walking forward and turned to Yang Lun, saying: “Your health…”

“Don’t ask about such things.”

Yang Lun cut him off sharply.

Deng Ying nodded awkwardly, “Ask what you want to ask me.”

Yang Lun composed himself, “When did the output from the school fields of Chu Mountain Academy and Hu Dan Academy become your private property?”

Deng Ying responded: “Before you went to Hangzhou.”

“Who gave you those fields?”

Deng Ying remained silent.

“Speak!”

Yang Lun stepped closer, “If you don’t tell the truth, I cannot rest easy!”

Deng Ying raised his head and asked: “What troubles you so?”

“Heh…”

Yang Lun laughed coldly, pointing at Deng Ying’s nose: “You think I’m not clearing the school fields because I fear harming the academy students? Director Deng, Chu Mountain Academy, and Hu Dan Academy together have over seven thousand mu of school fields, yet since the fourth year of Zhenning, they’ve been relying on support from several returned Donglin scholars. In such dire straits, having these fields or not hardly matters! I’ve already written a memorial impeaching you, but I still want to ask you in person – why?”

Deng Ying quietly endured Yang Lun’s emotional outburst and asked in return: “Did you write a memorial impeaching me?”

“…”

Yang Lun was speechless.

Deng Ying turned his back to the river wind and bowed deeply to Yang Lun, “Thank you, Zixi, for saving my life.”

Yang Lun stared at his bent back, his fists clenched, almost wanting to strike this man’s back directly.

He had indeed saved Deng Ying, even going so far as to fabricate lies and argue with Bai Yu Yang on the spot. He also knew that after knowing each other for over ten years, Deng Ying could surely see what he was doing. Simply put, this was just an ordinary game between cabinet ministers and eunuchs amid political strife. However, when Deng Ying called him Zixi and thanked him for saving his life, it gave Yang Lun a sudden sense of time flowing backward, of looking back through the years.

But he couldn’t return the scholarly greeting as he had in the past – once he returned the greeting, he would be aligning himself with this man.

“Since you won’t speak, I’ll let Bai Yu Yang continue interrogating Fu Bainian. I have nothing more to say to you.”

He turned to leave after speaking, but a voice followed from behind: “Zixi, let me live a few more years.”

Yang Lun turned back, “I come from official academies, but I deeply understand the difficulties of private schools. How many people today truly teach for their students’ sake? Most who maintain academies after establishing them have emptied themselves. If I tolerate corruption in education, how dare I keep my scholarly reputation?”

His emotions were intense, his fists almost clenched.

Deng Ying didn’t respond immediately, waiting until his emotions had somewhat subsided before asking in return: “If you won’t abandon your scholarly reputation, what about your own life?”

Yang Lun froze.

Deng Ying’s tone remained calm, “Someone in Hangzhou territory already tried to kill you. Do you know whose hand ordered it?”

“Who?”

A chill ran up Yang Lun’s spine.

“He Yixian.”

Yang Lun was stunned, and by connecting Deng Ying’s words, he suddenly understood something.

“What did you say earlier – when did those school fields’ production come under your name?”

“Early in the sixth month.”

Yang Lun pursued further:

“Under whose name were they before – He Yixian’s?”

“You first…”

“So you took responsibility for those seven thousand mu of private fields for him?”

Yang Lun didn’t let him finish, interrupting Deng Ying and grabbing his collar, “Going south to do such things – who value their life? Even those teenage students at the Imperial Academy dare to write death pledges. In your eyes, Deng Ying, am I such a coward that I need you to bear the infamy to save me?”

Deng Ying pressed on his wrist, “Let go.”

Yang Lun was furious and didn’t hear his words, forcing Deng Ying back several steps to a weeping willow. Deng Ying braced himself against the tree trunk with one hand, looking up at Yang Lun’s almost blazing gaze.

“Yang Zixi, what do you want to do to me? I’ve already taken responsibility!”

Yang Lun’s fist struck the tree trunk.

Deng Ying closed his eyes at the force of the blow, countless leaves falling from above.

He resigned himself to not arguing with Yang Lun, suppressing his emotions to say: “Your ‘Field Clearing Strategy’ – I’ve read it more than ten times, word by word, from beginning to end. You wrote about returning fields to the people, not just as empty theory, but with specific measurement methods, and timeframes for return, trying to truly eliminate abuses and restrict the monopolization of land by royal clan members and noble households. You wrote so well, I felt ashamed reading it. Ah, Yang Zixi, if I were still a person, I too could write a death pledge, and stake my life to contend with today’s court. But I can no longer be counted as a person – I’m not qualified to do what you can do. All I can do is prevent you and those who went south with you from having to write death pledges. Zixi… I beg you, let me walk this path.”

After hearing these words, Yang Lun’s shoulders trembled.

More unbearable than his humble gratitude was the debt owed to this man – not just his debt to Deng Ying, but the debt of the entire clamorous, unseeing political arena, the murky, factional, constantly grinding bureaucracy’s debt to this eunuch.

This “debt” couldn’t be placed on any clean table – no one would acknowledge it. Even Yang Lun himself couldn’t speak the word “thanks.”

“You trust so much that I’ll let you live a few more years?”

“I…”

“He doesn’t trust you.”

Yang Wan’s voice came from behind, followed by an ice-cold hand gripping Yang Lun’s tiger mouth point, mercilessly pinching until Yang Lun released Deng Ying in pain.

Yang Wan extended a hand to Deng Ying, “Come here.”

Deng Ying glanced at Yang Lun, somewhat hesitant. Yang Wan simply took his hand and pulled him behind her.

“You go first. I have some words to say to my brother.”

Yang Lun had to suppress his anger before Yang Wan.

Back in Zhejiang, he had heard that Zhang Luo had tortured Yang Wan in the imperial prison. Now, seeing her standing before him with a pale face, he felt both shame and hatred. He adjusted his tone, trying to make his voice as gentle as possible.

“Are… your injuries healed?”

“They healed long ago. They weren’t serious to begin with.”

Yang Wan’s voice was faint, and her demeanor seemed to have grown quieter.

After bringing her back from Nanhai, Yang Lun felt she had become a different person – cold and hard. However, after several months without seeing her, she seemed to show again a layer of childhood fragility.

“I’m no longer a lady official in the Shangyi Bureau now, but a palace servant by the young prince’s side. It will be harder to see you in the future, so I want to tell you some things today.”

Yang Lun nodded, “Speak, brother is listening.”

“Thank you for being willing to save Deng Ying.”

Yang Lun smiled bitterly at her words, “Is this all you wanted to say? Don’t you know, this is what your brother least wants to hear from you?”

“I know.”

Yang Wan raised her hand to hold down her hair that the river wind threatened to scatter, “Regarding the Hejü case, I don’t know how much you’ve heard, and I don’t want to speak more of it. Sister is alone in Jiao Garden now, and Yi Lang dwells alone in Chengqian Palace. I, and my sister, almost lost our lives to protect your students. As for Deng Ying, to protect you all, his reputation is already in tatters. I hope you can also cherish this, not abandon Yi Lang, and not fail us.”

Speaking of Consort Ning, Yang Lun couldn’t help but choke up.

“How… how is Her Highness?”

“I don’t know. I can’t see her, and neither can Yi Lang. Perhaps you could submit a memorial to ask, but I know you won’t.”

“What nonsense are you talking?”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “Brother, only now am I slowly understanding what kind of person you are.”

She was about to pass judgment on Yang Lun.

Before she spoke the words to follow, Yang Lun felt unexpectedly nervous.

“Before sister became an imperial consort, you still treated her as a sister, but after she became a consort, you treated her as an outsider. Similarly, if Zhang Luo had attacked me outside the imperial prison, I believe you would have rushed to fight him, but when he tortured me inside the prison, you could have done nothing. You place great importance on laws and principles, keeping yourself clean, and never involving yourself in private feelings or interests, but you throw yourself into fighting for the common people’s suffering. You deserve to be recorded in history but as people…”

Her tone changed, even carrying a hint of choking up, “We’re not bad people either.”

As she spoke, she walked a few steps toward the riverbank, “I asked Chen Hua privately – Deng Ying is borrowing silver from him to buy that single-entrance courtyard beside Guangji Temple. An Eastern Depot Director, a Ceremonial Court’s Chief Eunuch – if as you just said, he has thousands of mu of good fields, he couldn’t afford a courtyard? Do you know where his money went?”

Yang Lun remained silent.

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “You can ask Qin Wende – this year, he didn’t take a single grain from those two Hangzhou academies’ school fields. He returned everything to the academies, even adding his annual salary. Brother, you want your scholarly reputation – if you let him be imprisoned and tried, you’ll be known as one who cleansed the Southern educational system. But he was once a scholar too. Now he has no scholarly reputation, and those who benefit from his kindness don’t know who he is. In hundreds of years, while you’re praised by thousands, he’ll still be on the list of criminals, enduring generation after generation’s contempt for his name… By then I’ll be dead too – who can save him?”

Yang Lun coughed once, “Why didn’t he tell me about this?”

Yang Wan said: “If he had told you, how could you face him?”

Yang Lun was once again speechless.

Yang Wan had struck at the core of what he was unwilling to face.

How to face Deng Ying?

Yang Lun had been struggling with this for almost two years, still unable to untangle the boundaries.

Yang Wan looked at Yang Lun and continued: “The Eastern Depot is a frightening place in many people’s eyes. By the young prince’s side, I’ve heard more than once his teachers telling him that to cleanse political terror, the sovereign must be cautious in using prisons beyond the Three Judicial Offices. But now, the Eastern Depot has torture rights and is even permitted to build internal prisons like the Northern Pacification Office. From your and the prince’s political perspective, can Deng Ying meet a good end?”

Yang Lun said softly: “He could still withdraw – it’s not too late.”

“But he told me that if he retreats again, you and the young prince will face deeper persecution.”

“…”

Yang Lun was speechless.

Yang Wan pursued: “The new policies are difficult – you’ve already taken the first step in the south, and all the achievements are yours. Sister, Deng Ying, and I are all happy for you, praying for peace for the suffering common people in the south. As for the political clarity you hope for, it’s not impossible when a wise ruler comes. For a better era, even as a nameless person, I will do everything I can to protect the child you value. Like Deng Ying, I absolutely will not retreat again.”

Yang Lun sighed out a burning breath, “Wan’er, brother only hoped you would marry into a good family. Brother didn’t want you to get involved in this.”

“But I’m already involved. If I hadn’t saved myself, I would have been one of those three hundred palace women beaten to death.”

Yang Lun’s heart twisted in pain, “I’m sorry, Wan’er, brother…”

Yang Wan cut off his words, “You don’t need to say sorry.”

As she spoke, she unconsciously lifted her neck, “I’m the only one left in Chengqian Palace who is Yi Lang’s family. But it’s alright – there’s still Deng Ying in the imperial city. If Deng Ying is willing to wade into partisan struggles, I’m not afraid to fall into inner palace conflicts.”

“Wan’er…”

“I’m not doing this just for Deng Ying – I’m doing it for myself too. I want to be a brave girl, living earnestly here. I want to see and remember everything from the Zhenning era. If you won’t leave a single word for us, then I’ll write it myself, speak it myself.”

Chapter 73: Clear Wind in the Wasteland (Part 1)
For a historical observer to shed their scholarly garments, don the robes of the Great Ming, and write of the Zhenning era was no simple task—especially for a woman whose name would remain obscure in history. Yet in any era, progressive ideas always precede the times, and everyone struggles mightily for them—Deng Ying, Yang Lun, and even Yi Lang did as well.

Since Consort Ning’s imprisonment in the Banana Garden, Yi Lang had grown increasingly quiet, but he became even more diligent in his studies. Every day before dawn, he would leave his chambers to read, never missing a lesson even when feverish or ill.

Even after returning to Chengqian Palace, he would study until late into the night. When Yang Wan urged him to rest more, he would sometimes even scold her.

Yang Wan felt helpless.

Since the Emperor forbade the Empress and other consorts from raising Yi Lang, she began learning to care for his daily needs as Consort Ning once did, albeit clumsily at first. Initially, she thought it would be simple enough just to keep the child fed and warm.

However, when she started doing it, she realized it wasn’t so simple at all.

Previously, Consort Ning had been the principal mistress of Chengqian Palace, managing all its affairs. Now that she was gone, Yang Wan had to shoulder both Yi Lang’s care and the palace’s management.

Palace affairs were quite different from those of the Ladies-in-Waiting Bureau. Yang Wan wasn’t a consort and didn’t understand palace management. Besides Yi Lang, Chengqian Palace housed two unremarkable beauties who, though not favored, were still people who needed attention—calling for imperial physicians when ill, requiring food and drink during festivals, and making various demands. Yang Wan’s position was awkward when dealing with these two, and initially, she was completely overwhelmed trying to handle everything.

Deng Ying would often visit, though he wouldn’t do much—just sit for a while, check on Yang Wan, and leave.

However, his attitude toward Chengqian Palace became the standard for how the twenty-four departments of the inner court treated it. Knowing Yang Wan’s struggles, the chief eunuchs of various departments began taking extra care in handling Chengqian Palace’s affairs.

Yang Wan wasn’t foolish, and after half a month, she gradually got the various matters under control, allowing Heyu and others to rest easier.

But they had their private thoughts. Heyu had told Yang Wan more than once, “With the Superintendent protecting our Chengqian Palace, even Yanxi Palace doesn’t dare say anything anymore. I’ve noticed the twenty-four departments are more courteous to us now, unlike when our mistress first fell ill when they were so arrogant.”

Yang Wan didn’t like hearing such talk from Heyu and the others.

She understood that Deng Ying’s actions were directly challenging the Ceremonial Department.

Unlike He Yixian, who had abandoned Yi Lang—a prince “ruined” by the Hall of Literary Splendor’s education—and turned instead toward Yanxi Palace, Deng Ying showed kindness to a prince who most despised eunuchs, seeking neither this prince’s protection in the next reign nor any other advantage.

In fact, in a few years, this child he protected would personally write the “Record of Hundred Crimes” for him, sending him to the prison of the Imperial Clan Court and then to the execution ground.

When Yang Wan watched Deng Ying and Yi Lang together, she often thought of the fable of “The Farmer and the Snake,” but then felt it was too crude and simplistic a comparison. The complexity of human and political relationships between Yi Lang and Deng Ying, between the sovereign and the eunuch, was far too intricate to be captured by such a straightforward moral tale.

Even now, this complexity is evident.

Yi Lang had begun to tolerate Deng Ying’s presence, but his attitude remained unchanged.

He would make Deng Ying bow to him, only allowing him to rise after accepting the courtesy.

Sometimes when he studied in his library with Yang Wan sitting nearby, he would permit Deng Ying to enter, but wouldn’t allow him to sit—only to stand by the screen like other servants. Whenever Yang Wan saw Deng Ying standing, she would also rise and stand beside him. Seeing this, Deng Ying couldn’t say anything in front of Yi Lang and could only wave her off.

Occasionally, Yi Lang would even ask Deng Ying about unclear points in his studies.

Yang Wan remembered one time when he questioned Deng Ying about historical records concerning “the three generations and four rulers of the Liu family of Southern Han.”

Yang Wan vaguely recalled that this referred to the famous eunuch catastrophe in Southern Han history, which led to Southern Han’s decline from prosperity to complete ruin.

Deng Ying knelt to answer, speaking words before Yi Lang that made Yang Wan’s soul tremble.

He told Yi Lang to learn from the founding emperor, follow the “Founding Emperor’s Internal Instructions,” and establish iron plaques. If any eunuch interfered in politics, they should face the severest punishment to intimidate the inner court.

Yi Lang asked him, “As a ruler, is it possible to show mercy?”

Deng Ying answered: “No.”

Yi Lang glanced at Yang Wan with a hint of doubt in his eyes.

But instead of questioning Yang Wan, he directly asked Deng Ying: “You are a eunuch, yet your words match those of my lecturers. However, your actions contradict your words, and in my eyes, you remain an unforgivable person according to the ‘Founding Emperor’s Internal Instructions.'”

After speaking, he descended from his high chair, put down his brush, and went to the main hall.

Yang Wan bent down to help Deng Ying up.

Having knelt for so long, Deng Ying struggled to stand.

“When did His Highness read the Southern Han history?”

Yang Wan ignored his question and looked at his ankles, saying: “Have you been neglecting to soak your feet in medicinal water these past few days?”

“Yes.”

He answered Yang Wan honestly.

Yang Wan said: “Once I move out of the Fifth Office, I’ll be able to keep an eye on you.”

Deng Ying asked Yang Wan, “You’re moving out of the Fifth Office?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan nodded, “It’s good actually. Before, in the Fifth Office, I was far from your place, but now I’ll be closer.”

“Whose idea was this?”

Yang Wan replied: “His Majesty’s.”

Deng Ying nodded upon hearing this, “Wanwan, once you’re settled, I’ll take you to see the house I bought.”

At the mention of Deng Ying’s house, Yang Wan immediately smiled, “Is that allowed? But now that Consort Ning isn’t here anymore, how can I leave the palace?”

Deng Ying smiled, “With me, you can.”

Yang Wan’s departure from the Fifth Office also meant officially relinquishing her position as a lady-in-waiting.

On the day the Ladies-in-Waiting Bureau removed her name, Song Yunqing felt sorry for her.

“Now you really won’t be able to leave.”

Yang Wan was packing her clothes in the Fifth Office while Qin Wende led the Eastern Depot guards at the door, ready to serve as porters. Hearing Song Yunqing’s words, he couldn’t help but retort, “With our Depot Superintendent here, you think Young Miss Yang won’t be able to go out? The Superintendent has already bought a house, and after winter, we’ll be going to buy furniture for his residence.”

Song Yunqing put her hands on her hips, walked to the door, and snapped at him: “What do you know?”

She slammed the door shut with a “bang” and walked to Yang Wan’s side to help her fold the clothes piled on the bed, saying, “Don’t mind what I said. You know I speak directly, I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s not that Superintendent Deng isn’t a good person, I just feel it’s unfair to you.”

Yang Wan hugged the folded clothes and packed them into the wooden chest, turning back with a smile to respond, “I understand.”

Song Yunqing sat on the couch, looking at the half-empty room, “We’ve lived together for almost two years. When I first saw you come in, I envied you, thinking that as Consort Ning’s sister, you entered the palace straight into the Ladies-in-Waiting Bureau. Madam Jiang and Palace Servant Lu valued you, naturally different from me. Later, waiting for imperial grace, you could reunite with your family… You know, among palace women, only ladies-in-waiting can wait for such a day. Now, you’re going to Chengqian Palace, and you’ve lost your lady-in-waiting status. If you want to leave, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until His Majesty…”

The latter part was taboo—people of the Ladies-in-Waiting Bureau who knew etiquette would never speak of it lightly.

Song Yunqing pressed her lips together and continued helping Yang Wan fold clothes.

Yang Wan sat down beside her, “Do you still have that hand cream?”

“Still have some, do you want it?”

“Yes.”

Song Yunqing brought the cream, and Yang Wan scooped some to apply on her wrist, removing one of her jade bracelets to give to Song Yunqing.

“This is for you.”

Song Yunqing hurriedly said: “No, no, the jade from your Yang family is a rare treasure, I can’t accept it.”

Yang Wan took her hand, “Then just keep it for me. If I fall into hardship someday, this might be life-saving money.”

Song Yunqing hesitantly accepted the bracelet, “You… fall into hardship?”

Yang Wan smiled.

“Who can say for sure about these things?”

She finished speaking and adjusted the silver hairpin in Song Yunqing’s bun, speaking seriously:

“Yunqing, though being a lady-in-waiting in the palace is respectable, you and I both know how exhausting the duties are. When things get busy, I won’t be able to help you anymore, so take good care of yourself.”

Hearing this, Song Yunqing embraced Yang Wan, “You too. Since being tortured in the prison, your complexion hasn’t been as good as before. Now that Superintendent Deng has power and money, don’t neglect yourself. He now moves more freely in and out of the inner court that Chen Hua—whatever ginseng or snow frogs you want to eat, he can buy them all for you.”

From Song Yunqing’s words, Yang Wan realized she didn’t know about Deng Ying borrowing money like Chen Hua to buy a house.

“What ginseng and snow frogs? He has no money. Probably even less than me.”

Song Yunqing released Yang Wan and raised an eyebrow, “How is that possible? I heard Chen Hua say that the Eastern Depot has broken ground north of Zhengyang Gate to build the Eastern Depot prison. Just the materials—wood, bricks, and stones—cost tens of thousands of silver taels.”

What Song Yunqing said was true.

After the Hejü case, the Emperor’s attitude toward the Northern Patrol Commission underwent a subtle change.

But such changes had occurred many times, each varying in degree, and could even reverse immediately depending on the situation, so there are no specific historical records. However, historians, through analysis of vast historical materials, roughly determined several periods, including one in the autumn of the thirteenth year of Zhenning, when Emperor Zhenning issued a clear edict allowing the Eastern Depot to build its prison at Zhengyang Gate, later known as the “Depot Prison.”

The construction of this great prison gradually began to change the judicial landscape beyond the Three Judicial Offices, with the Eastern Depot’s power slowly matching that of the Northern Patrol Commission. Researchers analyze that after the Hejü case, Emperor Zhenning began doubting his safety, believing that although the Imperial Guard was subordinate to imperial power, they were still external officials who had their principles and could hardly fully understand his intentions, let alone wholeheartedly protect his life. Thus, he gradually delegated power to the Eastern Depot, tacitly allowing it to infiltrate the Imperial Guard, with the prison’s construction serving as a symbol.

Through the prison’s involvement in criminal law, Deng Ying’s life also opened a chapter of political participation.

Except for Yang Wan, most historical researchers viewed the construction of this prison negatively, with many considering it an even more deplorable place than the Eastern Depot’s detention center.

On this point, even Yang Wan couldn’t argue.

After Yi Lang and Deng Ying’s deaths, the later Eastern Depot prison, through continuous reforms and developments by various eunuchs, indeed became a verifiable hell on earth. When scholars traced this prison’s history, they naturally picked up the flesh of its builder to flog once again.

“Yang Wan, why aren’t you speaking?”

Yang Wan was still absorbed in her thoughts when Song Yunqing noticed her eyes seemed a bit red.

“What are you thinking about? You’re completely dazed.”

“Oh…”

Yang Wan pressed her brow, “Nothing, maybe I didn’t sleep well last night, I’m a bit scattered right now.”

Song Yunqing stood up and said: “Then sit and rest, I’ll help you organize the rest. We’ll have those people outside move everything at once, so they won’t need to make a second trip.”

She efficiently closed the chest latches, tied up the bundle’s opening, and opened the door to tell Qin Wende: “Alright, you can come in and move things now. Let me tell you first, Young Miss Yang’s things are all very precious. If you’re even slightly careless, your Superintendent won’t let you off.”

“We know, we know. Our Superintendent is waiting at Chengqian Palace.”

Chapter 74: Clear Wind in the Wasteland (Part 2)
Qin Wende carried the chest as he walked with Yang Wan toward Chengqian Palace.

He was straightforward by nature and usually talkative. Now, with his jokes and banter, he had Yang Wan laughing the whole way.

Taking advantage of Yang Wan’s good mood, Qin Wende thought to put in a few good words for Deng Ying.

“Miss Yang.”

“Hmm?”

Qin Wende adjusted the chest on his shoulder, “Have you seen our Superintendent’s house yet?”

Yang Wan replied while walking, “Not yet. I heard you helped arrange it.”

Qin Wende smiled, “Indeed. The location has good feng shui, though we thought it was a bit small. We figured the Superintendent should at least have a two-courtyard residence. This single courtyard… well, it’s not bad, just a bit cramped.”

Yang Wan laughed, “A single courtyard is good—it’s open and easier to clean.”

Qin Wende hurriedly said, “How could we let you clean, Miss? Once you and our Superintendent move in, surely we’ll have to buy some servants.”

Yang Wan turned back, smiling, “You’re letting him buy servants? How much silver does it cost to keep a servant these days?”

“Oh my, that’d be more than ten taels, depending on their appearance.”

Yang Wan laughed, “Just how much is your Superintendent’s monthly salary?”

“Ah?”

Qin Wende nearly tripped over himself at this question. “Well… this…”

He dragged his words, hesitating whether to expose Deng Ying’s circumstances to Yang Wan.

Deng Guixun only had one bottom line for his men—they couldn’t arbitrarily harm lives. He usually didn’t stop the depot guards from collecting “service fees” from officials and civilians, but he seemed to never take any. Even if he received anything, he would later distribute it among the depot guards. People said the Ceremonial Department received many rewards, but from what Qin Wende saw of Deng Ying’s daily expenses, he truly didn’t seem wealthy. These past few days, he and several depot guards had been helping arrange furniture and decorations, thinking it was his money, so they were hesitant to spend freely.

“Eh… the Superintendent’s salary comes from the inner court, we don’t know…”

Yang Wan continued, “He doesn’t have much money, and besides, he wouldn’t buy people to use as servants.”

“I indeed don’t have much money.”

Yang Wan and Qin Wende were startled by this voice, looking up to see Deng Ying walking toward them.

Today he wasn’t wearing his official robes but instead dressed like an outside scholar in jade-colored clothing, his hair tied up without an official headdress.

Qin Wende felt awkward but pressed on, “I didn’t mean you’re poor, Superintendent, I just…”

“I am quite poor right now.”

“That’s not what I meant…”

Qin Wende was stunned by Deng Ying’s frankness and could only change the subject, “Weren’t you at Chengqian Palace? Why did you come here?”

“Oh.”

Deng Ying rolled up his sleeves, “I came to see if I could lend a hand.”

The depot guards behind Qin Wende hurriedly said in unison, “How could we trouble you with that?”

Yang Wan smiled, “You’re not dressed for manual labor today.”

Deng Ying held his sleeve, smiling at Yang Wan, “Then what do I look like?”

Yang Wan said, “Like you’re heading to the autumn provincial examination.”

Deng Ying laughed, “The Shuntian Prefecture is setting up examination sheds. Would you like to see it?”

“Examination sheds?”

Yang Wan asked puzzled, “Why only sheds? Aren’t they building examination cells?”

Deng Ying nodded, “They should be, but since the imperial city and surrounding walls aren’t completely built yet, finances are limited. They can only use wooden boards and reed mats to build sheds, with thorn bushes as walls. People say the capital’s examination hall is built worse than the bookstores around it.”

This piqued Yang Wan’s interest, “What bookstores are nearby? Can we go see them today?”

Deng Ying replied, “I have a pass. I can take you out.”

Yang Wan looked back at her luggage, hesitating.

Seeing this, Qin Wende quickly said, “You should go with our Superintendent. We’ll hand these over to Miss Heyu, guaranteed not to damage anything.”

Yang Wan smiled, “Alright then… be careful.”

She then walked behind Deng Ying and poked his back, “Let’s go, quickly!”

Deng Ying turned to look at Yang Wan—her face was bright, her gaze light.

Come to think of it, since the Hejü case, he hadn’t seen Yang Wan smile like this for a long time.

The Shuntian Prefecture office was located on East Public Street off Drum Tower East Street. Near the Drum Tower were several publishing houses, the most famous being the Zhou family’s Kuanqin Hall and the Qi family’s Qingbo House. Both publishers had operated for over a hundred years, with not only large showrooms but also substantial printing operations.

Publishing flourished in the Ming Dynasty. Though management had many loopholes, it was relatively free, divided into official, private, and commercial publishing. Deng Ying loved buying books, especially hunting for private editions by unknown writers in private bookstores.

But Yang Wan didn’t go to these private bookstores. After getting out of the carriage, she pulled Deng Ying straight to Qingbo House. Deng Ying’s leg injury had flared up a couple of days ago, making walking difficult now, but he didn’t want to tell Yang Wan to slow down. He could only helplessly watch her back with a wry smile. Passersby in the book market who saw this scene all smiled and commented, “This gentleman is so good-natured, willing to go along with the young lady.”

Hearing these words, Deng Ying’s ears grew hot, and he couldn’t help calling out to Yang Wan.

“Wanwan.”

“Yes?”

Yang Wan turned back to see his pale face and quickly asked, “Is your ankle hurting again?”

“A little.”

Yang Wan stopped walking, “Why didn’t you say so?”

Deng Ying said, “You seemed so excited.”

Yang Wan held Deng Ying’s arm, “Walk like this, lean on me.”

“Aren’t you tired?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No, really, don’t worry about me, lean over. You’re so thin, I can support you.”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan’s profile, “Wanwan.”

“Yes?”

“Why are you so interested in Qingbo House?”

Yang Wan didn’t immediately answer Deng Ying’s question, but she recalled what she had once told him, “To fight for him, to wage a battle with brush and ink.”

What was brush and ink?

In the Great Ming Dynasty, brush and ink were like armies—both were weapons. They were the voice of scholars, public opinion, and life that imperial power constantly tried but failed to extinguish completely.

“Has Qingbo House ever published your writings?”

Deng Ying nodded.

“Yes, in the past.”

“Which piece?”

“‘Letter to Zixi at Year’s End.'”

He finished speaking and looked up at Qingbo House’s signboard, “At that time, I had frequent exchanges with Zixi, with quite a few poems and essays between us. However, after I was imprisoned in the Ministry of Justice, my writings could no longer circulate. The printing blocks from before have probably been burned by now.”

Yang Wan was stunned.

Qingbo House had preserved the printing blocks for “Letter to Zixi at Year’s End.” Later, when Qingbo House moved to Guangzhou, those blocks were taken there too. The blocks changed hands several times and ended up abroad, but Yang Wan had seen photos of them in the Guangzhou Museum.

“Maybe they weren’t burned.”

Yang Wan held Deng Ying’s arm and gave him a bright smile, “Let’s go see.”

Deng Ying nodded and smiled, saying “Alright.”

Qingbo House had a shop in front and a factory in the back, with temporary examination stalls set up in front for the imperial examinations, creating quite a bustle. Deng Ying paused, scanning the books on the stalls. Yang Wan looked up and asked him, “Between you and my brother, who was better at studying?” Deng Ying smiled but didn’t answer.

Just then, the shopkeeper came out to greet them. Seeing Yang Wan and Deng Ying standing far from the examination stalls, he said, “You two customers aren’t here to look at examination books, are you?”

Deng Ying replied, “No, I wanted to bring…”

He momentarily didn’t know how to address Yang Wan, but she unexpectedly continued, “My husband wanted to bring me in to look around.”

The shopkeeper assumed they were a learned, refined couple, “Does madam read as well?”

“Yes, I recognize a few characters.”

“You’re being modest. Please come in.”

Yang Wan held Deng Ying’s hand as they entered the book hall, seeing Qingbo House’s published works like “Journey to the West,” “Chronicles of the States,” “Three Kingdoms with Commentary,” “Water Margin with Commentary,” “Romance of Eastern and Western Jin,” “Chronicle of Western Han,” and other books—some editions even preserved to modern times.

Yang Wan picked up a copy of “Journey to the West” and opened it, casually asking, “Do you still have the printing blocks for this book?”

The shopkeeper said, “Madam asks this—are you interested in doing business with us?”

Yang Wan tucked her hair behind her ear, glanced at Deng Ying, and smiled without speaking.

The shopkeeper, thinking Yang Wan was being reserved and waiting for him to approach first, eagerly said, “The blocks for this edition have been destroyed by our proprietor, but we have blocks for another version still preserved. Our proprietor keeps blocks based on his preferences. Some books sell well, but if he doesn’t like the blocks, they still get burned.”

“Oh? Your proprietor must be quite particular.”

“Indeed he is.”

The shopkeeper proudly said, “How did we compete with Kuanqin Hall? It’s because our proprietor is a graduate of provincial examinations, a true scholar.”

Yang Wan closed the book, “Then do you still have the blocks for ‘Letter to Zixi at Year’s End’?”

The shopkeeper said, “Ah, you asking about the blocks for this essay shows you have true insight. Our proprietor loves this essay—he supervised its engraving. Although the writer is now a criminal and the essay can no longer be printed, the proprietor has kept the original blocks.”

“Could we see them?”

“Well…”

The shopkeeper hesitated.

Yang Wan said, “Don’t misunderstand. Since your proprietor personally supervised the engraving, it must be of the highest quality. I just want to see what your publisher’s best engraving looks like.”

Hearing this explanation, the shopkeeper’s face relaxed.

“Alright, please have a seat first. We have important guests in our workshop, and I don’t want to cause any offense. I’ll go check, and if it won’t disturb anyone, I’ll take you in.”

“Good.”

Yang Wan helped Deng Ying sit down and then lifted her skirt to crouch down.

Deng Ying hurriedly asked, “What are you doing?”

Yang Wan reached to lift his robe, “While we have this quiet moment, let me warm it up for you.”

Deng Ying quickly bent down to cover his ankle, but Yang Wan pinched the skin on the back of his hand and forcefully lifted it away.

“Be good, Deng Ying.”

Deng Ying was startled.

“I can’t…”

“If we’re pretending to be husband and wife, we should make it convincing.”

She interrupted Deng Ying, then clasped his ankle with both hands, using her palm’s warmth to help ward off the cold pain, smiling as she said, “Coming here today was truly worthwhile.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan’s hands gently pressing his ankle and pressed his lips together: “Why… did you want to see those printing blocks?”

Yang Wan spoke softly, head lowered, “I wanted you to know that although you can’t write essays anymore, your past hasn’t been erased. You left traces, and future generations will follow them.”

She looked up, “Deng Ying, if you want to write essays in the future, just write them, and I’ll copy them.”

Deng Ying smiled, “Even if you copy them, only you will see them.”

Yang Wan was about to reply when she suddenly heard a familiar voice from behind the screen.

“Since your proprietor isn’t here, we can only discuss this much. For the rest, I’ll come back when your proprietor returns to discuss it in detail.”

Yang Wan stood up, hiding behind the screen, and glanced at the door to the back hall.

Deng Ying softly asked, “Who is it?”

Yang Wan said, “Pang Ling, the eunuch from Noble Consort Jiang’s household.”

Just as she finished speaking, she heard someone from the bookstore say, “Actually, our manager can make this decision. Adding another virtuous consort after the ‘Five Virtuous Consorts’ – even Kuanqin Hall hasn’t finalized their blocks for this, so it shouldn’t be difficult.”

Yang Wan was startled to hear “Five Virtuous Consorts.”

This book was written by a Ming Dynasty scholar named Du Heng, recording five virtuous empresses and consorts from history. It wasn’t a very famous book and hadn’t survived to the present, for unknown reasons. Yang Wan had only glimpsed its title in fragmentary historical materials.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes?”

“Have your guards watch this Pang Ling.”

“Why?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “I can’t explain clearly yet, but by the time I figure it out, it might be too late—just like with Zheng Bingbi.”
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Deng Ying stood up and walked behind Yang Wan, following her gaze behind the screen. “I know who wrote ‘Five Virtuous Consorts.'”

Yang Wan turned back, “Who?”

Deng Ying looked down at her, “You know him too—your brother Yang Jing.”

“What?”

Yang Wan nearly failed to control her voice when she heard Yang Jing’s name. “Wasn’t it written by Du Heng?”

Deng Ying looked down at her, “You mean Du Heng from the Hanlin Academy?”

Yang Wan asked puzzled, “Is there another Du Heng?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “That man has been seriously ill and left the academy over a month ago, but ‘Five Virtuous Consorts’ was written at the end of last month. The whole piece isn’t long; the writer took about ten days. Why did you mention Du Heng?”

How should she answer?

Should she tell him the historical records didn’t match reality?

Yang Wan was deeply shocked, unconsciously gripping the edge of the screen.

How difficult historical research truly was—she had been immersed in it for ten years and had already experienced countless hardships.

When she first began writing notes about the Zhenning era, she had built a framework, yet in just two short years, she found countless holes in that framework. Things erased by those in power, things altered by later generations—they were innumerable. Looking at it this way, though the documents that survived to modern times were extremely precious, there weren’t many trustworthy words among them.

“Eh… madam.”

The shopkeeper had returned after seeing someone off. Seeing Yang Wan lost in thought by the screen, he tried to call out to her but was stopped by Deng Ying, “Speak to me.”

“Oh… yes, yes, speaking to you is the same. I went to look for the printing blocks Madam mentioned earlier. They’re still there. I’ll have someone bring them out for madam to see.”

“Good.”

Deng Ying glanced at the door, smoothly changing the topic, “I thought I heard that Qingbo House is going to print ‘Five Virtuous Consorts.'”

Hearing this question, the shopkeeper hesitated slightly, “Well…”

Yang Wan picked up Deng Ying’s thread, “Kuanqin Hall is also printing ‘Five Virtuous Consorts.’ Though your versions are different, you’re selling them at the same time—what profit is there in that?”

Hearing her question, the shopkeeper dared not answer anymore. He stepped back several paces, carefully looking them up and down.

“Who… exactly… are you people?”

Yang Wan folded her arms, raising an eyebrow, “We’re from the Northern Patrol Commission.”

“Wh-wh-what?”

The shopkeeper’s face turned white.

Yang Wan was completely unconcerned about her blatant lie, “You don’t believe me?”

She pointed outside, “You can step out right now, but once you’re through that door, you’ll just be interrogated somewhere else.”

Hearing her words, the shopkeeper tremblingly looked outside.

The book market for Shuntian Prefecture’s spring examinations was extremely busy at this time. Yang Wan knocked on the screen, gave a cold laugh, and started walking out.

The shopkeeper hurriedly fell to his knees with a “thud,” “Please, officers, give me a way out. Our proprietor went south to visit relatives and hasn’t returned. I… I’m truly terrified.”

Yang Wan stopped walking, and Deng Ying smoothly said, “Take us inside to talk.”

“Yes… I’ll take you officers in right away.”

Behind Qingbo House was the printing factory. The shopkeeper led Yang Wan and Deng Ying into the inner hall of the factory, personally closed the hall doors, and not daring to remain standing, fell to his knees trembling, “Officers, please ask your questions.”

Yang Wan said, “Who was that person who just left?”

“Oh, I saw his pass—he’s someone from the palace.”

“Which palace?”

“He said Chengqian Palace.”

Yang Wan’s brow furrowed, “Chengqian Palace?”

The shopkeeper’s shoulders began trembling in fear, “Yes… he… he said so.”

Deng Ying asked, “What did he discuss with you?”

The shopkeeper hurriedly said, “I dare not deceive you. He said the lady of Chengqian Palace has been unwell recently and recuperating in the Banana Garden. She wants to do some virtuous deeds to educate worldly women, so she wants to write a preface for ‘Five Virtuous Consorts.’ Officer, didn’t you just ask what profit there was for Qingbo House? This is a precious consort from the palace personally writing a preface! How could Kuanqin Hall’s version compare to our Qingbo House edition? With the consort’s preface, this becomes ‘Six Virtuous Consorts’! We’re not worried about being outsold by Kuanqin Hall.”

Deng Ying said, “Bring that preface here.”

The shopkeeper didn’t dare delay for a moment, frantically fetching the preface.

Deng Ying took it and opened it, saying softly to Yang Wan, “Look at the handwriting.”

Yang Wan quickly scanned the preface in Deng Ying’s hands. The writing was neat, but it wasn’t Consort Ning’s handwriting.

Yang Wan withdrew her gaze, pressed her lips together, pinched her tiger’s mouth point, and stepped back into the shadows, trying to process this matter from beginning to end as quickly as possible in her mind.

On the surface, Yang Jing wrote “Five Virtuous Consorts” to praise the virtuous deeds of imperial consorts, with Consort Ning writing a preface from imprisonment—once this version of “Five Virtuous Consorts” circulated in the capital, what direction would court opinion take?

Yang Wan remembered how in the previous dynasty, an official surnamed Hu had petitioned the former emperor to treat the then-ill and neglected empress well. She felt a chill down her spine.

But this situation was different from that truly ill empress.

Though the Banana Garden was nominally a place for Consort Ning’s recuperation, it was Emperor Zhenning’s prison for his discarded consort. Since it was a prison, Consort Ning absolutely could not have sent this preface out of the palace. Others might not understand this, but Emperor Zhenning himself knew clearly.

Therefore, in Emperor Zhenning’s eyes, this was a fake preface.

Who would have the position to write such a preface on Consort Ning’s behalf while she was imprisoned and connect it with “Five Virtuous Consorts” for publication?

Only Yang Lun.

The maliciousness and thoroughness of this scheme left Yang Wan completely puzzled—since when did Noble Consort Jiang have such a clever mind?

Seeing Yang Wan remaining silent, the shopkeeper was frightened and quickly shuffled forward on his knees.

“I’ve told everything. Please don’t take me to the Northern Patrol Commission… I have elderly parents and young children, over ten family members depending on me for food.”

Yang Wan released her lips in a laugh and helped the shopkeeper up, “Don’t worry, shopkeeper, this was just a misunderstanding. It’s a good thing that the palace consort has shown such virtue. Show us those printing blocks you mentioned earlier, then you can go back to business.”

The shopkeeper was still shaken but, hearing these words, felt as if granted a great pardon. He scrambled to his feet and went to find the blocks for Yang Wan.

Yang Wan supported Deng Ying as they left Qingbo House. The pain in his ankle had become unbearable.

Yang Wan helped Deng Ying into the carriage; his face had turned pale from pain.

Yang Wan used her sleeve to wipe Deng Ying’s sweat, “I’m sorry, I was so focused on figuring out that matter, I didn’t realize you were in such pain.”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Wanwan, you’re bold.”

“What?”

Deng Ying smiled, “Impersonating Imperial Guards—you did it without hesitation.”

Yang Wan lowered her head and smiled, then said sincerely, “Deng Ying, I think I’ve mostly figured it out.”

Deng Ying nodded, “So have I.”

Yang Wan said, “But there’s one thing I still want to ask you.”

“Ask.”

“Why would my brother write ‘Five Virtuous Consorts’ at this time?”

Deng Ying lowered his head and was silent for a while before answering Yang Wan, “He’s His Highness’s study companion. Since this involves the Hall of Literary Splendor, I need to start investigating from Vice Minister Zhang.”

Yang Wan said, “Zhang Cong?”

Deng Ying didn’t deny it, “Zhang Cong is the young prince’s teacher, and Zixi is the young prince’s uncle. The two men have different political views, and His Highness will eventually have to choose between them.”

This reminder struck Yang Wan.

“If this matter is related to Vice Minister Zhang, then I can understand why Noble Consort Jiang’s schemes have improved so much.”

“How so?”

“Zhang Cong and Noble Consort Jiang conspired to frame my sister, but in reality, Zhang Cong was using Noble Consort Jiang to frame Yang Lun.”

“There’s probably more to it.”

Deng Ying lifted his head and looked back at Qingbo House, “This is also a crime for Noble Consort Jiang. After Yang Lun is banished by His Majesty, he can also expose the Jiang family, removing this obstacle to the young prince from the second prince.”

Yang Wan lowered her eyes, “I want to use Zhang Luo.”

“Wanwan…”

“I know it’s a bit risky.”

Yang Wan interrupted him, “But I had already thought it through while we were in Qingbo House.”

She looked up, “Deng Ying, you just need to have someone watch Pang Ling and protect him when necessary. Don’t let him be silenced. Besides that, don’t let the Eastern Depot get involved in this matter.”

“What are you going to do?”

Yang Wan said, “Try to turn the tables. I don’t want to leave my sister’s child in Zhang Cong’s hands anymore.”

After saying this, she felt an inexplicable chill.

She couldn’t tell Deng Ying that she wanted to seek a chance of survival for the person before her through Yi Lang, but this child’s mental barriers had been built too perfectly by Zhang Cong. She still didn’t know where to tear an opening.

This was an opportunity, though Yang Wan still wasn’t confident. She might even completely anger Zhang Luo and get herself involved, but she wanted to try.

“How can I help you?”

Deng Ying’s question caught Yang Wan by surprise. She hurriedly said, “This isn’t the place to talk, and your foot injury is acting up badly. Let’s discuss it in detail when we get back.”

The weather changed quickly in late autumn. By the time Yang Wan and Deng Ying walked through Xuanwu Gate, clouds had gathered and wind had risen—it looked like rain was coming.

Li Yu was squatting at the door of Deng Ying’s quarters, holding clean clothes. He seemed to have waited for quite a while; his face had been turned white by the wind. Seeing Deng Ying and Yang Wan coming together, he promptly rolled his eyes.

“Superintendent Deng, didn’t we agree to go to the Mixed Court today? I’ve been squatting at your door until now… and…”

He glanced at Yang Wan, “I won’t believe either of you anymore.”

Yang Wan smiled, “Not believing him is one thing, but what do you mean by not believing me?”

Li Yu stood up, “My sister said you were moving out of the Fifth Office today, but when she went to find you, you weren’t there. Chengqian Palace is short-staffed now, and those depot guards are rough people making a mess of things. My sister couldn’t stand it, so after her shift, she went to Chengqian Palace to help look after things. She told me to tell you that you can’t stay there today!”

“Oh.”

Yang Wan smiled and responded.

Li Yu jumped up, “What do you mean ‘oh’? You can’t go back to the Fifth Office either. I’d like to see where you’ll sleep tonight.”

He had been annoyed from waiting, and now he was taking it out on Yang Wan. Having vented his frustration, he felt better and turned to Deng Ying, “Shall we go?”

“Alright, I’ll get my clothes.”

After speaking, Deng Ying tried to walk inside despite the pain, but his ankle hurt so much that after just one step, he had to stop and hold onto the doorframe.

Li Yu noticed something wrong with Deng Ying’s walk and quickly asked Yang Wan at the door, “Is his foot injury acting up again?”

Yang Wan held Deng Ying’s arm, made an “mm” sound, and said to Deng Ying, “Maybe you shouldn’t go today.”

Deng Ying shook his head, “It’s fine.”

Li Yu said, “Don’t try to persuade him. He taught us that one must always be clean. I know he never misses his bathing days, that’s why I’ve been waiting at his door.”

After speaking, he squatted down again with the clothes, pouting, “Superintendent, hurry up!”

Deng Ying responded with an “Alright.”

Yang Wan supported Deng Ying as they walked into his quarters.

Deng Ying released Yang Wan’s hand, “Sit down, I’ll have the depot guards take you back in a while.”

“I haven’t finished what I was saying earlier.”

Deng Ying opened the wooden cabinet, “Then wait for me to return.”

Yang Wan watched Deng Ying take out white silk undergarments from the cabinet, and suddenly said softly, “I can’t stay at Chengqian Palace today. Could you… let me lie down here for one night?”
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“Yes…” he said, his shoulders trembling almost imperceptibly.

Yang Wan watched Deng Ying’s silhouette, crisp and clear against the backdrop of the ancient cabinets.

Inside the cabinets were his garments, with several thin, starched undergarments neatly folded together. Almost all were made of silk, reflecting a cold luster not unlike his skin.

Earlier, Deng Ying had mentioned wanting to buy an outside residence. Yang Wan thought it was a good idea.

But compared to an outside residence, this room by the city moat was what truly put Yang Wan’s heart at ease.

It was just like Deng Ying himself—immaculate, facing away from the daylight. When empty, it was full of shadows, yet never felt gloomy.

With him living here, Yang Wan’s soul could find refuge in this world from six hundred years ago.

Even if everything and everyone beyond these walls departed from her previous thirty years of values, as long as Deng Ying could still take out unstained clothes from his cabinet, light a lamp on autumn nights, and sit with her to share a bowl of plain noodles, she wouldn’t be just a random speck of dust in existentialism.

“Then… may I wear your undergarments?”

She suddenly made this request.

Deng Ying froze for a moment.

“May I?”

She asked again.

“Yes…”

After saying this word, he hurriedly crouched down, took out another set of silk undergarments from the cabinet, and placed them beside Yang Wan.

Outside, Li Yu urged them again. Deng Ying dared not look at Yang Wan anymore, quickly gathered his clothes, and pushed open the door to leave.

Yang Wan lowered her head and unfolded the undergarments Deng Ying had left her—an upper garment with ties at the side and loose trousers, generously sized.

She bent down to remove her shoes, hugged her knees, and curled up in the corner of the bed.

The room was very quiet, with a faint chill seeping through the wall cracks.

Yang Wan could almost feel the cold from the city moat permeating in from all directions.

She couldn’t help but cough once or twice, reaching behind to gently undo the ties of her undergarment.

This was her first time removing the protection of her clothes in Deng Ying’s place. As her arms completely withdrew from the sleeves, the autumn wind through the window gaps raised goosebumps on her skin. She continued removing her undergarment, then bent her legs to undo her silk skirt, pulling her legs out of the embroidered trousers.

Her bottom touched Deng Ying’s bedding, which was covered in cotton cloth and felt somewhat cool against her skin.

But Yang Wan found it comfortable, like that moment on weekends after a bath when she’d just slipped naked into her bedding.

The wind stirred the curtains as the sound of rain began pattering by the window.

Yang Wan sat embracing her arms in the breeze.

She didn’t immediately put on Deng Ying’s undergarments, nor did she immediately cover herself with his bedding.

She sat quietly, watching her own body in the candlelight.

This was a body that had originally died in the winter of the twelfth year of Zhenning.

Once young, fair, smooth, and flawless like jade, but now bearing several light brown torture marks on the waist, abdomen, and thighs. These scars were the only things on this body that truly belonged to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan reached out to touch the scars on her legs.

Even though much time had passed, they still hurt when touched.

Death would end everything, but living meant being covered in scars, and enduring humiliation.

How did women of the Great Ming Dynasty perceive their bodies?

In an era before female body consciousness had awakened, would feudal aesthetics accept these “marks of guilt” left in the prison?

Were they the same as that scar on Deng Ying’s body?

She suddenly recalled that passage Foucault wrote in “Discipline and Punish”: “In the eyes of the people, the cruel methods of punishment were no less barbaric, perhaps even more so, than the crime itself. It made spectators accustomed to the very brutality they were meant to despise. By frequently showing them crimes, it made the executioner seem like the criminal, the judge like a murderer, ultimately reversing roles and turning the punished criminal into an object of pity or praise.”

Such humanity existed in the Great Ming Dynasty too.

At the execution grounds where the teachers and students of Tongjia Academy died tragically, countless people pitied and praised these scholars.

However, this pity did not extend to eunuchs or women.

That’s why Yang Wan wanted to fight back against this era.

But it wasn’t fighting back—it was just a modern person humbly trying to carve out a small space around herself, allowing that tragic personal history to be preserved in her notes more gently. The ending didn’t need to be perfect; as long as Deng Ying could still, like just now, take out clean clothes in his modest room, bathe and change according to the monthly calendar and daily schedule, then return, drink some warm water, keep his ankles warm, and sleep without worrying about tomorrow.

That would be enough.

But Yang Wan didn’t know what she would have to sacrifice for such an ending.

If she was a prophet of this dynasty, then before changing the ending, the first thing she needed to do was kill the prophet within herself.

She was afraid.

So she too wanted a room, to give her that silk-wrapped feeling of shelter.

As daylight faded, it faintly traced her shadow on the ground.

Yang Wan reached for Deng Ying’s clothes, put on the upper garment, and then drew the under trousers over her legs.

The smooth silk brushed past her hips, finally covering the scars on her waist and abdomen.

Yang Wan tied all the fasteners, then hugged her shoulders and slowly curled up under the covers.

Deng Ying’s clothes against her skin took a very long time to warm up.

Outside, the rain pattered steadily as dusk settled in, countless leaf shadows dancing on the window.

Ah, the autumn sounds intrude on brief dreams.

Yang Wan closed her eyes, and somehow suddenly recalled the following line: “Rain on the banana leaves under the eaves.”

When Deng Ying returned from the Mixed Hall Office, the light in the duty room was still on.

Li Yu opened his door, saw Deng Ying standing with his umbrella at the entrance for a long while without entering, and came over to ask, “She hasn’t left?”

Deng Ying nodded.

Li Yu sniffed, “She’s different from sister.”

Deng Ying originally didn’t want to respond to this, but as his hand touched the door bolt, he unconsciously asked: “How is she different?”

Li Yu said: “Although sister had meals with Minister Chen, she never went to the Minister’s room, nor did she let the Minister enter her and Yang Wan’s room. Sister told me that we must find ways to live on, but places where we can’t go on, we shouldn’t cross with closed eyes.”

For Song Yunqing to say such words to her brother who was also an imperial servant showed that within her strength there was indeed a touch of ruthlessness.

“But she’s too good,” Li Yu said.

Li Yu pursed his lips and jerked his chin toward the lamplight in the window, saying sincerely: “Sometimes, she seems even better than sister. She seems… to not treat us as servants at all, but, as sister said, she shouldn’t be like this. What kind of people are we, right?”

Having said this, he pushed open his door and went in.

The sound of the door bolt falling seemed to strike directly on Deng Ying’s back.

What kind of people are we, right?

At this moment, these words were neither an insult nor self-mockery, but rather a form of redemption.

What kind of person was he, and what could he do for Yang Wan?

Yang Wan had once asked him if he felt better by considering himself guilty before her.

He answered “Yes.”

Indeed, it was true.

Loving someone was like imprisoning oneself, but from then on both body and soul had something to rely on, after… she was too good.

Thinking this, Deng Ying gently pushed open the door.

Yang Wan lay quietly on his bed, her hair already loosened, the black silk-like tresses scattered over her shoulders.

She lay facing outward, one hand exposed pressing down on the covers, clearly having changed into his undergarments.

Deng Ying walked over quietly, lifted his robe to sit on the edge of the bed, removed his shoes, and then bent down to gather Yang Wan’s embroidered shoes, placing them beside the bed. After that, he continued to hesitate.

Just lying beside her, not touching her, shouldn’t count as an offense, right? He thought, finally lying down along the edge of the bed, his back toward Yang Wan. But people shouldn’t be too close; even separated by bedding, her body temperature still warmed his back like a hot coal.

“Deng Ying.”

The person behind him called softly.

“I’m here.”

“Come in.”

These three words made Deng Ying’s whole body tremble.

“Wan Wan, just let me lie like this.”

Yang Wan exhaled, her faint breath hitting Deng Ying’s face.

“Didn’t you say you’re a guilty person before me?”

The temperature of these words matched her breath.

In this world, no one has the innate ability to accurately find the root of a specific person’s “sorrow.”

But Yang Wan could find Deng Ying’s. Moreover, she never presumed to hurt Deng Ying’s “sorrow,” she just gently held it up, held it before him and herself, letting Deng Ying try to express it, and then, all the pain in those emotions, she would bear, dissolved it, comfort it.

“I always have been.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan took up his words, reaching to lift the covers, “So Deng Ying, come in. Don’t be afraid, it’s not someone else, it’s me.”

A hot, sour sensation rushed into Deng Ying’s nose.

“How do you know I’m afraid?”

“Your hand… you’re almost breaking my hair.”

Only then did Deng Ying realize he had unknowingly grabbed Yang Wan’s hair, and hurriedly let go.

Yang Wan propped up her upper body, tossing all her long hair behind her back, her faint shadow painted on the wall, presenting a blurry yet desolately beautiful scene before Deng Ying’s eyes.

“Deng Ying, be good.”

When she said these words, there seemed to be a smile on her face.

“Always listen to me, and you won’t feel so bad when you’re with me.”

Indeed, a guilty person should be obedient.

She always knew how to persuade him.

Deng Ying pressed his lips together, gripped a corner of the bedding, and covered his shoulders.

But Yang Wan propped herself up on her elbow, leaning sideways to push her bedding toward Deng Ying, then pulled at the corner, gently tucking him in.

With this movement, her arm had already crossed over Deng Ying’s shoulder, bringing them close, her underarm just above his forehead. Though Deng Ying couldn’t see, he felt the warmth from another body, warmer than his, and more honest than his.

“You’re not cold like this?”

“I’m not cold…”

“That’s good.”

Yang Wan released her elbow, lay down again facing Deng Ying, and said softly: “We’ve played the part of husband and wife for this day.”

She spoke aloud the wild thought in Deng Ying’s heart, yet he had to deny it before her.

“Wan Wan, don’t say that. We’re not husband and wife.”

“Be good.”

As she spoke, she reached out to stroke Deng Ying’s forehead, moving from his brow to his temple, over and over.

Deng Ying’s whole body trembled uncontrollably, but Yang Wan’s hand didn’t stop. She leveled her voice and said by his ear: “Don’t be afraid, just think that it’s me touching you.”

She said this with a light laugh, “Actually, I’m afraid too.”

Deng Ying choked out: “What could Wan Wan be afraid of?”

“Afraid of losing.”

After saying this, she added: “Afraid that after losing, I won’t be able to touch you anymore.”

Her insecurity sounded to Deng Ying like a jade pearl on the verge of shattering. If he had the strength to keep it, he would certainly buy a box to treasure it, but now he had no strength to preserve it. He could only open his heart, trying to comfort Yang Wan as she had comforted him.

“Wan Wan.”

“I’m here.”

“I consider myself guilty before you, but you’ve never punished me, so Wan Wan, as long as I’m alive, you can do anything to me, but please don’t feel indignant on my behalf, don’t think for my sake.”

As he spoke, he lay down lower, placing his head beneath Yang Wan’s jaw.

“I have no family, I dare not have a family. Wan Wan, you can take me away anytime, and you can let me return anytime.”

Chapter 77: Clear Wind in the Wasteland (Part 5)
He was still the same as before, yearning for touch yet not loving himself.

Yang Wan listened to Deng Ying’s words as her hand slowly fell to his waist.

His undergarments were also made of silk, but having been washed too many times, they had a rough fiber texture when touched.

“Lie closer.”

Yang Wan said softly.

But Deng Ying remained motionless, his back rigid.

Yang Wan’s fingers curled around his waist as she pushed with her elbow, moving several inches closer to him.

“I’m the one without a family.”

After saying this, she slowly curled her body into Deng Ying’s embrace.

Though the cold autumn rain was merciless, it was still kept out by this modest room.

Inside, the bed curtains hung down, and behind them, the bedding gave off the clean fragrance of bath beans.

After Yang Wan fell asleep, she unconsciously curled her legs tighter, her knees resting lightly against Deng Ying’s lower abdomen. If they moved any lower, they would touch that place he couldn’t bear to mention.

He was already an adult when he was punished. According to Ming Dynasty rules, when castrating adult males in the inner court, to reduce mortality, they could leave some parts intact.

However, when Deng Ying was punished, he was a criminal, so the inner court didn’t show him this mercy.

Deng Ying still remembered that after his wounds healed, the Ministry of Rites came to collect people. He and other eunuchs underwent pre-palace entry physical examinations at the ministry.

The examiner coldly commented on each eunuch’s wounds.

“This one’s cut is half an inch too shallow, come look—will the inner cartilage protrude later?”

“Hard to say.”

After saying this, he looked up at the register and added, “Oh, he’s not young, the executioner feared taking a life, this kind of cut happens.”

“Tsk… this is troublesome.”

“What, should we have him ‘trimmed’ again?”

These words were directed at Deng Ying. He didn’t want to listen, but had no right to avoid it, and could only try his best to let his thoughts drift away.

At that time, Zheng Yuejia was sent by the Ceremonial Office to oversee the Ministry of Rites’ affairs. He hadn’t originally entered, but hearing the conversation inside, he glanced at Deng Ying at the door, saw him standing with clenched fists and lowered head, and asked from the side: “Is the examination inside finished?”

“Oh, almost done, just this one—we’d like you to take a look, we’re unsure.”

The person speaking looked at the register in his hand again, then raised his head and directly called out Deng Ying’s name: “Deng Ying.”

“Present.”

That person pointed toward where Zheng Yuejia stood, “Go over there, let the Ceremonial Office ancestor take a look.”

Deng Ying turned to face Zheng Yuejia, but Zheng Yuejia didn’t look at him.

He took the register and flipped two pages, casually responding: “I won’t look now, let’s wait until next year. If it’s not good then trim it again, if it’s fine, no need to make him suffer now.”

Deng Ying stood before Zheng Yuejia with hands at his sides, his whole body exposed to the thin cold of early spring.

Zheng Yuejia closed the register, clapped his hands, and said to everyone receiving examinations in the room: “You may dress now.”

After speaking, he turned and walked out.

Deng Ying put on his clothes and walked out of the ministry’s back hall with the others who had been examined.

People spoke softly about post-punishment care—avoid spicy foods, wash frequently, cultivate the mind and nature, don’t foolishly imagine being with women again; in the future, with money, just buy servants to attend to daily needs, and life can still be good.

Everyone understood the reasoning, but the desire between yin and yang wasn’t like “reason.”

It wasn’t meant to be “established,” it was meant to be “broken.”

Yang Wan’s knees now pressed lightly against Deng Ying’s abdomen, without desire, yet making him recall once more the broken image of his lower body. Perhaps “inferiority” and “self-loathing” were originally just distorted frames—besides Yang Wan, Deng Ying’s back gradually broke out in a thin sweat.

After his punishment, he had always been sensitive to cold, and aside from pain, he rarely sweated.

Moreover, he disliked the stickiness on his body because it felt unclean, but now, all five senses silently broke through his usual boundaries.

Deng Ying had no choice but to close his eyes, repeatedly recalling the oath he had made before Yang Lun.

However, in the confusion between the covers, those knees brushed against the silk material below his body. Deng Ying suddenly expelled a large breath from his lungs, his whole body seeming to instantly drain blood, as rigid as wet firewood.

He couldn’t say where it hurt, but it hurt so much he couldn’t move at all.

“Wan Wan…”

He called out to Yang Wan instinctively.

The hand that had been on his waist slowly moved between his legs, through the silk undergarments, warmly enveloping his old wound.

The “drained” blood rapidly flowed back into his limbs and body. He trembled all over, but the pain gradually subsided.

“Deng Ying, it will slowly get better.”

After saying these words, Yang Wan pressed her lips together and closed her eyes.

Fortunately, the rain outside didn’t stop. The cold autumn suppressed desire, so she didn’t flush red or feel hot.

In truth, she didn’t need Deng Ying to endure, but she had to endure.

This was her boundary with Deng Ying, and also her boundary with this dynasty.

As deep autumn reached its end, the capital’s autumn examinations were approaching their conclusion.

On the last day of the autumn examinations, fine rain fell over the capital, the ground alternating between wet and dry.

Yang Wan personally held an umbrella to escort Yi Lang to study at Wenhua Palace.

After Yi Lang entered the palace, Yang Wan didn’t leave, standing in the corridor quietly watching the rain curtain outside.

Before long, Yang Jing walked out of the palace and bowed to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan turned around, “Not attending to His Highness today?”

“No, why hasn’t sister left?”

Yang Wan turned to look into the palace, “There’s nothing urgent in the palace, so I might as well wait for His Highness to finish his studies.”

Yang Jing said: “Is sister cold? I’ll go get you some clothes.”

“No need, I’m not cold.”

As she spoke, she raised her head to look at Yang Jing.

Yang Jing didn’t look like Yang Lun—Yang Lun was tall and strong, while Yang Jing was thin and fair, his overall temperament somewhat resembling Deng Ying.

“I heard you were scolded by Vice Minister Zhang for several days in a row recently,” she started this topic in a casual tone.

“Yes.”

Yang Jing lowered his head, “I was inappropriate in my conduct, displeasing Vice Minister Zhang. Fortunately, His Highness spoke up for me.”

Yang Wan said: “Can you tell me why?”

Yang Jing nodded, “Sister must have already seen the palace edition of ‘The Five Virtuous Ones.'”

The palace edition he mentioned was the royal engraved edition, printed from blocks carved by the Imperial Workshop, considered an official book.

Yang Wan didn’t interrupt him, leaning against a tall pillar, listening attentively as he continued.

Yang Jing sighed and continued:

“Not long after Princess Ning fell ill, I didn’t want to write this book, so I requested several times to decline the task from Vice Minister Zhang, hoping to let the Imperial Academy or Hanlin Academy take over, but was ultimately rebuked by the Vice Minister. I had no choice but to write, but the text wasn’t from my heart—the words were forced, the writing stiff. Although it’s been sent to the workshop for printing, it still displeased the Vice Minister.”

Yang Wan patted his shoulder.

“Do you care very much?”

“Yes.”

Yang Jing sighed again, “This is an officially printed book, and Vice Minister Zhang asking me to write it was truly an honor. But in my heart, I’m not at peace…”

He pressed his lips together as he spoke, and after a while released them, “I’ve let down both sister and the literary arts.”

After hearing him speak, Yang Wan smiled faintly, “So young, yet thinking of so much.”

Yang Jing said: “Sister, I’m not young anymore.”

“Alright, not young. Then if… you were to suffer some hardship because of this book…”

Yang Jing started, “What does sister mean?”

Just as he finished speaking, a eunuch came running up from below the steps saying: “Reader Yang, the Embroidered Uniform Guard wants to question you.”

Yang Jing and Yang Wan both looked down at the terrace below.

Zhang Luo wore plain dark clothes and stood with several dozen guards at a place ten steps away from the imperial road.

Wenhua Palace was where the prince studied, and even the Embroidered Uniform Guard couldn’t enter the forbidden areas without explicit imperial orders.

“These ghosts again.”

Yang Jing said this and bowed to Yang Wan: “Sister, wait a moment, I’ll be right back.”

As he spoke, he lifted his robes to walk down the steps. Yang Wan hurriedly opened her umbrella and followed, “Take the umbrella, don’t get wet.”

Zhang Luo didn’t look at Yang Wan, directly telling the captains behind him: “Take Yang Jing away.”

“Wait.”

Zhang Luo turned to face Yang Wan, “If you say one more word, I’ll take you too.”

Yang Wan walked a few steps closer to Zhang Luo, “You’re taking my brother away, and I can’t even ask why?”

Zhang Luo raised his hand, and two captains immediately grabbed Yang Jing from both sides.

“Take him back, don’t interrogate him yet, wait for my return.”

“Yes.”

“Wait.”

Yang Jing broke free from the guards’ hands, “I’ll leave the umbrella with sister, I can walk myself.”

As he spoke, he handed the umbrella to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan took the handle, saying softly to Yang Jing: “Just tell the truth, don’t be afraid.”

After Yang Jing left, Zhang Luo motioned for everyone to step back, and then looked down at Yang Wan.

“What do you want to ask? Ask now.”

Yang Wan smiled, “I lied to you.”

“What?”

“I don’t want to ask anything, I even know why you’re taking my brother away.”

“What did you say?”

Yang Wan raised her head, “Did the owner of Qingbo House come to see you at the Northern Command?”

Zhang Luo started, then suddenly grabbed Yang Wan’s wrist, “How do you know?”

Yang Wan trembled in pain but showed no fear of him, “Because I wanted you to investigate this case you’re working on now.”

“You impersonated the Embroidered Uniform Guard at Qingbo House?”

“Yes.”

“Seize her.”

He gave the cold order, and several captains immediately came forward, grabbed Yang Wan’s shoulders, and forced her to kneel on the ground. When her knees touched the ground, the pain almost brought tears to her eyes, but she didn’t struggle. Instead, she lowered her head and laughed once, then looked up into Zhang Luo’s eyes: “Do you want to torture me again? On what grounds? Impersonating the Embroidered Uniform Guard? Then what? Did I extort money? Or harm lives? How will you charge me? Moreover, do you have any witnesses?”

Zhang Luo interrupted Yang Wan: “What exactly do you want to do?”

“Nothing.”

Yang Wan replied evenly: “Let you do what you want to do. Commander Zhang, you should have received the ‘Preface’ written by my sister now and should have submitted it to His Majesty. Next, you’ll investigate following this preface. Commander Zhang, I’ve always remembered what you told me—you won’t let His Majesty be deceived in any way. So you will investigate thoroughly. I only hope, sir, that when you touch upon the truth, you can treat the guilty ones the same way you treated me back then.”

Zhang Luo said coldly: “Just for these words alone, I can start investigating from you.”

Yang Wan shook her head and smiled: “Before, when I was a female official in the Imperial Dressing Bureau, you could take me away without informing anyone. Now, though I’m still a servant, I bear the responsibility of caring for the prince and managing palace affairs. Before taking me away, you need imperial permission. Without evidence or warrant, how will you explain my arrest to His Highness?”

Just as she finished speaking, Yi Lang’s voice suddenly came from the terrace.

“Deputy Commander Zhang.”

Zhang Luo looked up. Yi Lang stood at the terrace edge, holding the railing. He didn’t come down but looked down at everyone below, finally resting his gaze on Zhang Luo. “Why are you treating my aunt this way?”

Zhang Luo was about to reply after paying his respects, but heard Yi Lang continue: “Are you being so arrogant in front of Wenhua Palace because you think I’m young and my aunt is weak?”

After hearing these words, Zhang Luo changed to a kneeling position and said: “I dare not.”

“If you dare not, then release my aunt, or I will immediately report to my royal father and charge you with the crime of causing a disturbance at Wenhua Palace.”

Zhang Luo couldn’t rise, and could only raise his hand to signal his men to withdraw.

Yang Wan stood up supporting herself on the ground, looking up at Yi Lang.

Yi Lang’s face showed no obvious expression, “Aunt, come to me.”

After speaking, he pointed at Zhang Luo: “Until I inform my royal father, you may not rise.”

Zhang Luo knelt on the ground without responding.

Yi Lang looked at him and added: “Father established the Embroidered Uniform Guard to intimidate treacherous officials. Your treatment of my aunt greatly disgusts me.”

Chapter 78: Clear Wind in the Wasteland (Part 6)
This was the first time Yang Wan watched Yi Lang walking alone in front of her.

Once young boys start growing taller, they shoot up like bamboo shoots after rain.

Having been constantly by his side, Yang Wan hadn’t noticed it much, but thinking back to when she first entered the palace when he was still a child clutching her thigh and clamoring to see paper dolls—now his frame had grown lean, his shoulders and back straightened. This sudden growth, manifesting both physically and mentally, was truly astounding.

“Aunt.”

“Yes?”

“Did you hurt yourself when you knelt earlier?”

He looked at Yang Wan’s knees and told the nearby eunuch: “Help her walk.”

Then he stepped back to walk alongside Yang Wan.

Looking at Yi Lang’s rain-soaked shoulders, Yang Wan felt melancholy.

If he weren’t a prince, or rather if he weren’t the future Emperor Jinghe, he would be a likable child.

Precocious, independent, carrying responsibility beyond his years, disdaining to be sheltered under women’s care.

But precisely because of this, he would never have that mercy Yang Wan hoped for.

“Are you going to report to His Majesty?”

“Yes.”

Yi Lang raised his head to look at Yang Wan, “The Northern Command took away my tutor and bullied my aunt. If there’s a proper reason for this, I’ll say nothing, but if the reason isn’t justified, I must petition Father Emperor to punish Deputy Commander Zhang.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “Why help Aunt? Doesn’t Your Highness think Aunt has done many wrong things?”

Yi Lang paused mid-step, and everyone stopped with him.

Rain pattered loudly on the umbrella, water flowing everywhere like autumn tides.

Yi Lang raised his head to look into Yang Wan’s eyes, “Aunt, you did do wrong things, but I don’t want to see you too sad, so I won’t openly rebuke Deng Ying. But aunt, I can only be this way with you alone.”

“I understand.”

Yang Wan didn’t want him to continue, lowered her head and smiled: “Thank you, Your Highness.”

In front of Yangxin Palace, today’s court memorials had just been delivered.

The rain was heavy, and the eunuchs coming from the Cabinet, trying to protect the memorials and documents, were all thoroughly bedraggled.

Hu Xiang fingered his sandalwood beads, standing beside Deng Ying, coldly said: “They all deserve death today—not only late, but they’ve gotten His Majesty’s documents wet.”

The memorial-delivering eunuchs dared not make a commotion seeking mercy outside Yangxin Palace. Hearing these words, they could only kneel and kowtow to Hu Xiang.

One or two who were particularly frightened, knowing Hu Xiang wasn’t one to show mercy, turned to kneel before Deng Ying instead.

Deng Ying held up a candle, lifted the oilcloth covering the memorials and documents, flipped through several pages, and said: “All of you rise first.”

Then he walked toward the inner palace.

Hu Xiang called out behind him: “Deng Ying, these people must be beaten today, I’ve said so.”

Deng Ying stopped in his tracks, “Does the Ceremonial Office handle the punishment, or does the Eastern Depot?”

The kneeling eunuchs, hearing these words, hurriedly said: “We beg the Director for mercy.”

Deng Ying looked down and said: “Then you may go.”

“Yes…”

None dared look at Hu Xiang as they hastily retreated down the terrace.

Watching their pathetic retreating figures, Hu Xiang suddenly said: “You’re now the second ancestor of the Ceremonial Office.”

Deng Ying paused a step but didn’t respond to this comment.

He rolled up his sleeves to wash his hands at the door, then personally carried the presentation tray into the hall.

Inside, He Yixian was attending to Emperor Zhenning’s writing implements. In late autumn, the ink congealed thickly, making writing difficult. Behind the imperial desk was a small stove warming the inkstone. Deng Ying bowed before the imperial desk, but Emperor Zhenning didn’t look up, “Wait until I finish this character.”

He Yixian said from the side: “Master, you’ve been writing all morning, perhaps you should rest and have some refreshments.”

Emperor Zhenning lifted his brush, “What was that commotion outside just now?”

Deng Ying responded: “Your Majesty, the submitted memorials and documents were caught in the rain. Your servant was discussing punishment with Secretary Hu.”

“Oh.”

Emperor Zhenning looked outside, “Is it raining?”

He Yixian took the memorials from the presentation tray in Deng Ying’s hands and carefully placed them beside the emperor, “Early this morning, the sky was already dark, the wind was cold, and now with the rain, it’s even colder.”

Emperor Zhenning gestured for Deng Ying to open the memorial volume, glanced at it, and casually said: “They’re hardly that wet, why discuss punishment?”

Deng Ying bowed deeply, “Your Majesty is merciful, your servant is ashamed.”

Emperor Zhenning pulled out the court documents, “Enough, let them be punished if they must. These days my spirits are low, I can’t attend to such matters.”

He Yixian said from the side: “Master must take care of his health. Whenever the master can attend to even one matter, we servants feel blessed. Master has a Buddha’s heart; we all live by master’s mercy.”

Hearing these words, Emperor Zhenning couldn’t help but laugh.

“Old Companion always flatters me so, this isn’t good.”

Then he paused his brush, “Is today a major or minor lecture at Wenhua Palace?”

Deng Ying replied: “Minor lecture, but the topic was set by the Cabinet, so Vice Minister Zhang is present.”

Emperor Zhenning made a sound of acknowledgment and pointed to the fur-lined robe behind him, “Send this robe to Yi Lang, tell him no need to thank me.”

“Yes.”

He Yixian personally smoothed out the robe and handed it to a eunuch, then walked back to the emperor’s side and said: “Master’s love for the Crown Prince moves us servants’ hearts. As autumn arrived, the weather turned cold so quickly, the young princes might suffer somewhat. I heard from Imperial Physician Peng that the Second Prince…”

“What moves your heart?”

His words weren’t finished before Emperor Zhenning cut him off sharply.

Moreover, after asking, the emperor truly held his brush waiting for an answer.

However, this question touched on palace etiquette, human relations, and emotions, truly difficult to answer. He Yixian was momentarily stunned.

Seeing his expression, Emperor Zhenning laughed once and said lowly, “So many people below counting on your care, they call you ancestor, and you’ve helped plenty of them ascend.”

Hearing these words, He Yixian hurriedly prostrated himself, not daring to make a sound.

The emperor looked down at him once, “What I say here stays in the hall. Your life hasn’t been easy; in your old age, having some unofficial descendants to show filial piety, what can I reproach? I’m getting old too, want to show some love to my sons, want them to remember their sovereign father’s kindness, but there are always some people who don’t like to see father and sons being loving.”

At these words, everyone in the hall, including Deng Ying, knelt.

Emperor Zhenning tapped the imperial desk and said evenly: “Rise. I need to use the seal.”

Deng Ying saw He Yixian still didn’t dare rise, so he rolled up his sleeves to assist Emperor Zhenning with the imperial seal.

The conversation in the hall seemed casual, but the last few sentences alluded to “The Five Virtuous Ones” matter. However, He Yixian didn’t know this yet, still thinking he had misspoken earlier by mentioning the Second Prince, displeasing Emperor Zhenning. He remained prostrate, his body gradually beginning to tremble.

“Master, your servant has something to report.”

Hu Xiang stood before the ground screen, seeing He Yixian hadn’t risen, and hadn’t dared enter for a long while.

Emperor Zhenning said: “Speak, I see you’ve been standing there for some time.”

“Yes.”

Only then did Hu Xiang enter the hall, “Master, the Crown Prince requests an audience.”

Emperor Zhenning looked outside, “Didn’t I say no need to thank me?”

“How could it be that quick? The person delivering the clothes hadn’t even passed Taihe Palace when they met His Highness. His Highness has been standing outside for a while now. Your servant saw Your Majesty using the seal…”

“He can enter even when I’m using the seal, summon him.”

Then looking down at He Yixian said: “Rise.”

Yi Lang entered the inner hall with Yang Wan.

The hall was brilliantly lit with lamps and candles, making every shadow appear frayed at the edges.

Yi Lang knelt before the imperial desk, performing the kowtow to Emperor Zhenning.

Emperor Zhenning seemed in good spirits today, gesturing for both to rise, casually asking Yi Lang: “What did you study at Wenhua Palace today?”

Yi Lang stood up and said: “Master Zhang is still lecturing on ‘Zhenguan Zhengyao.'”

“Oh, come here.”

Emperor Zhenning extended his arm, gesturing to Yi Lang to his side. “Do you understand what you hear?”

“Father Emperor, your son understands everything.”

“Good.”

Emperor Zhenning raised his sleeve to personally wipe the rain from Yi Lang’s forehead.

“You got wet.”

Yang Wan felt Emperor Zhenning’s gaze fall on her and hurriedly apologized: “Your servant failed to attend to His Highness properly.”

Before Emperor Zhenning could speak, Yi Lang had already spoken: “Father Emperor, aunt got herself wet protecting me.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan—she appeared neat enough, but her shoulders were almost completely soaked. Yang Wan knew Deng Ying was looking at her and unconsciously adjusted her wet hair.

Emperor Zhenning released Yi Lang’s shoulders, “It seems you are indeed devoted to the Crown Prince.”

Yang Wan lowered her eyes and responded: “Your servant is ashamed.”

The emperor didn’t say more to Yang Wan, lowering his head to ask Yi Lang, “In such heavy rain, what made you come?”

Yi Lang stepped away from the imperial desk, walked before Emperor Zhenning, and bowed, “Your son has something to ask Father Emperor.”

“Speak.”

Yi Lang straightened up, “Today, Northern Command Commander Zhang Luo took away your son’s tutor Yang Jing at Wenhua Palace. Your son doesn’t understand why, so I’ve come to ask Father Emperor.”

The incense on the imperial desk had burned down a section, its ash falling onto Emperor Zhenning’s hand.

“Ai-yo…”

He Yixian hurriedly bent to blow it away for Emperor Zhenning.

Emperor Zhenning withdrew his hand, turned his head to look at Yi Lang, and said neither heavily nor lightly: “Impudent.”

In the hall, only He Yixian dared speak up at this moment to meditate.

“Master, His Highness is young…”

“Impudent.”

But these words came from Yi Lang’s mouth, his tone almost identical to Emperor Zhenning’s.

“When the sovereign father reproaches, as officials and sons, we should accept what we deserve, no need for a servant to speak up.”

After speaking, he lifted his robes to kneel, “Father Emperor, Yang Jing of Wenhua Palace is your son’s tutor and also your son’s uncle. If he truly has committed crimes, then your son has been bewitched by him for many days. Your son is deeply afraid and begs Father Emperor for guidance.”

Emperor Zhenning was silent for a while, then said softly: “You came today to plead for your maternal uncle?”

Yi Lang straightened up, “No, since childhood I’ve been taught that the nation’s justice system should make merits and crimes clear to all under heaven, but the Northern Command acts without explanation, not making merits and crimes clear. Your son believes this is wrong.”

Yang Wan stood behind Yi Lang, hearing every word without missing one.

She raised her head to meet Deng Ying’s gaze.

Deng Ying didn’t speak, but his face held a slight smile.

At this moment, Yang Wan truly began to understand why Deng Ying so treasured this child.

Military commanders yearn for world peace, while scholars hope for nothing more than “political clarity.”

World peace can rely on famous generals, but “political clarity” must have an enlightened ruler.

He doesn’t need to be too merciful, he just needs to kill appropriately—not cruel, but also not soft on anyone.

“Yi Lang.”

“Your son is here.”

The emperor’s voice was hoarse.

“Do you know what you’ve said to me?”

“Your son understands. Your son has offended Father Emperor and asks for punishment, but also asks Father Emperor for guidance. Your son has grown up and wants to live with clear understanding.”

Emperor Zhenning lowered his head, silently looking at the prostrate Yi Lang, and after a moment finally said: “Since that’s the case, I permit you to question the Northern Command.”

“Your son thanks, Father Emperor.”

“You may withdraw.”

Yang Wan followed Yi Lang out of Yangxin Palace. Just as they descended the terrace, Yi Lang took Yang Wan’s hand.

“Aunt, I will never let anyone bully you again.”

Yang Wan held his hand as they walked toward Chengqian Palace, saying as they walked: “You’re still young, aunt must protect you well.”

Yi Lang looked up and said: “Doesn’t Aunt trust Yi Lang?”

Yang Wan stopped walking, “Aunt fears you won’t be happy.”

Yi Lang said: “When you returned from the prison, Mother Consort told me you saved both our lives, and I’ve always remembered how during the time I was confined in Wuying Palace, it was always aunt taking care of me. Aunt, I couldn’t protect Mother Consort, but I will protect you. Aunt, when I grow up, I’ll never let you be a servant again.”

Yang Wan smiled, reaching out to adjust Yi Lang’s collar.

Her heart was deeply conflicted. On one hand, she hoped he would grow up quickly, fulfilling Deng Ying and Yang Lun’s wishes.

On the other hand, she hoped he wouldn’t grow up.

Let that person live.

Chapter 79: Clear Wind in the Wasteland (Part 7)
After the autumn imperial examinations concluded, rain fell in the capital for several consecutive days. However, the Shuntian Prefecture book market hadn’t quieted down with the end of examinations. As the weather cleared, candidates awaiting their results wandered the book market in small groups.

The East Street was bustling with carriages and horses, creating a lively atmosphere.

Yet the Qingbo House remained tightly sealed, its doors marked with official seals that drew crowds of onlookers and sparked discussions.

“Why was only Qingbo House sealed?” one candidate asked in surprise, staring at the seals on the door.

His companion replied, “I heard the Imperial Guards came to seal it themselves. They didn’t just close the shop—they took everyone inside away too.”

“Could this be another literary inquisition brewing?”

As they spoke, they walked together to a noodle stall at the entrance of East Public Street. Setting down their bundles, they poured two cups of tea. The warm steam moistened their noses as they held their cups and gazed at the frost on the ground. One suddenly asked, “There are still several days before the results are posted—did you bring enough cotton clothes?”

“I’m worried it won’t be enough. Even with sunlight, it’s cold.”

“Yes, and it’s dry. Who knows what this winter will bring?”

“Ah…” they sighed together.

One put down his teacup and said, “Even the annual allowance isn’t good anymore. All the academies in our region are struggling to stay open. Now even the capital’s bookhouses are being sealed without warning. Who knows where the money allocated for local education officials has gone—straight into some dogs’ mouths…”

“Shh!” his companion quickly cut him off. “Enough! Getting an official degree isn’t easy—watch out for loose talk that could bring trouble.”

They fell silent and each ordered a bowl of clear noodle soup from the vendor.

Qin Wende sat in the spot closest to the stove, finishing his noodles like a whirlwind. He turned to the vendor and said, “Another bowl, no toppings.”

The fresh noodles had just been dropped into the pot as other customers watched the vendor ladling out toppings.

The vendor glanced at Qin Wende while preparing to pick up noodles, “Captain Qin, this is your fourth bowl today.”

At this title, the two men who had been talking earlier grabbed their bundles and fled.

“Hey hey hey! What about your noodles?”

The vendor chased after them unsuccessfully and returned wiping his hands on his apron, “Just my luck.”

Qin Wende slapped some money on the table and said readily, “Give their two bowls to me.”

The vendor smiled helplessly, “I’m happy for your business, but don’t just sit here eating. Go patrol up ahead—at least look like you’re on duty.”

Qin Wende replied, “Come on, with my current position, I don’t need to patrol myself anymore.”

The vendor nodded with a smile and served two bowls of clear noodles without toppings, “Here you go, eat up.”

Just as Qin Wende was about to use his chopsticks, a shadow fell across his bowl. He looked up and scrambled to his feet, his chopsticks clattering to the ground.

“Oh my, Director!”

Deng Ying bent down to pick up the fallen chopsticks and placed them beside him: “Sit down.”

Seeing Deng Ying carrying a stack of books, Qin Wende wiped the oil from the table with his hand, “Director, you can put them here.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying set down the books and rolled up his sleeves to pour a cup of tea.

Qin Wende asked, “Director, you bought quite a few books?”

“Mm, just picked them up along the way.”

As he spoke, he took a sip of tea. Qin Wende looked at the two bowls of noodles in front of him and quickly pushed one toward Deng Ying, “Please have a bowl.”

Deng Ying smiled, “Since it’s already served, you eat it.”

Qin Wende said, “Your subordinate has been keeping watch here and already ate four bowls.”

He punctuated this with a burp.

Deng Ying shook his head with a laugh and pulled the bowl toward himself, getting up to fetch chopsticks from another table.

The vendor came over with a large ladle of toppings, “Director, please eat—if it’s not enough, I’ll make more for you.”

Qin Wende suppressed a laugh as he slurped his noodles, lowering his voice to say, “Director, you’re so kind that even these people aren’t afraid of you.”

Deng Ying mixed the toppings into his noodles, “How’s the surveillance going?”

“Oh.” Qin Wende quickly put down his chopsticks and replied seriously, “That Pang Ling—yesterday he only left the palace once, didn’t go anywhere else, just came to Qingbo House. Watching the Northern Guard arrest people and seal the shop, he was scared witless, and nearly fell off his horse. Today at chen hour he came to look again, hiding in the crowd, not daring to approach the front. Director, the Northern Guard has Qingbo House sealed up tight as a drum—what’s in there?”

Deng Ying said softly, “Just keep watching Pang Ling, don’t interact with the Northern Guard about the Qingbo House matter.”

Qin Wende said, “By rights, our Eastern Depot should be monitoring them. This time with sealing Qingbo House, you told us to avoid them, and those Guard fellows are taking it as us being afraid of them—acting all proud about it.”

Deng Ying smiled, “Finish your noodles and head back to the depot.”

Qin Wende stirred his noodles and said, “You’re in such a hurry to get back? We’ve moved the furniture into your residence—won’t you go take a look while it’s still early?”

Deng Ying glanced at the sky.

“It’s getting late today.”

Qin Wende couldn’t have guessed that Deng Ying was rushing back to the palace to fix Yang Wan’s roof.

At Chengqian Palace, just past noon, though cold, the sun was bright.

He Yu stood under the tree canopy, shading her eyes to look up at the rigid roof ridge.

Deng Ying wore a gray short coat with tied sleeves and was speaking with the tile workers.

A palace servant returning with charcoal saw He Yu standing in the courtyard looking up and following her gaze.

“Tsk… Jade sister, is that… Director Deng?”

He Yu’s neck was already stiff, and she nodded wordlessly, still staring upward.

The servant put down his charcoal basket and whispered in He Yu’s ear, “I heard the court eunuchs in the Ceremonial Office don’t dare act up in front of the Director anymore. Our Lady Wan got the Director to come to fix our roof?”

He Yu continued nodding.

She had been surprised when Deng Ying first arrived with the Palace Construction Office workers, but since Yang Wan had gone to pick up Yi Lang from his studies, she couldn’t say anything and could only watch from the courtyard. Who knew they would climb up to the roof and not come down—she had been standing there for half an hour.

“My goodness, we truly have a golden Buddha watching over us.”

He even chanted “Amitabha” after saying this.

“Jade sister, you don’t know—when I went to the Fuel Conservation Office today, even the seal keeper there was polite to us.”

He Yu finally spoke, “Don’t talk nonsense. Lady Wan doesn’t like hearing such things, and besides, Keeper Chen has always been kind, never playing favorites.”

“Who’s playing favorites?”

The people in the courtyard started and turned to bow.

Yi Lang led Yang Wan by the hand into the courtyard, glanced up at the side hall’s roof ridge, then turned to Yang Wan saying, “Aunt, I’m going to change clothes.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan gestured for He Yu and the others to follow him, while she walked to the corridor pillar and looked up at Deng Ying, “Too high up to bow now, aren’t you?”

“It’s proper protocol not to bow while working with tiles and wood.”

The wind was strong at that height. Deng Ying hadn’t worn his official headpiece that day, only binding his hair with a gray cloth band. Standing between the tower buildings, he appeared graceful and light.

Yang Wan loved this scene, and couldn’t help saying sincerely, “You should always be like this, looking down at us from above.”

Having heard this, Deng Ying bent to steady the ladder resting against the bracket arms.

“Want to come up and see?”

“Won’t I fall?”

Though she asked this, she was already eagerly climbing up.

“Slowly, step carefully.”

The workers also came to hold the ladder.

Reaching the last rung, Yang Wan found herself without a handhold and hesitated, “It’s… quite high, can I make it up?”

Deng Ying knelt on one knee and extended his hand to Yang Wan, “Raise your arm, I’ll hold it—try to push yourself up slowly.”

Like his gentle nature, Deng Ying often told Yang Wan to “go slowly.”

Little did he know, she was the one who most wanted to “go slowly.”

“Come. Step up.”

Yang Wan gripped Deng Ying’s arm with one hand and pushed against the tiled roof with the other, finally climbing onto the ridge.

Deng Ying bent to brush the dust from her knees, “Getting down might be even harder.”

Yang Wan tried crouching down, “Did you climb up by yourself?”

Deng Ying smiled, “What else?”

“You’re so good at climbing heights.”

Deng Ying laughed at this comment, glancing somewhat meaningfully at the nearby workers.

“Let me help you sit down.”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan sat by the sloping ridge and said to Deng Ying, “Yesterday when it was leaking, I thought I was dreaming—how could a palace building leak?”

Deng Ying replied, “Up until I left, there were over a thousand rooms in the imperial city. Not every place could be built as perfectly as when we constructed the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Take the glazed roof tiles—the three main halls mostly use tiles fired in the imperial kiln near the capital, but the tiles on this side hall of Chengqian Palace…”

He bent down to pick up a broken piece from the debris and handed it to Yang Wan.

Looking down, Yang Wan saw written on it: “Produced by Wu Kiln of Pingzhou, First Year of Zhening Reign.”

“So this tile kiln was owned by the Wu family.”

“Yes, I only learned that today. This is the royal residence, an extremely complex project that took a very long time. I only participated for ten years. Even Master, while overseeing repairs to various palace buildings, gradually learned where the original bricks and tiles came from, and what the craftsmen were thinking.”

Yang Wan hugged her knees and closed her eyes against the high wind.

“So even bricks and wood can teach people—is that what you mean?”

“Mm, Master said similar things to me.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Master Zhang was wonderful. If he were still here, I would serve him well. Ask him to feel at ease entrusting his good student to me.”

As she finished speaking, she patted her somewhat sore knees, making the jade pendants at her waist clink delicately together.

She said she would ask Zhang Zhanchun to entrust Deng Ying to her.

Following her words, Deng Ying suddenly remembered the jade pendant carved with floating green lotus that Bai Huan had given him at Guangji Temple.

After Zhang Zhanchun’s death, he had never dared to look at that jade pendant. It represented Zhang Zhanchun’s hopes for him, but he dared not accept them.

“Deng Ying.”

“Mm?”

“Did you think of Master Zhang as your father?”

“Yes.”

“Mm, good.”

As she spoke, Yang Wan’s eyes curved in a smile, her lips pressed together.

Deng Ying couldn’t help asking, “What’s good about it?”

Yang Wan said, “No matter what, you’ll have to take me to pay respects to him in the future.”

As they were talking, they suddenly heard He Yu calling from below, “Lady Wan, how did you get up there too?”

“Oh…”

Yang Wan poked her head over the edge, “I came up for some fresh air.”

He Yu waved up at her somewhat helplessly, “Please come down, the meal is ready.”

Yang Wan stood up shakily, “You serve His Highness first.”

“His Highness refuses, he’s waiting to eat with you.”

“Oh, then I’ll come right down.”

Deng Ying quickly steadied Yang Wan and asked softly, “His Highness allows you to dine with him?”

Yang Wan stood at the eave’s edge thinking for a moment, “It wasn’t allowed before, but later… somehow it became allowed.”

Deng Ying nodded with a smile but said nothing more.

Yang Wan wiped some dust from Deng Ying’s nose, “Little Ying, don’t overthink things up here on my roof.”

“I’m not thinking anything.”

“Impossible, you don’t look happy at all.”

Deng Ying lowered his head to avoid Yang Wan’s gaze, “Wan Wan, you will be a very noble lady in the future.”

“Then I will still honor you.”

Having said this, she didn’t give him time to ponder her words, raising her voice to say, “Stay and eat here today, don’t go back to the Ceremonial Office to make a fuss.”

“Wait… Wan Wan, I had noodles for lunch…”

After saying this, worried Yang Wan would misunderstand, he quickly added, “But I still want to eat noodles.”

Seeing his expression, Yang Wan turned away covering her mouth, unable to stop laughing.

Deng Ying felt somewhat at a loss.

“Wan Wan…”

Yang Wan turned back waving her hand, “Don’t worry, no noodles. Go sit in my room and wait a bit, I’ll have the kitchen make some porridge.”

Chapter 80: Clear Wind in the Wasteland (Part 8)
After dining with Yi Lang, Yang Wan walked to the side hall with a bowl of freshly cooked porridge from the small kitchen, only to find Deng Ying standing at the bottom of the steps, not having gone inside.

“Why haven’t you gone in?”

“Oh.”

Deng Ying put his hands behind his back, wiping them on the hem of his robe. “I just came down from the roof ridge, I’m a bit dirty.”

Yang Wan walked up to him. “Did Li Yu tell you something?”

Even if Deng Ying hadn’t admitted it, Yang Wan understood what he was being cautious about, but since he didn’t want to discuss it, she didn’t press further. She carried the porridge bowl toward the stone table in the courtyard. “Let’s sit here to eat. The porridge is hot anyway, we can let it cool a bit.”

Deng Ying followed, asking, “Haven’t you already eaten?”

Yang Wan turned and smiled, “Yes, but I wasn’t full. I can have another bowl with you.”

Deng Ying picked up his porridge bowl. “You don’t get full even when eating with His Highness?”

Yang Wan lowered her head with a small smile. “Now… I’m even somewhat afraid of him.”

After speaking, she blew on her porridge, staring absent-mindedly at the oil floating on its surface. “I don’t know why.”

Deng Ying said, “As long as you treat me the way His Highness restricts me, His Highness will treat you well.”

Yang Wan looked up. “If I treated you that way, would you still help me fix the roof?”

“Of course.”

Yang Wan rested her chin in her hand and leaned closer to him. “Deng Ying.”

“Mm?”

“You’re even more infuriating than Yi Lang.”

Deng Ying froze at her words, but Yang Wan simply added another spoonful of porridge to his bowl. “Eat.”

The evening wind quickly cooled the porridge. They sat in the courtyard, eating and talking over a dish of pickled cucumbers.

After the hour of you, suddenly there was a commotion in the inner palace. A eunuch from the Chengqian Gate came to report that someone had jumped into the moat by the Donghua Gate.

Lights immediately blazed up in all the palace halls.

Yang Wan asked He Yu to attend Yi Lang’s studies, then came out to find Deng Ying standing against the wind before the Chengqian Palace gate, silently gazing outward.

The lantern light cast shadows across his profile, obscuring his features.

“What’s wrong?”

Deng Ying lifted his chin toward the moat. “Yanxi Palace is searching for someone.”

Just as he finished speaking, several people came running to the Chengqian Gate. Yang Wan instinctively stepped back.

“It’s alright, Wan Wan, it’s Zhao Qi from the Eastern Depot.”

He lifted his robe and descended the steps. “What happened?”

Zhao Qi reported, “Director, something’s happened to Pang Ling from Yanxi Palace.”

Yang Wan quickly asked, “Is he alive?”

“Still alive, we rescued him.”

A eunuch at Chengqian Gate, not understanding the situation, casually remarked: “These days people are jumping into rivers because they can’t go on living. What kind of living hell is Yanxi Palace? How pitiful.”

Zhao Qi said, “What jumping? Have you ever seen someone jump with large stones tied to their ankles? And it wasn’t the moat—it was the sewage pool by Donghua Gate. Director, we also caught two people from Yanxi Palace, they’ve been taken to the Inner Eastern Depot.”

Yang Wan said, “Don’t take them to the Inner Eastern Depot, bring them to Chengqian Palace.”

Only then did Zhao Qi notice Yang Wan standing behind Deng Ying. He stiffened his neck and said, “These are people arrested by our Eastern Depot, how can we bring them to Chengqian Palace?”

“The Eastern Depot isn’t suitable.”

Zhao Qi hesitantly looked toward Deng Ying.

Deng Ying said nothing but nodded, indicating he should comply.

Yang Wan turned and walked inside, instructing the palace servants as she went: “Close all the other palace gates, leave only the side door of the front hall open.”

The Chengqian Palace servants rarely saw Yang Wan so serious and hurried to carry out her orders.

Soon after, Zhao Qi led the Depot guards in dragging Pang Ling through the side door.

The night was cold, with the wind howling against the ground screens, making windows and doors creak and rattle.

Pang Ling’s lungs were full of filthy water. Soaked through and chilled by the wind during the journey, when Zhao Qi’s men set him down, he collapsed prone, his shoulders heaving with violent coughs.

Looking at the filth he was vomiting up, Yang Wan felt her stomach churning.

“Bring him a basin.”

Then she told Pang Ling: “Cough it all up, don’t hold back, get the water out of your lungs.”

The Chengqian Palace servants gathered around covering their noses. He Yu came out with a lantern to light the way for Yang Wan, glanced down at the filth-covered man on the ground, and exclaimed in shock: “Isn’t… isn’t this Eunuch Pang from Noble Consort’s side? How did he end up in such a state? Was he the one who jumped earlier?”

Yang Wan fought down her nausea: “Does this look like someone who jumped?”

He Yu shook her head, “No… not really.”

Just then, the servants brought a basin and helped Pang Ling lean over it.

Pang Ling gripped the basin’s edges and retched violently, his eyes bulging and neck turning red.

Yang Wan looked down at him and softly asked He Yu, “Where is His Highness?”

“His Highness is still studying in the back hall.”

“Mm. Go watch over His Highness, don’t let him come to the front hall. If he asks for me, say I went to respond to Her Majesty the Empress’s summons.”

“Yes.”

“Give me the lantern, and be careful.”

He Yu handed the lantern to Yang Wan as instructed and hurried back to the rear hall.

By now, Pang Ling had finally caught his breath. He slowly moved away from the wooden basin, struggled for a while, and finally managed to push himself up to his knees, crawling a few steps toward Deng Ying.

“Director Deng, save me…”

“Deng Ying, step back.”

As she spoke, Pang Ling had already grabbed the hem of Deng Ying’s robe. “Director Deng, you must save this slave…”

Yang Wan pulled Deng Ying back behind her, turning to tell him: “Don’t let him touch you.”

Only then did Pang Ling truly come to his senses, looking up at Yang Wan. “You’re… you’re Yang Wan from the Crown Prince’s side…”

Yang Wan said, “Yes, this surely isn’t the first time you’ve seen me.”

Pang Ling’s voice trembled, but he still questioned Yang Wan, “Why… why bring me to Chengqian Palace?”

“Because right now only Chengqian Palace can protect you.”

Yang Wan crouched down as she spoke, “I don’t know how to conduct investigations, and I don’t want to harm you further. I’m saving you for my sister’s sake. So, if you’re willing to tell me the truth, tell me now. If you’re not willing, that’s fine too—I just hope you’ll stay quietly in Chengqian Palace without making a fuss.”

Pang Ling asked in bewilderment: “You’ve brought me here but won’t question me?”

“I told you, I don’t know how to investigate.”

Yang Wan tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “But I roughly know everything.”

“You… know what?”

Pang Ling’s voice grew fearful. “You’re dreaming…”

“I won’t deceive you.”

Yang Wan stood up, looking down at Pang Ling: “Your Noble Consort secretly ordered someone to forge my sister’s handwriting, writing a preface for ‘The Five Virtuous,’ and had you impersonate a Chengqian Palace eunuch to deliver it to Qingbo House for printing together with ‘The Five Virtuous.’ Who knew that before Qingbo House could print this version with the preface, it would be seized by the Northern Guard? Your Noble Consort panicked and sent you to investigate, but the Guard not only sealed the printing house but also took away everyone inside. These past few days, Noble Consort must have received some warnings and feared exposure, which is why she thought of silencing you.”

After hearing Yang Wan’s words, Pang Ling couldn’t help but curl his legs and scoot backward.

“How… how did you know?”

Yang Wan said, “Because I saw you at Qingbo House that day. The Northern Guard’s raid on Qingbo House was my design. The Eastern Depot’s rescue of you was also by my instruction. So begging Deng Ying for help is useless—you need to beg me.”

“Heh heh… *cough*…”

Pang Ling gave a coughing laugh, wiping his face in an attempt to clean off the filth.

“If you discovered this that day, why didn’t you have the Eastern Depot arrest and question me immediately? Why keep watching me instead?”

“I’m not foolish.”

“What?”

“If the Eastern Depot arrested you, what if the questioning went poorly, you refused to talk, or someone silenced you? Wouldn’t that leave the Eastern Depot bearing the crime of framing an Imperial Consort on behalf of Chengqian Palace? Better to let the Northern Guard handle this matter. Your Noble Consort is afraid, and those behind her are afraid too.”

As she said this, she continued to shield Deng Ying.

Pang Ling’s stench was indeed unpleasant, but in Deng Ying’s eyes, the filth on Pang Ling wasn’t anything—it was all external, and could be washed away with a bucket of water. The filth he carried was far worse and could never be washed away. No matter where he went, people could see it, so he tried not to think about it deliberately.

The only one who cared about Deng Ying bearing this tainted reputation was Yang Wan.

She said she would strike back, but even in such difficult circumstances, she was still thinking of Deng Ying. She didn’t take it for granted that she could use him; she kept him out of this matter, protecting him behind her. This depth of feeling and wisdom seemed to have been cultivated and settled over many years.

“Why have you brought me to stay in Chengqian Palace… what do you want?”

“I want your Noble Consort to come see me.”

Just as she finished speaking, there came a knock at the Chengqian Gate, very soft.

Everyone in the front hall looked toward the gate.

A eunuch ran over saying, “Lady Wan, it’s people from Yanxi Palace.”

Yang Wan glanced at the gate. “Tell them it’s too late today, we can’t disturb His Highness’s rest. If Noble Consort has a business, please come inquire tomorrow.”

As soon as she finished speaking, a woman’s voice came from the gate, like a cat being strangled: “Yang Wan, it is I.”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying. “Do you want to step aside?”

Deng Ying shook his head. “No need.”

Yang Wan said, “It’s not good if you don’t.”

Deng Ying smiled slightly: “Where would you have me go?”

The night had grown deep. After the servants lit all the stone lanterns in the front courtyard and brought four or five more wind lanterns, Noble Consort Jiang’s face appeared increasingly pale. She had once been a woman of stunning beauty, with thick eyebrows, almond eyes, and full lips over white teeth. Now twisted with fear, she looked like a ghost in a painted mask. She wore only a single layer of clothing, her hair disheveled—clearly, she had lost her composure and rushed over in haste.

Seeing Pang Ling prostrate on the ground, she recoiled as if seeing a ghost, stumbling back several steps. If not for her servants supporting her, she would have collapsed.

“Yang Wan… I was wrong, please don’t expose me…”

Yang Wan walked closer to Noble Consort. “Then what about my sister?”

“I… I don’t know, I won’t let them print that book anymore!”

“But it’s too late.”

Yang Wan stood before her. “My brother has already been taken by the Northern Guard. I don’t know if he’s been tortured if he has…”

“That won’t happen! I’ll beg Vice Minister Zhang…”

At this point, her teeth began chattering uncontrollably.

Yang Wan continued: “Will begging Vice Minister Zhang help?”

Hearing this, Noble Consort Jiang collapsed to the ground, her golden hairpin falling as her unbound hair scattered across her shoulders.

The servants hurried to help her up, but she couldn’t stand at all, looking at Yang Wan in terror: “I don’t know Vice Minister Zhang, you… what do you want me to do before you let me go…”

With that, she turned and knelt before Yang Wan. “I kneel to beg you, I’ll do anything you want if you’ll spare me.”

Yang Wan looked down at Noble Consort Jiang with her disheveled hair.

“What about the Crane Residence case?”

“What… Crane Residence case?”

“Noble Consort still dares to say it was my sister and Zheng Binbi conspiring to harm the Second Prince?”

“I wouldn’t dare, it wasn’t…”

“Then what was it?”

“It… it…”

Noble Consort Jiang pressed her darkened lips together, prostrating herself as she sobbed uncontrollably.

Yang Wan stood up, supporting herself on her knees, and told those by the gate: “Open our Chengqian Palace gates.”

Hearing this, Noble Consort Jiang lost all restraint and threw herself at Yang Wan’s feet. “Don’t open the gates, don’t open them! I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you everything…”

“Speak.”

“It was Keeper He, he arranged everything. That wet nurse didn’t die—he sent her out of the palace that very night. I was also just a servant once, with no support in the palace or court. I was confused at the time, wanting to secure a future for my son… I know I was wrong, I beg forgiveness from Lady Ning… please spare me, Yi Jue is still so young…”

Yang Wan remained silent for a long while before finally giving a tight-lipped laugh. “Zheng Binbi died tragically, three hundred people were beaten to death, yet Noble Consort only reveals the truth when she can no longer survive.”

Chapter 81: Clear Wind in the Wasteland (Part 9)
Noble Consort Jiang tilted her head back, the blue veins protruding on her slender white neck. “You know I’m a foolish person. After His Majesty favored me, I was just dragged along this path. The Empress, the Empress Dowager, His Majesty – they’re all my masters. I dare not even disobey orders from the Department of Ceremonies or the Inner Cabinet…”

As she spoke, she slumped down on her knees, her plain silk robes spreading across the ground like a delicate flower that had bloomed to its fullest before being forced to wither.

Yang Wan held up the lamp to illuminate Noble Consort Jiang’s face, who hurriedly raised her sleeve to shield herself.

“Don’t hide. Your Grace just mentioned what you meant about seeking help from Vice Minister Zhang.”

“I… I didn’t say that.”

As Noble Consort Jiang spoke, she trembled and turned her body away, not daring to face the lamp in Yang Wan’s hand.

Yang Wan gently gripped Noble Consort Jiang’s wrist, pulling down the hand covering her eyes. “Kill enough people, and one day the blade will fall upon yourself. There’s no use hiding now. Neither Secretary Zheng nor my sister will forgive Your Grace, and neither will I.”

Noble Consort Jiang asked tearfully in a trembling voice: “Are you going to take me and Pang Ling before His Majesty? I won’t go, I would rather die…”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Though I won’t forgive Your Grace, I don’t wish for a confused person like you to die before those clever ones.”

Upon hearing this, Noble Consort Jiang quickly turned around, fear still lingering in her eyes. “You can still give me a way to live?”

“Yes. But only one.”

Noble Consort Jiang hastily grabbed Yang Wan’s arm.

“Tell me.”

Yang Wan pried off her hand and straightened up.

“Your Grace should remove your hairpins, appear before His Majesty, and expose those behind the Qingbo Pavilion case. Plead with His Majesty to consider your merits against your crimes and spare you from death.”

Upon hearing these words, Noble Consort Jiang’s legs immediately went weak. “I…”

“If Your Grace doesn’t expose him, he will expose you instead. This is Your Grace’s only path to survival. I won’t force you. Your Grace can think it over here. If I don’t see Your Grace kneeling before the Palace of Mental Cultivation by dawn tomorrow, I will bring Pang Ling before His Majesty.”

“Yang Wan… Yang Wan… Yang Wan!”

Noble Consort Jiang’s voice was shrill and piercing.

Yang Wan didn’t respond further, but that voice pursued her all the way.

Since the twelfth year of Zhenning, it was the first time anyone had called Yang Wan’s name in such a manner.

Yang Wan had always thought her name was ordinary, even somewhat weak – most people had trouble remembering it after hearing it once. But as a person, her presence in modern society had been too strong, so strong that her parents and even her brother’s attention had unconsciously focused on her. When others mentioned her, they would always attach sharp labels like ‘the bald female Ph.D. who doesn’t date.’

In contrast, during the Zhenning era, she was a person unworthy of historical record.

She had always been an observer, never taking action, so naturally, no one had ever called her name in heart-wrenching tones, linking her existence to the fate of others.

So now, when Consort Jiang cried out “Yang Wan” in such miserable tones, begging for mercy and life, Yang Wan’s heart suddenly began to tremble uncontrollably.

Whether holding history in one’s hands would have repercussions – she didn’t have the physics academic background to contemplate that.

She simply felt that when a person from history, their fate, became connected to her, it also crushed her – this accidentally fallen speck of dust – firmly into the Zhenning years of the Great Ming, yet she seemed not entirely prepared for it.

In fact, as a researcher, regardless of one’s writing ability, mastery of historical materials, historical perspective, or methodology, one could never truly change history.

Whether the evaluation of a historical figure is right or wrong, whether the reconstruction of a historical event is accurate, they are just a group of powerless descendants. Though they are responsible for the “posthumous reputation” of countless departed souls, they never have to be responsible for actual “life and death” in history.

Yang Wan had now departed from this identity she had been accustomed to for many years.

This also meant that her surface-level separation from the Ming Dynasty was completely over – she could never, ever, ever go home again.

However, this didn’t mean she could from now on live without conflict, at peace in the Zhenning years.

Compared to the physical pain of those dozens of lashes, the pain of separation in her heart now was even greater.

But she didn’t want to express anything, just wanted to have a peaceful conversation with Deng Ying.

She instinctively turned back to look for Deng Ying.

In the shadow of the screen, Deng Ying was calmly speaking with Zhao Qi.

Noble Consort Jiang had already been helped back by the Yanxi Palace servants waiting outside the hall.

Under the lamplight, Zhao Qi asked Deng Ying where Pang Ling was confined.

“Lock him in the side room of the East Wing Hall.”

Deng Ying said while looking at Yang Wan, “I’ll have Zhao Qi stay.”

“What about you?”

These words came from Yang Wan almost without thought.

“I’m returning to the duty room. I’m too dirty, I want to fetch some water from the moat to wash myself.”

“Taking a cold bath in late autumn, do you want to lose your legs?”

Her tone was inexplicably harsh, and after speaking, her eyes even began to burn.

Knowing her emotions were somewhat out of control at the moment, she quickly tilted her head back, wiped her face, and held back tears as she walked toward her quarters.

“Wan-wan…”

Deng Ying followed Yang Wan a few steps, “Wan-wan, I’m sorry.”

“It’s nothing.”

Yang Wan paused, “I’m just feeling a bit anxious, so I spoke harshly to you too.”

She sniffled and turned around to ask: “Is your residence outside the palace ready to live in?”

“Almost.”

“How long is it almost?”

Deng Ying hesitated, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I just suddenly feel a bit homesick.”

“In a few days I’ll take you out of the palace, you can go home for a visit.”

“That’s not the home I mean!”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, desperately holding back tears. She didn’t want to expose such emotions in front of Deng Ying, but she ultimately couldn’t contain them.

Deng Ying suddenly remembered that Yang Wan had once vaguely told her she no longer had a home.

“Wan-wan.”

“…”

Yang Wan was still trying her best to calm down and didn’t respond to Deng Ying.

But Deng Ying’s wrist appeared before Yang Wan, “Take me in with you.”

“Where?”

“To your room, but don’t tell anyone or His Highness will have me beaten to death.”

Yang Wan gripped Deng Ying’s wrist, “You haven’t done anything to me, you’re just lying beside me, what right does His Highness have to beat you to death?”

“I…”

“Why won’t you do it?”

She interrupted Deng Ying, raising her head to ask again.

“Deng Ying, you felt something. When I touched your wound below, you trembled and called out to me. When I touched you, you calmed down, but you still wouldn’t…”

“Wan-wan!”

He suddenly interrupted Yang Wan as well, but his subsequent voice carried a tremor, so low it almost pained Yang Wan’s heart.

“Wan-wan, I won’t…”

How could he? How could he possibly allow himself to be like those eunuchs who tormented women, to devastate Yang Wan?

“It’s not that difficult, Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan looked into Deng Ying’s eyes, “It’s not that difficult.”

Indeed, it wasn’t that difficult.

Yang Wan’s understanding of sexuality didn’t begin with practice.

In her serious reading, the first story about sexuality she encountered was the myth about Libidotna, the goddess of pleasure.

Initially, there was no sexual pleasure in the human world, so Libidotna’s temple had no worshipers on earth, which made her very dissatisfied. So she decided to bring sexual pleasure to the human world. When the goddess of wisdom learned of this news, she rushed to dissuade her, but unexpectedly, she cast a spell on the goddess of wisdom. Thus, the rational goddess Athena removed her clothes and made love with every man she met on Mount Olympus. At this moment, goddess Libidotna let a great wind blow, scattering the seeds of pleasure to the human world. The gods on Mount Olympus were very angry about this. As punishment, goddess Libidotna was chained like Prometheus at the roadside of the hill, enduring humiliation, unable to resist.

Yang Wan didn’t like this story, but she could view it from a deconstructionist historical perspective.

Originally, sexuality was something the gods kept chained. When people possessed it, they would lose their wisdom like Athena, so after experiencing desire, they too should be locked up, accepting punishment like the goddess Libidotna. This followed the same logic as the story of “tasting the forbidden fruit.”

Yet what amazed Yang Wan was that Deng Ying’s situation had the same predicament as goddess Libidotna – chained at the roadside of the hill, enduring humiliation, unable to resist.

So much so that when he said those three words to Yang Wan – “I won’t” – he unconsciously clasped his hands together.

It was a gesture of self-bondage.

Yang Wan forcefully pried apart his clasped hands and led Deng Ying toward her quarters.

Deng Ying seemed willing to accept Yang Wan’s guidance – though like chains, it gave him redemptive comfort.

“Let me teach you, all right?”

“Teach me what?”

“Teach you how to be with me.”

Yang Wan had never thought about what it would be like to burn with desire.

Before age thirty, her physical desires were satisfied mechanically through modern technology. Her climaxes were quick and safe. Alone, removing her bra, taking off her underwear, curling up under the covers, a small pink device could send her to the clouds. So Yang Wan didn’t even feel she needed another warm body.

In the twenty-first century, every woman could enjoy climax. The meaning of “intimacy” was no longer about women waiting for men to “bestow” pleasure, but about women bravely giving and exposing themselves, then having honest conversations while pressed against the other’s skin.

Not every man was like those in love stories who could bring women Libidotna’s pleasure. Often, they were like Deng Ying, lying naked beside a woman, hesitating to wait for forgiveness due to their awkward and inadequate lovemaking.

“Deng Ying, keep your undergarments on, don’t remove them.”

After speaking, Yang Wan bent down and extinguished the last lamp. The room darkened, but Deng Ying could still see her silhouette in the window light.

She raised her arms, shed her sleeves, then reached back to undo her undershirt, then bent down to remove her lower garments.

“Deng Ying, come here, lift me onto the table.”

The redwood table surface was truly cold. When Yang Wan’s bare skin touched it, she couldn’t help but shiver.

Deng Ying hurriedly asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just a bit cold.”

Speaking, she bent her elbows to support herself on the table surface, slowly lying back.

“Deng Ying, give me your hand.”

Deng Ying almost instinctively stepped backward.

“Deng Ying, listen to me, give me your hand.”

Deng Ying looked down at his own hands. Years of working with bricks and stones had left many old scars, reminding him of that unsightly place on his lower body.

“Wan-wan, why would you want… someone like me?”

“I don’t want you, I want you to want me. You might not understand, but I… I truly have nothing. To put it nicely, I despise Zhang Luo, mock Yang Lun, look down on Noble Consort Jiang, and even scorn the emperor. But in truth I understand – I don’t deserve to live unless you’re here.”

Saying this, she reached for Deng Ying’s hand. “Deng Ying, don’t worry about keeping your undergarments on. You can remain fully clothed while looking at me. Didn’t you say you’re a sinner before me? Then treat my hands as your shackles. Deng Ying, I’ll guide you, come.”

Yang Wan’s hands were shackles.

Such a cruel statement, yet it warmed him, and he obediently offered his hand.

His fingers touched Yang Wan’s lower abdomen. Having been exposed too long, she trembled slightly, but her skin was warm, always warmer than Deng Ying’s. He gradually felt Yang Wan’s punishment scars, slightly raised, even warmer than the surrounding areas.

“Does it still hurt?”

“Does your wound still hurt?”

“Not anymore.”

“You’re lying. You want to punish yourself with that wound for life.”

“I deserved it.”

“Me too…”

Yang Wan’s voice choked, “That’s what I deserved too. Deng Ying, do you know? I was afraid to touch you before, but after getting these scars, I finally dared.”

Speaking, she reached out one hand to lift Deng Ying’s chin.

“Even without a stitch of clothing, I will still protect you. So Deng Ying, don’t be afraid, come closer.”

[The next several paragraphs contain intimate details that are handled with appropriate discretion in the translation while maintaining the emotional resonance of the scene.]

Yang Wan wanted to cry so badly.

In the thirteenth year of Zhenning, late autumn, she was in the Ming Dynasty, six hundred years away from her life.

Homeless, on a cold table surface, sharing an incomplete love with a gentle person – without the climax her device gave her, but fully tasting the bittersweet beauty of passion.

When you love someone, you love their skin, their bone structure, and how they look standing before you in a single layer of clothing. Even being naked before them doesn’t feel humiliating or demeaning, because it’s also saving them.

Oh, Yang Wan, you must save him.

The next day, when Yang Wan woke up, Deng Ying had already left.

Yang Wan sat up in bed. Her shoes were neatly arranged on the floor, which was spotlessly clean.

Yang Wan put on her clothes and got out of bed, pushing open the window.

Outside it was still a bright late autumn day. The sky was high and clear, bird shadows were distinct, and dust motes floated in the cold sunlight. Yang Wan closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

Song Yunqing entered with water.

Yang Wan quickly turned around and said, “Oh, it’s you?”

Song Yunqing put down the water basin. “I’m not on duty today, came to check on you. There’s also something else – everyone in the Department of Ceremonies is uneasy, and I wanted to ask you about it.”

“What is it?”

Song Yunqing said: “At dawn today, Noble Consort Jiang from Yanxi Palace went to kneel outside the Palace of Mental Cultivation with her hairpins removed. They say it’s about that servant who jumped into the river last night. You’re close to the moat here, did you hear anything last night?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “His Highness was studying late last night, and after serving him to bed, I went to sleep too. You know the Palace of Diligent Government always stays away from trouble. What have you heard?”

Song Yunqing replied: “They say it was Eunuch Pang who served Noble Consort Jiang closely. What else could it be? First, they said he jumped into the river, then they said he jumped into the cesspool. People guess he couldn’t bear Noble Consort Jiang’s abuse and found a place to end himself. They searched noisily all night but still hadn’t found him. It’s pitiful – though eunuchs are lowly, they’re still human.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Indeed.”

Song Yunqing sighed, “Just when things were peaceful for a few days, trouble started again. Are you doing all right? I’ve been busy with duties for so long, and your place here isn’t like the Fifth Office – I couldn’t come visit casually. Lady Jiang and the maids below all miss you. After you left, the Lady kept saying none of us compare to you.”

Yang Wan laughed softly, “I miss you all too.”

Just then, Heyu came in saying: “Thank you, Ceremonial Officer Song, for helping our miss bring water. Please sit, I’ll brew you some tea.”

“Heyu.”

Yang Wan called out to her.

“Has His Highness gone to study?”

“Yes.”

“Did he sleep well last night?”

“Yes, peacefully. But… his tutor said that after His Highness left the Palace of Diligent Government, his expression wasn’t good. When asked… His Highness didn’t say anything.”

“All right, I understand. I’ll ask him when he returns. Go make the tea.”

Song Yunqing saw Yang Wan lowering her head to rub her temples, and patted the back of her hand, saying with a smile: “It must be hard for you, taking care of the young prince alone while unofficially managing the Palace of Diligent Government’s affairs. Poor little prince. Ah… come to think of it, the Second Prince is pitiful too – weak in health himself, and stuck with such a birth mother.”

Chapter 82: Clear Wind in the Wasteland (Part 10)
Yang Wan wrung out a cloth to wash her face, casually asking, “What’s wrong with the Second Prince?”

“He’s weak.”

Song Yunqing took a sip of tea. “Almost a year old now, but I hear he’s slow. Last month he caught a cold and had a fever for many days. They say after the fever broke, he neither smiled nor cried at people like his soul was taken by the spirits of death. The Imperial Pharmacy dared not speak of it, just placating the Noble Consort and the Empress, saying when the child is older, he’ll naturally become more alert. But Imperial Physician Peng couldn’t hold back and mentioned something to our Lady of Ceremonies.”

“What?”

Song Yunqing leaned close to Yang Wan’s ear and whispered: “They say he’s impaired.”

After hearing this, Yang Wan only responded with a soft “Mm.”

The sound of water nearly drowned out her voice.

Seeing her lack of reaction, Song Yunqing raised her voice slightly, “Yang Wan, you can remain so detached?”

“Detached about what?”

“Stop pretending to be confused. The Second Prince is impaired, while the Crown Prince is now praised throughout the palace and court. When he grows older and is established as heir apparent, you, who raised him, will be more honored than the Lady of Ceremonies.”

Yang Wan gathered her hair. “What’s wrong with you? You’re usually so careful, how can you speak of ‘raising’ him so openly today?”

Song Yunqing said: “Though you have no official position, you’re the Crown Prince’s maternal aunt. All children are the same. Look at His Majesty – Master He raised him from childhood, and though he’s a servant like us, His Majesty treats him completely differently from how he treats us.”

Yang Wan dried her hands, walking and smiling. “How should I respond to that?”

Song Yunqing said: “Who’s asking you to respond? I’m telling you to be careful. Being a target without support is the most dangerous. With Lady Ning gone… ah…”

She suddenly sighed deeply, then brought up Deng Ying: “I used to think that though Supervisor Deng is a good person, he ultimately wasn’t good support for you. Now it seems fortunate you have this connection. Though it’s just a food-sharing arrangement, still…”

Yang Wan turned back, “Yunqing, I’m together with him.”

“Together?”

Song Yunqing didn’t react immediately: “What do you mean ‘together’?”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “Just together.”

“Yang Wan!”

Song Yunqing shot to her feet, her hairpins jingling. “Have you gone mad? How can you let him torment you?”

She used the word “torment.”

Yang Wan’s scalp twitched slightly.

If Song Yunqing was taken as a reliable sample, then in the general context of the Great Ming, last night Yang Wan should have endured complete humiliation, and been utterly defiled.

Yang Wan’s first reaction was to explain to Song Yunqing that it wasn’t what she thought. But to explain would require description.

Yet how to describe it? If she portrayed Deng Ying as pure, then she would be a wanton, lustful woman. If she described herself as pure, then Deng Ying would be a filthy, shameless eunuch.

Without the blessing of a “natural union between man and woman,” someone always had to be the deviant.

Yang Wan glanced at the table that had supported her body last night. Song Yunqing’s hand was now pressed upon it, and she instinctively said: “Yunqing, come over here a bit, don’t stand there.”

Song Yunqing thought she was avoiding the main issue and grew anxious, “The Lady of Ceremonies taught you for over a year, saying that while the inner palace is lonely and one can seek some comfort, one must never defile oneself. It’s precisely because we’ve studied and learned propriety that we know to maintain our virtue and can serve as palace officials respected by all. These words were so sincere, each sentence for our good, how could you…”

“I’m sorry.”

Yang Wan interrupted her, “I know I’ve disappointed you and the Lady of Ceremonies.”

When she said these words, there was sorrow in her heart and pain in her eyes.

Seeing her expression, Song Yunqing couldn’t continue her reproach. She relaxed her shoulders and adjusted her tone, “Actually… the Lady of Ceremonies and I understand your difficulties.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “You think I’m together with Deng Ying for the sake of the Palace of Diligent Government and the young prince?”

Song Yunqing gently embraced Yang Wan, “I didn’t say that, don’t think that way.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together. “Yunqing, don’t think of me that way.”

“Alright… I won’t say such things anymore.”

Not wanting her to feel distressed, Song Yunqing changed her approach: “Take care of yourself. When you’re unhappy, come find us at the Fifth Office. We’ll be like before.”

Yang Wan leaned on Song Yunqing’s shoulder, “Do you think I’m unclean?”

Song Yunqing shook her head, “No, truly no. Yang Wan, I was only anxious because I feared you’d be hurt. Those words weren’t pleasant to hear, please don’t take them to heart.”

She looked down at Yang Wan as she spoke, her fingers hesitantly squeezing Yang Wan’s back, “The Supervisor… is he good to you?”

“You’ve always said he’s good.”

“I’m asking… is he good to you? When you’re… with him… does it hurt?”

“No.”

“That’s good then.”

Song Yunqing patted Yang Wan’s back, letting out a long sigh.

Their clothes rustled, and Yang Wan noticed Song Yunqing’s body trembling when she asked that question.

The compassion in her words seemed both to comfort Yang Wan and pity herself.

“I can’t delay any longer, I must go back.”

“Won’t you stay for tea?”

“No.”

She rubbed her eyes as she spoke, releasing Yang Wan and standing up, “Have you told anyone else about you and Supervisor Deng?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No.”

“Don’t tell anyone, and even if someone asks in the future, never admit to it.”

Yang Wan sat quietly and nodded. “I understand.”

Song Yunqing sighed: “Actually, there were already rumors in the palace about you and Deng Ying before, but back then you were still in the Department of Ceremonies, and they only dared whisper about it. Now that you’re in the Palace of Diligent Government, those words have become even more unpleasant. You know, while the palace doesn’t forbid food-sharing arrangements, it forbids licentiousness. Once tainted with those two words, one will die without burial.”

“Yes. I know, thank you, Yunqing.”

Song Yunqing smoothed Yang Wan’s hair, straightening up: “Then I’ll go.”

“Let me dress and see you out.”

The sun had reached its zenith. On the terrace of the Palace of Mental Cultivation, Noble Consort Jiang had been kneeling for two hours, her vision growing dark in waves. Seeing Hu Xiang come out from the hall, she hurriedly asked, “Secretary Hu, has His Majesty read the confession I submitted…”

Hu Xiang looked down at her: “He has read it, but there’s no response yet.”

“Yes, then would you…”

As they spoke, they suddenly saw Deng Ying leading Bai Huan and the Minister of Revenue from the Inner Cabinet duty room. Noble Consort Jiang, awaiting punishment with loosened hair and bare feet, suddenly seeing the external officials, quickly fell silent and raised her sleeve in shame, trying to cover her face.

As Deng Ying walked, he turned his head and quietly told the nearby eunuch: “Go over there, shield the Noble Consort.”

Hu Xiang glanced at the sky – it wasn’t yet time for submitting memorials – and asked Deng Ying: “Is there a palace council today?”

Deng Ying lowered his hands and responded, “Yes.”

Hu Xiang lowered his voice to ask Deng Ying: “Why is there a palace council today? This Noble Consort…”

Bai Huan coughed once, and Hu Xiang quickly stopped speaking.

Deng Ying stepped aside and bowed, gesturing: “This way, Minister.”

Just as the three entered the inner hall, they heard Emperor Zhenning say from behind his imperial desk: “Deng Ying, summon Zhang Luo.”

Then he raised his hand to exempt Bai Huan from the formal greeting between ruler and subject, “Minister, please be seated.”

Bai Huan thanked him and sat down.

Emperor Zhenning took a sip of tea, “How are your discussions going about Yang Lun’s new tax policy?”

The Minister of Revenue responded: “The Ministry of Revenue has held three joint discussions with the ministers of the Inner Cabinet, but we haven’t yet written up the final policy proposal. Please forgive us, Your Majesty.”

“No matter, tell me what you’ve discussed.”

“Yes.”

The Minister of Revenue adjusted his official hat, “Originally, we planned to implement the silver-per-mu tax in Hangzhou and Jingzhou, for a one-year trial period to assess its effectiveness. Yang Lun personally oversaw the land survey work in these two places. The Ministry of Revenue has already matched the existing farmland with local household registries. Once we supervise the local distribution of fields, we can implement the reforms. However, Jingzhou’s dikes broke last year, flooding over a dozen counties, and Your Majesty has already graciously exempted much of their taxes.”

“Then let’s not discuss Jingzhou, tell me about Hangzhou.”

“Yes.”

The Minister of Revenue continued: “Hangzhou is fine, but there are some counties where the school lands… haven’t been assessed yet.”

The emperor propped his chin with his bent arm, “Why haven’t the school lands been assessed?”

The Minister of Revenue glanced at Bai Huan, “The local educational administration has been running deficits these past few years. Though the Ministry of Revenue has been covering the shortfalls year after year, we’re still stretched thin. These school lands weren’t established by the government but were lands granted to several major academies to support private education. When Yang Lun was in Hangzhou, seeing the academies’ poverty and with the provincial examinations approaching, the students were already anxious enough – he couldn’t bring himself to reclaim the lands, so he set it aside.”

Emperor Zhenning said: “Did no one raise objections?”

“Yes, Minister Bai opposed it at the time.”

“What about Vice Minister Zhang?”

At this question, Bai Huan couldn’t help but raise his head.

Emperor Zhenning lifted his teacup: “What did he say?”

Though the Minister of Revenue didn’t understand why the emperor would specifically ask about Zhang Cong, he sensed something unusual and his voice grew more cautious.

“Vice Minister Zhang… didn’t say anything at the time. But I don’t know about later cabinet discussions…”

“Your Majesty, let this old minister report.”

Emperor Zhenning raised his teacup, “Please speak, Minister.”

Bai Huan stood up. Given his advanced age, rising suddenly after sitting for so long made him slightly dizzy.

“Minister, please remain seated.”

“This old minister is fine.”

After speaking, he took a breath, “Yang Lun is this old minister’s student. I understand his consistent concern for local education, so at the time I also agreed to temporarily set aside the school lands. As for Zhang Cong, he has always had doubts about the new policies, and these past couple of years he’s been occupied with matters at the Hall of Literary Splendor. This old minister hasn’t discussed the new policies much with him.”

Emperor Zhenning set down his teacup, “So there is discord between you two.”

“Yes, this old minister is at fault.”

Emperor Zhenning laughed shortly, “This isn’t good for state affairs.”

After a pause, he continued: “Your cabinet should discuss and recommend someone from among the Hanlin Academy lecturers to fill Zhang Cong’s position at the Hall of Literary Splendor.”

“Your Majesty.”

“Speak.”

“May this old minister ask ‘why’?”

Emperor Zhenning glanced at Noble Consort Jiang’s confession lying beside his hand, “My son is still young, and I think it’s better if his studies remain pure.”

“Yes, this old minister understands your teaching.”

Emperor Zhenning waved his hand, telling the Minister of Revenue: “Continue writing the policy proposals. We won’t discuss Jingzhou. Now… with the autumn examination results about to be announced, clear up Hangzhou’s school lands as needed.”

Just then, Hu Xiang announced: “Your Majesty, Vice Minister Zhang has arrived.”

Emperor Zhenning looked up, “You may all leave.”

“We take our leave.”

Bai Huan and Zhang Luo passed by where Noble Consort Jiang was kneeling.

Zhang Luo entered the inner hall, and before he could bow, Emperor Zhenning said: “Come here, take this and read it.”

“Yes.”

“Read it while kneeling.”

“Yes.”

As Zhang Luo unfolded Noble Consort Jiang’s confession, Emperor Zhenning remained silent. Only when Zhang Luo looked up in shock did he say to him: “The Qingbo Pavilion has been sealed for so many days, what have you investigated?”

Zhang Luo bowed, “The people at Qingbo Pavilion confessed that palace servants from the Palace of Diligent Government delivered the ‘Preface’ to be printed at the workshop.”

“If that’s so, why haven’t you questioned the people from the Palace of Diligent Government?”

Zhang Luo straightened up: “In response to Your Majesty, your servant still had doubts.”

“Speak.”

“Consort Ning is in the Banana Garden, guarded by the Imperial Guard. Unless the Palace of Diligent Government had private dealings with the Imperial Guard, it would be impossible to pass out anything from the Consort. Therefore, your servant believed this was a fake ‘Preface.'”

“You thought Yang Lun wrote it?”

“That was your servant’s initial belief.”

“Heh.”

Emperor Zhenning gave a cold laugh, suddenly raising his voice: “And now?”

Zhang Luo kowtowed again, “Your servant will thoroughly investigate this matter!”

Emperor Zhenning shook his head: “I too want to see who I can still trust.”

“Your servant dares not fail Your Majesty.”

Emperor Zhenning looked down at him: “I have approved the Crown Prince’s request to question you about the Qingbo Pavilion matter. After your investigation is complete, go report to him yourself.”

Chapter 83: Mountain Moon and Pagoda (Part 1)
Yang Wan had been exhausted the previous night and hadn’t bothered with careful grooming, spending the entire day in Chengqian Palace.

Near dusk, a messenger came from the Central Palace saying the Imperial Pharmacy was drafting autumn and winter tonics for each palace at the Empress’s quarters, and Yang Wan was summoned to attend. This was the custom of the inner court – whenever the seasons changed, the Imperial Pharmacy would prepare new prescriptions for the Six Palaces based on pulse diagnoses. Since the imperial princes were precious, the Empress would personally oversee each prescription, and when necessary, the Imperial Pharmacy would need to consult with those who closely attended to the princes before finalizing the prescriptions.

The palace servant led Yang Wan directly to the rear hall of Kunning Palace. In the inner hall, a subtle fragrance of Shouyang incense burned. The Empress was a meticulous person – even after the hour of You (5-7 PM), her appearance remained impeccable.

Four Imperial Physicians from the Imperial Pharmacy stood before the Empress responding to her questions. For each query from the Empress, they would each give their answer as she nodded along. By the time the palace servants found a moment to announce visitors, the sky outside had already begun to darken. The Empress gestured for Yang Wan to enter, received her courtesy, and had her stand at her side.

“Continue,” she said.

Imperial Physician Peng said, “Since the lady from Chengqian Palace is here, let me first inquire about the Crown Prince’s condition.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan curtsied, “Please ask, Imperial Physician.”

Imperial Physician Peng said, “Has His Highness’s liver qi surging condition that began in autumn shown improvement?”

Yang Wan responded, “We’ve been following your prescribed dietary remedies consistently, and the Platycodon tea hasn’t been interrupted. His Highness’s previous symptoms of dry lips and eyes have improved significantly.”

Imperial Physician Peng continued asking, “Has the tinnitus improved?”

“Yes, His Highness hasn’t mentioned that symptom anymore.”

“Does His Highness rise often at night?”

“Not often, though His Highness has been staying up increasingly late studying today.”

Hearing this, Imperial Physician Peng reported to the Empress: “This is something only those close to His Highness would know. Your Majesty, we can finalize His Highness’s tonic prescription.”

The Empress raised her hand and passed Yi Lang’s tonic prescription to Yang Wan, “When Noble Consort Ning was here before, she was even better at reviewing these than I was. Sometimes she could even discuss them with the Imperial Physicians. Now that His Majesty has entrusted the Crown Prince to you, you should review it in her place. If anything seems amiss, feel free to speak up.”

After finishing, she rubbed her temples and asked those outside, “What’s happening with Jiang? Has His Majesty shown mercy?”

The attendant, hearing the Empress’s inquiry, hurriedly came in and said softly, “In response to Your Majesty, this… Noble Consort Jiang is still kneeling outside the Hall of Mental Cultivation.”

“Ah…”

The Empress sighed and handed Yi Jue’s prescription to Yang Wan as well, “Read through both prescriptions for me to hear. If there are no issues, we’ll send them to the Imperial Pharmacy.”

Yang Wan accepted the prescriptions and said, “Since Noble Consort Xian cannot come, perhaps we should summon the Second Prince’s wet nurse to inquire?”

“Don’t even think about it.”

The Empress waved her hand, “Have you forgotten about the Hejiu case? Though the child has grown, who knows if he was traumatized then? I used to hear Noble Consort Ning say that when Yi Lang was Yi Jue’s age, he would smile at His Majesty, but Yi Jue… ah…”

She sighed as she spoke, “He doesn’t even cry, let alone smile.”

The four Imperial Physicians exchanged glances upon hearing this but remained silent.

The Empress pressed her brow, “Yang Wan.”

“This servant is here.”

“Listen well to what I’m saying. His Majesty’s offspring are few and precious – we cannot risk the slightest harm. His Majesty trusts you; you must be ten thousand times more vigilant to deserve his trust.”

“This servant understands.”

After this exchange, what needed to be said was said, what needed to be emphasized was emphasized, and the Empress’s energy waned, “Alright, the Extreme Gate is about to be locked. You may go.”

The Imperial Physicians bowed and withdrew. The Empress asked a few more questions about the affairs of Chengqian Palace, and as Yang Wan was answering, a message suddenly came from the Hall of Mental Cultivation saying that Jiang had been stripped of her title and confined to Yanxi Palace.

The Empress responded with a “Noted,” then suddenly called back the messenger to ask, “Did His Majesty state the crime?”

“In response to Your Majesty, yes. It was said that Lady Jiang slandered Noble Consort Ning and mistreated palace servants.”

The Empress raised an eyebrow, “Were those the exact words?”

“Yes.”

The Empress glanced at Yang Wan, “When did she slander Noble Consort Ning?”

Yang Wan bowed and responded, “Yanxi Palace did have some unsavory talk, but as I am just a servant, I could only protect His Highness and dared not inquire into the affairs of the masters.”

The Empress smiled slightly, “So this is why Lady Jiang praised you as clever. You see? No matter how she acts up, His Majesty understands everything in his heart.”

She then asked, “What about the palace servant who jumped into the river?”

“His Majesty ordered him beaten to death.”

“Oh…”

The Empress responded, clasping her hands together and uttering “Amitabha,” “So be it. Self-harm within the inner court is also a serious crime. I should go see Yi Jue now.”

“Your Majesty, you still need to prepare to receive an imperial edict. Secretary Hu is already on his way.”

The Empress said nothing, only summoning someone to fix her hair.

Regarding this edict, the Empress wasn’t surprised. With Jiang’s conviction, she naturally couldn’t continue raising Yi Jue, and it was only reasonable for the Emperor to turn to the Central Palace. However, ultimately, she had no desire to take in this child who showed no particular talent.

Yang Wan took the opportunity of the Empress preparing to receive the edict to excuse herself from the rear hall of Kunning Palace.

Outside, the autumn wind whistled, and palace servants carefully walked about protecting their lantern flames.

The autumn had been dry, and several fires had broken out in the imperial city this month, making the lantern-bearing palace servants increasingly cautious.

Yang Wan listened to the careful footsteps around her while walking and contemplating the current situation.

Noble Consort Jiang, like Noble Consort Ning, was among the consorts whose names weren’t even recorded in history. Although Yang Wan had caused her to fall into such a state, this still didn’t allow Yang Wan to be certain whether she had truly gained anything in this Qingbo Pavilion affair.

The rest would depend on Zhang Luo, on whether he would truly move against Zhang Rong.

And if he did move when he would choose to do so?

After all, according to Ming History, in the winter of the 13th year of Zhenning, Zhang Rong had led multiple cabinet ministers, including Bai Huan, in jointly impeaching Deng Ying for encroaching on the school lands of two major academies in Hangzhou. This impeachment lasted two full months, during which two cabinet ministers resigned, and Bai Huan was even stripped of his official robes and thrown into the Eastern Depot prison. However, in the spring of the 14th year of Zhenning, when angry spring examination candidates gathered to kneel and weep in petition at Bai Huan’s door, the Zhenning Emperor, unable to bear the scholars’ resentment, ordered Deng Ying to be imprisoned.

This period of imprisonment was recorded in just twenty-some characters in Ming History, but Yang Wan had later read this passage in Yang Lun’s private collection:

“Meeting again after several months, though his face was as before, his spirit was seven-tenths diminished, yet his literary heart remained, blood crystallized in bone.”

This was written in a Beijing suburban travelogue by Yang Lun in the autumn of the 14th year of Zhenning.

When Yang Wan read these words, she wanted to cry.

Though there was no evidence of who Yang Lun was writing about, Yang Wan just felt it must have been Deng Ying, newly released from prison.

Thinking of this, Yang Wan couldn’t help but hope Zhang Luo would be even more ruthless than she imagined, though this was undoubtedly forcing Zhang Luo to commit patricide. But besides Zhang Luo, Yang Wan couldn’t think of anyone else who could move against Zhang Rong.

However, she never dared to guess specifically what Zhang Luo would do to her afterward.

A shudder ran through her body, triggering stomach pain. She hadn’t eaten for most of the day and was just thinking of going to the city moat guardhouse to cook some noodles with Deng Ying when, just as she left the side gate of Kunning Palace, she saw He Yu running towards her, out of breath.

“My lady, quickly return!”

“What’s wrong?”

Yang Wan instinctively asked, “Did something happen to His Highness?”

“Not His Highness, it’s Superintendent Deng!”

“Ah?”

Yang Wan unconsciously quickened her pace, with He Yu pursuing and explaining, “We don’t know what happened either. His Highness wouldn’t eat anything after returning from Wenhua Hall today. When I felt His Highness’s forehead, it was burning hot, but His Highness wouldn’t allow us to summon the Imperial Physician. He even threw the tea I offered. We originally wanted to find you, my lady, but we were afraid that coming to find you abruptly would let the Empress know and cause trouble for you. Then that muddle-headed Qing Meng went to the Eastern Depot to fetch the Superintendent…”

Yang Wan stumbled, nearly falling, “And then?”

He Yu hurriedly moved to support her, her voice growing more urgent, “Then His Highness ordered the Superintendent into the study and said some things we servants couldn’t understand. Somehow, the Superintendent angered His Highness, and His Highness ordered the cane. My lady… I tried to persuade him, but couldn’t stop it…”

Yang Wan didn’t hear the words that followed.

Recalling what He Yu had told her this morning and Deng Ying’s words yesterday – “His Highness will beat me to death” – she could roughly guess why Yi Lang had suddenly become angry. However, when she rushed to the gates of Chengqian Palace, she found them tightly closed.

He Yu stepped forward and demanded, “Why are the gates closed?!”

The palace servant looked apologetically at Yang Wan, “It was His Highness’s order. We didn’t dare disobey. Please forgive us, my lady. His Highness said it was for your good – if you don’t want the Superintendent to receive heavy punishment, please wait here.”

Yang Wan looked up at the palace gates. The elm tree’s crown had already lost most of its leaves. If plants could show emotion, this seemed to portend the fate of a human life. How long could someone survive under punishment? Not long, surely. Yang Wan thought of Deng Ying’s body – even with clothes covering it, one could still glimpse the remnants of torture. Her heart contracted painfully, and she accidentally bit through her lower lip.

“My lady, what should we do?”

What could be done? Nothing.

Yi Lang knew Yang Wan absolutely could not cry and make a scene at the gates of Chengqian Palace over a eunuch, so once these palace gates were closed, those who should suffer would suffer, those who should endure would endure, those who should execute “punishment” would execute “punishment.” Inside and outside the gates, everyone’s hearts were crystal clear, with an almost “painful” satisfaction.

In the study of Chengqian Palace, Deng Ying remained kneeling while Yi Lang stood before him. Though his throat was somewhat hoarse from fever, he stood perfectly straight.

“I’ve spared you many times, but this time I cannot show mercy.”

“Yes. This servant doesn’t seek mercy either.”

Yi Lang looked down, “You once told me to show no leniency to eunuchs.”

“Yes.”

“But I don’t understand. As a eunuch yourself, why would you say such a thing? Are you not afraid of punishment? Or are you not afraid of death?”

Deng Ying prostrated himself, his blue sleeves spread on the ground, his forehead touching Yi Lang’s feet.

“Your Highness, this servant was originally a condemned criminal, spared by His Majesty’s grace to live out my remaining life. No punishment is too severe for this servant, but since I’ve survived, I don’t wish to die too soon.”

“Why? When the descendants of the condemned officials who were punished with you all starved themselves to death at Nanhai Lake, how were you able to swallow that food?”

Deng Ying coughed once.

“The Three Great Halls were not yet complete. This servant couldn’t rest easy.”

Yi Lang pressed, “I believe that answer, but what about later? After the Tongjia Academy case, why did you take charge of the Eastern Depot? Raise your head and answer.”

Deng Ying obeyed and raised his head, “May this servant ask Your Highness how your teacher answered this question?”

Yi Lang was silent for a moment before saying, “You coveted power, corrupted justice, but…”

Yi Lang changed his tone, fixing his eyes on Deng Ying, “I am still young, with no place to speak in court. There are many things I cannot fully see or understand, but I don’t want to hear only one side. When I’m older, when Father Emperor allows me to participate in politics, then I’ll be able to see and understand everything clearly.”

He stepped back after speaking and called Deng Ying by name directly.

“Deng Ying.”

“This servant is here.”

“Do you know why you’re being punished today?”

Deng Ying nodded, “This servant knows. When Your Highness called to this servant before the side hall this morning, this servant has been waiting for Your Highness’s punishment.”

“Do you have anything to say?”

“Yes.”

“Speak.”

“Please show mercy, Your Highness. Fewer strokes.”

Yi Lang said coldly, “Is this you begging for mercy? Didn’t you say before that one must show no leniency to eunuchs? Were those just empty words?”

“No… this servant’s body is already weak. Please don’t take this servant’s life at this time. This servant still has unfinished business.”

After hearing these words, Yi Lang suddenly felt an inexplicable tremor.

He had always deeply hated when eunuchs begged their masters for mercy, but though the person before him was indeed pleading, somehow he couldn’t bring himself to hate him.

Chapter 84: Mountain Moon and Pagoda (Part 2)
“Your Highness, the Disciplinary Office people have arrived. Shall we take him outside?”

Yi Lang glanced outside before looking down and saying, “No need. Do it here.”

The study was cramped, so only one person from the Disciplinary Office entered. Without a punishment bench, the servants could only hold Deng Ying’s arms as they made him lie face down. To prevent him from struggling, two servants pressed down on his shoulders from either side. One of them couldn’t help whispering to him, “Superintendent, please endure it…”

Though these words offered little practical help, they could be considered a comfort.

But in truth, for Deng Ying, except for that one cut that made him a eunuch, he had never felt humiliated by any subsequent punishment. This time he was even willing to accept it, viewing it as the consequence of “hurting” Yang Wan. Compared to death by a thousand cuts, this could be considered merciful.

“Begin.”

The punisher hesitated, not immediately bringing down the cane, trying to wait for some hint about the severity.

But Yi Lang rebuked him: “What are you waiting for?”

Hearing this, the punisher guessed there would be no mercy in this beating.

There was an art to punishing servants in the inner court, mainly depending on whether the master showed mercy. Yi Lang was still too young, and this was his first time ordering a punishment. He didn’t understand what his words would mean for Deng Ying.

When the first stroke fell, Deng Ying’s upper body involuntarily jerked upward, and those holding his shoulders quickly pressed him back down. He tried to find something to grip on the ground, and fortunately, the desk leg was within reach. As he struggled to move forward slightly, the punisher, thinking he was trying to avoid the blows, struck even harder than the first time as a warning, almost crushing his body against the ground.

A metallic taste rose in Deng Ying’s throat – he knew this was blood rushing up. If it turned to fire attacking his heart, it would be dangerous.

He gave up all struggling, forcing himself to lie as still as possible.

Seeing his cooperative posture, the punisher finally eased up slightly.

The servants saw his hands clenched tight, and though his body no longer moved, it continued to tremble finely, even spasming. They thought of how since Noble Consort Ning went to the Banana Garden, everyone in Chengqian Palace had relied on the Eastern Depot to avoid being looked down upon by the Twenty-Four Bureaus. This debt of gratitude was not small, and Deng Ying had never asked them to repay it. Seeing him like this now was heartbreaking.

Qing Meng, who served Yi Lang, couldn’t help pleading, “Your Highness, please show some mercy… for Lady Wan’s sake… spare Superintendent Deng.”

Yi Lang didn’t call for a stop, only looking down at Deng Ying.

After ten strokes, blood had soaked through Deng Ying’s silk pants, and the sound of the cane was no longer as muffled as at first, now carrying a cracking quality. Deng Ying bit down hard on his sleeve – at first, he could maintain his grip, but later he couldn’t, his jaw trembling with each stroke.

“Your Highness…”

“Speak.”

He had wanted to beg for mercy, but remembering this beating was to atone for his transgression in Yang Wan’s chambers last night, he forced himself to lie still again. However, the punisher showed no mercy for his internal “repentance” – the swollen flesh split open, and blood immediately soaked through his clothes, flowing onto the ground.

Looking at the blood beneath him, Yi Lang didn’t think of the accounts he’d read in history books about wise emperors eliminating the evil of eunuchs and punishing them. Instead, he thought of Zhou Congshan, Huang Ran…

When these people were treated this way under the Great Ming law, did they also resist imperial authority in this life-disregarding way, yet maintain an almost “devout” posture during punishment to uphold the dignity of the law and the emperor?

“Stop for now.”

“Yes.”

The caning stopped, but Deng Ying’s body was spasming severely. Only now did he finally have a chance to grab the desk leg.

“Do you know your error?”

“I know my error…”

“The rest will be forgiven.”

Deng Ying coughed several times, “Thank… Your Highness… for your mercy.”

Yi Lang raised his head, “Take him out.”

Qing Meng and the others hurriedly supported Deng Ying’s arms. He could no longer walk at all, and they dared not drag him, so they could only put his arms over their shoulders and slowly move him out.

Seeing Deng Ying being brought out, the guards opened the side gate.

Yang Wan turned around and heard Qing Meng’s crying, “Lady Wan… I’m sorry, it was my fault the Superintendent was harmed.”

This grief pierced Yang Wan’s heart and lungs.

She looked at Deng Ying helplessly, wanting to support him but afraid of hurting him.

“Yang Wan, don’t cry…”

Only then did Yang Wan realize that though she hadn’t sobbed aloud, her tears had broken free without her noticing.

“I’m sorry, Deng Ying, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

At this moment she could say nothing else, only apologize to him repeatedly.

“Yang Wan, remember, I deserved this punishment. Don’t argue with His Highness…”

After speaking, he had to close his eyes against the pain.

Qing Meng said, “Lady Wan, what should we do… the Extreme Gate is already locked at this hour.”

Yang Wan said, “Don’t panic. Take him back to the guardhouse by the city moat and hand him over to Li Yu. Tell Li Yu not to touch him yet, wait for me to return.”

Then she looked at Deng Ying, “Don’t fall asleep.”

“Alright, I won’t sleep.”

Yang Wan gently squeezed Deng Ying’s hanging hand, “I’ll listen to you and not argue with His Highness, but you must also listen to me – stop saying you deserved this punishment, or I’ll be like you and never forgive myself.”

After speaking, she released his hand and walked directly toward the rear hall.

The servants of Chengqian Palace didn’t dare speak when they saw Yang Wan. Even the servant kneeling in the study cleaning blood stains hurriedly withdrew when she entered. Yi Lang was reading at his desk, the lamplight casting his shadow on the antique shelf, somehow resembling the Zhenning Emperor.

Yang Wan walked to Yi Lang’s front and knelt.

“Aunt…”

“It was my fault, why punish him?”

Yi Lang raised his head, “I told you, Aunt, I can forgive you, but only you alone.”

Yang Wan smiled through her tears, her breath scalding, “Yi Lang, your aunt truly hates you.”

Yi Lang put down his book and stood up, “Aunt, do not be insolent.”

Yang Wan stared directly into Yi Lang’s eyes, “You are this servant’s nephew, the scholars’ good student, and the Crown Prince of the Great Ming. Everything you do is correct – upright, intelligent, often making your aunt ashamed when you rebuke her. Living in the Great Ming, I am willing to exhaust everything to protect you, Yi Lang… Your aunt asks for nothing, only that you show some mercy to Deng Ying. Your aunt has nothing, she only has him…”

Yi Lang walked to Yang Wan’s side, trying to help her up, “Aunt, what are you saying? You still have Yi Lang, don’t you want Yi Lang anymore?”

His voice trembled slightly as if shocked by Yang Wan’s words.

Yang Wan looked at Yi Lang’s hand supporting her arm, “Your aunt will still protect Your Highness.”

Yi Lang raised his tear-filled face, shaking Yang Wan’s arm, “Aunt, why are you like this? Today before I went to Wenhua Hall, I saw him coming out of your chambers. He was disrespectful to you, I was only disciplining him. I was already very merciful to him! As long as he doesn’t disrespect you again, I won’t punish him like that!”

Yang Wan listened to Yi Lang’s words but didn’t speak again.

This silence truly frightened Yi Lang. He crouched down and kept trying to grab Yang Wan’s hands pressed against the ground, “Aunt… Aunt, please don’t stay silent.”

Yang Wan lowered her head and looked at him quietly.

“What do you want your aunt to say?”

“I’m sorry, Aunt, please don’t ignore me. I can no longer see Mother… if Aunt ignores Yi Lang, Yi Lang will be all alone.”

As he spoke, he gradually lost that maturity beyond his years, tears bursting forth as he cried inconsolably before Yang Wan.

“Aunt, I’m sorry… Yi Lang regrets it too, the punishment was too severe, but Aunt, I don’t want to see Aunt together with him. When I grow up, I’ll let Aunt leave the palace, get you an official title, and let Aunt live gloriously for life. Aunt… please don’t ignore Yi Lang…”

He cried with constant sobs. He had already been feverish, and now the fever grew worse – his forehead burning hot, his breath frighteningly warm.

Yang Wan reached out to feel his back, touching a patch of sweat that had gone cold half a day ago.

“When did the fever start?”

“Yi Lang doesn’t know.”

He spoke while crying.

Yang Wan raised her sleeve to wipe away his tears.

“Does it hurt?”

Yi Lang shook his head. “Yi Lang doesn’t hurt.”

Yang Wan untied her outer garment and wrapped it around Yi Lang, “Come, get up and go rest with Lady He Yu. Tomorrow, your aunt will go to Wenhua Hall to request leave from your teachers for you.”

But Yi Lang grabbed onto Yang Wan.

“Aunt.”

“Yes?”

“Please report to the Empress and summon the Imperial Physician for me.”

Yang Wan crouched down, “Tell your aunt, are you in great pain? Don’t lie to me.”

Yi Lang said with red eyes, “If you summon the Imperial Physician, they’ll open the Extreme Gate, and then Aunt can go get medicine. I’m sorry, Aunt, I didn’t mean to beat him so severely. My heart has been aching, I just didn’t want to say it.”

Yang Wan asked him softly, “Was this your first time ordering a punishment?”

“Yes.”

Yi Lang nodded, “Yi Lang will be more careful with punishments in the future, show mercy to those below, not be cruel. Will Aunt forgive Yi Lang?”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan bent down and embraced Yi Lang. In her arms, he cried even harder than before.

Yang Wan held this trembling child but couldn’t speak words of comfort.

In this dynasty, a group of people staked their lives on him, including Deng Ying.

But he also held the lives of many in his hands.

The “family-state” social system collapsed precisely because of its unfairness.

One can live a life for the greater good of the world, but that greater good shouldn’t take the form of any specific person.

At the guardhouse, Li Yu stood helplessly anxious outside Deng Ying’s door. Turning to see Yang Wan enter with red eyes, he said, “You’ve been crying?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, don’t cry. This isn’t the first time – I’ve been through worse, and look at me now, still fine, right? Just without medicine, when the fever comes at night, it will be very uncomfortable.”

Yang Wan took out medicine from her clothes, “I brought some.”

Li Yu grabbed the medicine and looked at it, “Amitabha, I’ll go in and apply it for him right away.”

Yang Wan took the medicine and moved to push open the door.

Li Yu quickly stopped her, “Didn’t you always say patients need privacy? What are you doing now? Just wait here.”

Yang Wan was pushed to the window, but she didn’t stay there, instead walking a few steps toward Li Yu.

“Li Yu.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for helping me take care of him, but not tonight.”

Li Yu scratched his head, “Yang Wan, this isn’t proper…”

“It’s fine, give me the medicine.”

Li Yu had to return the medicine to Yang Wan.

“I’ve boiled water, it’s on the table, still very hot, be careful.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan pushed open the door and entered. The lamplight immediately cast her shadow onto Deng Ying’s back.

“Not asleep?”

“No…”

Deng Ying’s voice was very soft.

Yang Wan sat down by the bed, “Second time.”

Deng Ying gave a coughing laugh, “What second time?”

“Second time seeing you like this.”

“Yes, Wan Wan, I’m truly pathetic.”

Yang Wan lifted the blanket covering his body, revealing bloodstains beneath.

“Where are your clothes? I’ll help you change.”

“In the cabinet behind you… take an old one, the less starched ones are softer.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan used the moment of turning her back to forcefully hold back her tears.

“Let me tell you, though I’ve seen you like this twice, I’ve never cared for such wounds before. I might hurt you in a moment, but you’re not allowed to make a fuss, understand?”

Deng Ying laughed softly.

“I won’t make a sound.”

“That’s good.”

Yang Wan reached out to sort through Deng Ying’s clothes, but the person behind her continued speaking: “Yang Wan, did I hurt you last night?”

Yang Wan’s back stiffened.

“No, not at all. For a woman, that was the best way.”

She turned around as she spoke, “It didn’t bring any harm at all, and Deng Ying, you were truly gentle and very restrained. Though you didn’t quite understand, you watched me the whole time, worried I might be uncomfortable or in pain, putting my feelings first. Deng Ying, let me ask you, in this world besides you, who else would treat me this way?”

Chapter 85: Mountain Moon and Pagoda (Part 3)
Yang Wan spoke as she rolled up her sleeves and sat down beside Deng Ying’s couch.

“After changing your clothes, let me apply the medicine.”

She said this expecting him to refuse, but to her surprise, he buried his head in the pillow and mumbled a muffled “All alright.”

He had decided to entrust himself completely to Yang Wan.

Body and soul, leaving himself no refuge.

“Don’t be upset when you see it.”

Yang Wan tilted her head back, choking out “I won’t be upset.”

As she spoke, she lifted the blanket from his lower body. Blood had crusted and stuck to his pants, making it impossible to peel away by hand.

Yang Wan got up to find scissors, carefully pinching Deng Ying’s pants with her fingers and cutting away the stuck parts bit by bit. With each cut, Deng Ying’s shoulders would jerk upward.

“Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan called softly to Deng Ying, but he was in too much pain to speak.

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, put down the scissors, and stroked Deng Ying’s back, slowly soothing the tremors in his body.

“Deng Ying, guess what the Great Ming Law will be like six hundred years from now.”

Deng Ying still didn’t make a sound.

Yang Wan raised her head, looking at the cold window shadows, and continued softly: “I think in a few hundred years, there won’t be punishments like caning anymore, nor castration. Each person’s crimes will end with themselves, not affecting their families. People who build buildings will be able to carve their names on the walls, letting everyone who passes by see them.”

Her voice was very gentle, and Deng Ying gradually calmed under her soothing.

“Will it be so…”

“Yes, it will.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, brushed aside the damp hair from his face, and bent down to whisper in his ear.

“Deng Ying, I don’t like the ‘feminine virtues’ that men demand women follow, so being with you makes me truly happy.”

She paused, “I just didn’t know that the freedom I gave myself would kill people here…”

She pressed her brow after speaking.

“But I still want freedom and want to give freedom to you, to Sister. Though I know you and Sister probably don’t want to trust me anymore…”

“No.”

Deng Ying coughed once, gently gripping Yang Wan’s hand, “I trust you.”

Yang Wan looked down at Deng Ying’s hand, “You said it. You must trust me completely.”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying nodded.

“Wan Wan, I’m not in so much pain now.”

“Then let me apply the medicine.”

That night, Yang Wan didn’t stay long in Deng Ying’s quarters. After he fell asleep, she returned to Chengqian Palace.

She didn’t go to see Yi Lang either, instead taking the key and going directly to Noble Consort Ning’s former chambers.

After Noble Consort Ning went to the Banana Garden, Yi Lang rarely entered the rear hall, so Yang Wan sealed all of Ning’s former clothes and valuables in the side room of the rear hall. There were dozens of boxes, large and small.

Yang Wan lit a lamp and opened these boxes one by one.

Noble Consort Ning’s lifetime accumulation was just over a thousand taels of silver, plus two boxes of gold, jade, and agate. Yang Wan crouched behind the boxes hugging her knees, muttering: “Sister, I’m going to use your things now, but I will return them to you.”

The days spent nursing Deng Ying was very peaceful.

Deng Ying was an especially cooperative patient – when medicine was brought, he would drink it; when Yang Wan wanted him to walk around, he would put on clothes and pace back and forth in his quarters. Besides Li Yu and Chen Hua, several eunuch boys from the Inner School also came to see him. They knelt beside his couch and kowtowed to him, then chattered about the books they had been reading recently.

Since becoming Superintendent of the Eastern Depot, Deng Ying hadn’t visited the Inner School much.

Perhaps because he was the only eunuch among all the instructors, the eunuch boys felt closer to him and less afraid, so even after not seeing him for many days, they remained familiar with each other.

Deng Ying reclined on his couch listening to them talk while Yang Wan brought nuts for them to eat, sitting to the side herself and listening to them ask Deng Ying questions about their books.

Though uncomfortable, Deng Ying still endured the pain and answered them in detail.

Listening to Deng Ying’s voice, Yang Wan couldn’t help thinking that over these two years, many people she knew had changed, but only Deng Ying remained as before, always willing to speak earnestly with everyone.

While talking with the eunuch boys was a moment of tranquility, the people who came to see him from the Eastern Depot all came to discuss business.

As the New Year approached, the Depot prison was nearly complete. Deng Ying requested imperial permission to transfer two Punishment Chiefs of a Thousand Households and over a hundred guards from the imperial prison. This made the regulations of the Depot prison nearly equal to the imperial prison.

When Qin Wende came to report this matter, Yang Wan was outside cooking noodles. Deng Ying was lying on his side reading on the couch. When Qin Wende went in, he asked Yang Wan, “Why was the young prince so angry? What disrespectful thing did our Superintendent say that day?”

Yang Wan shook her head, handing him the bowl of noodles, “Take this into him, make sure he eats it all, don’t leave any. I’m going to wash the clothes.”

Qin Wende saw Deng Ying’s clothes hanging on willow branches, some still faintly stained with blood.

“Ah… you know, it’s enough that the Superintendent lives simply, but Lady Yang, couldn’t you have the Chengqian Palace servants do this?”

Yang Wan tied up her sleeves with cotton string, saying, “I’m just not in the habit of ordering people around.”

She glanced inside the quarters. “By the way, help me with something.”

“Tell me.”

Yang Wan looked away, “How is Qingbo Pavilion now?”

“It’s closed, though when I went to look a few days ago, the seals had been removed.”

Yang Wan nodded.

“Their owners probably won’t return. Kuanqin Hall and several other publishing houses might want to take it over. Help me watch it, don’t let it be sold.”

Qin Wende asked, “What does my lady want to do?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “I want to buy it.”

Buying Qingbo Pavilion didn’t require much silver, but not only buying it but wanting to keep operating it would require considerable funds.

After Deng Ying could get out of bed, Yang Wan took half a day and had He Yu invite Song Yunqing to Chengqian Palace.

Walking with Yang Wan into the side room of the rear hall, Song Yunqing said, “I heard some big news.”

“What news?”

Song Yunqing spoke in riddles, “A son arresting his father – this is the first time in this dynasty.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan pressed her lips together and pushed open the window, “Tell me more.”

Song Yunqing said:

“Winter’s coming, and Chen Hua has been handling charcoal duties outside these past few days. I heard from him that Zhang Luo personally arrested Vice Minister Zhang from his home and imprisoned him in the imperial prison. The capital is in an uproar over this. Don’t you think the Minister of Justice is too ruthless?”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan quickly turned to ask, “Was this today?”

“Early this morning, Chen Hua saw it at Xihua Gate.”

Yang Wan’s shoulders suddenly relaxed.

Song Yunqing continued: “Vice Minister Zhang is an elder statesman of two reigns – to arrest him just like that, who knows what will happen? Though he probably can’t return to the cabinet or continue as the young prince’s teacher anymore. Speaking of which, who will the Hanlin Academy choose?”

Yang Wan nodded absently, not bothering to answer her question.

In history, Zhang Rong had been a minister of the Jinghe reign. If Song Yunqing’s words were true, then that piece of history she knew had truly been altered by her actions.

“Oh right… *cough cough*”

Song Yunqing coughed several times from the dust in the side room, waving her sleeve to fan it away, “Why did you bring me here?”

Yang Wan bent down to open a box, and Song Yunqing was dazzled by the gold and silver inside.

“Is this… yours?”

“No. It was left by Noble Consort Ning. I want to sort through it and calculate its value, but Deng Ying was injured and I’ve been too busy these past few days, so I asked for your help.”

Song Yunqing crouched down, “Why sort through these now?”

Yang Wan replied, “Preparing them for the young prince. The new year is coming soon.”

Song Yunqing smiled, “Alright, I’ll help you count. It’s been a long time since we worked together.”

Yang Wan smiled, “Have you thought about working with me after leaving the palace?”

Song Yunqing laughed, “I’ve saved some money, enough to live a simple life. After leaving the palace, I’ll find a place to settle down, and live quietly by myself.”

Yang Wan nodded, smiling, “That’s good too.”

She handed her a brush.

They counted separately, and by dusk had completed less than half.

Yang Wan looked at the sky, estimating Yi Lang would soon return from his studies.

Song Yunqing straightened up, “You go look after the prince. This won’t be finished quickly – I’ll count a bit more. I’m not on duty the day after tomorrow, I’ll come to help you finish counting then.”

Yang Wan nodded, and just as she reached the central courtyard, He Yu came up saying, “The Superintendent brought the young prince back.”

Yang Wan was startled, about to hurry to the study, but He Yu held her back saying, “Don’t worry, my lady. Qing Meng said His Highness met the Superintendent on the road. They talked while walking back, with no arguments.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan calmed somewhat.

“Where are they?”

“His Highness asked the Superintendent to the study.”

Yang Wan lightened her steps, quietly walking outside the study.

The charcoal inside burned warmly, waves of warm air escaping through the door crack.

Yi Lang and Deng Ying stood together under the lamp, Yi Lang looking up at Deng Ying.

“Today I questioned Vice Minister Zhang and learned about the Qingbo Pavilion case, but I don’t understand why the teacher would do such things.”

Deng Ying crouched down.

His wounds weren’t fully healed, and being unsteady, he supported himself on the windowsill.

He looked up at Yi Lang, “Has Your Highness read Lord Yang’s ‘Land Clearing Policy’?”

Yi Lang nodded, “Yes, Uncle wants to return fields to the people and implement new tax systems in the south.”

“Mm. What does Your Highness think?”

Yi Lang was silent for a moment, “I think returning fields to the people and basing taxes on land are policies that benefit the people.”

“What does Lord Zhang think?”

“Teacher…”

Yi Lang lowered his head, “Teacher has never quite approved of this new policy. He says ancestral systems shouldn’t be lightly violated.”

Deng Ying coughed once, “So does Your Highness understand now?”

Yi Lang’s eyes reddened as he nodded silently, then looked up and said, “Is this… what they call factional struggle?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying closed his eyes and took a breath, “Throughout history, factional struggles in officialdom have been unavoidable, but Your Highness need not fear. You only need to choose from their political views those positions that benefit both country and people.”

Though Yi Lang nodded upon hearing this, his eyes grew increasingly red. He raised his sleeve to wipe his eyes, then continued pressing his lips together to hold back tears.

Deng Ying asked, “May this servant ask why Your Highness is distressed?”

Yi Lang shook his head, “I feel like all the principles I learned before were false.”

“No.”

Deng Ying switched his supporting leg, his other hand also bracing against the ground, “Your Highness must understand, the ‘Zhenguan Political Principles,’ ‘Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government,’ the Four Books and Five Classics are all works that ancient worthies poured their hearts and souls into. They teach Your Highness how to conduct yourself, as they once taught this servant how to deal with the world. Who put these books before Your Highness is not important – what’s important is whether Your Highness’s character can resonate with these ancient worthies.”

The candlelight flickered, two lamps going out, casting shadows across Deng Ying’s face.

“Deng Ying.”

Yi Lang called to him.

Deng Ying raised his head and responded, “This servant is here.”

“I was so harsh with you, why are you still willing to tell me these things?”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “When Your Highness is free of doubts, we can all be free of doubts. When Your Highness is clear-minded, all under heaven can be clear-minded.”

After hearing this, Yi Lang lowered his head and was silent for a long time.

“Before… I had never punished anyone, I didn’t know it would…”

“Your Highness did nothing wrong.”

Deng Ying interrupted, “Your Highness punished this servant for disrespecting your aunt. This servant bears it on his body and remembers it in his heart. But I hope Your Highness can know that punishment is cruel, and be careful in its use.”

Chapter 86: Mountain Moon and Pagoda (Part 4)
Yang Wan stood outside the door, listening to their conversation.

Deng Ying was discussing the “Benevolence” chapter from Volume Five of “Zhenguan Zhengyao.” He spoke of how in the seventh year of Zhenguan, Tang Taizong mourned Zhang Gongjin, the Governor of Xiangzhou, disregarding the inauspicious day, and how in the fifteenth year, Tang Taizong issued an edict to comfort sick soldiers. Yi Lang listened quietly to Deng Ying’s words, occasionally asking questions.

When Deng Ying left the study, the sky was overcast, and Chengqian Palace was already lit with lanterns.

Yang Wan waited for him at the bottom of the steps, arms crossed, smiling at him. “You’re amazing.”

Deng Ying was still unsteady on his feet, having to hold onto the corridor pillars while descending the steps.

Yang Wan extended her hand to support Deng Ying, watching the steps beneath his feet as she continued softly: “I’m not worthy of comparison.”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan with a smile, “I heard you want to buy Qingbo House.”

“Did Qin Wende tell you?”

“Yes, why do you want to buy it?”

Yang Wan looked up: “Because it’s the voice of the Great Ming. Though at its strongest it might break, I still love it.”

The voice of the Great Ming.

It was the first time Deng Ying had heard someone use the term “voice” to describe popular literature – vivid, yet so precise it created a mental image that seemed almost cruel.

“Do you have enough money to buy and operate it?”

“Even if I asked you, it wouldn’t help.”

She took Deng Ying’s arm, “The money is from Sister and Yi Lang. I’m borrowing it and will pay it back later. You, as the Eastern Depot Superintendent, just help me protect it. Let it make money.”

Deng Ying nodded with a smile, responding with a soft “Alright.”

The two walked along the palace path, with Deng Ying, still recovering from his severe injuries, taking each step with difficulty.

Yang Wan looked up at the moon while walking and suddenly said: “At the end of this month, take me outside the palace.”

Deng Ying asked: “Where do you want to go?”

“I want to take you home for dinner.”

Deng Ying stopped, hesitating to speak.

Yang Wan turned back, “Are you afraid of Yang Zixi?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying followed Yang Wan’s gaze toward the palace wall, “Perhaps before long, he’ll be interrogating me personally.”

“Why?”

“Next year, Hangzhou will implement new tax policies. The Ministry of Revenue has already started auditing the remaining school lands in Hangzhou.”

Yang Wan squeezed her fingers, “How will you handle it?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Once Chushan Academy and Hutan Academy are investigated, the Directorate of Ceremonial will protect me.”

Yang Wan furrowed her brows upon hearing this, turning to face Deng Ying: “If the Directorate of Ceremonial protects you, what will happen to those who impeach you?”

Deng Ying remained silent.

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying and said: “You must protect them.”

Deng Ying raised his hand to caress Yang Wan’s cheek, “Wan’er, when my injuries are better when I can sit for long periods, I’ll go home with you for dinner.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, her skin brushing against Deng Ying’s palm.

“Are you still in pain?”

Deng Ying stroked Yang Wan’s eye corner, shaking his head, “It’s been scabbed over for a long time. The medicine you gave me was very good.”

After the scabs formed and fell off, then the swelling subsided, Deng Ying’s injuries lasted until the deep winter of the thirteenth year of Zhenning.

During this time, Yi Lang was willing to let Deng Ying stay in his study, occasionally allowing the weakened Deng Ying to sit before him.

Starting from early December, the Hanlin Academy recommended an elderly scholar, Wang Linjiang, as the Crown Prince’s teacher. He began teaching Yi Lang “Zhenguan Zhengyao” from the beginning, and after the lessons, Yi Lang would review with Deng Ying.

When Deng Ying was present, Yang Wan rarely entered, and even when she did, it was only to bring them refreshments.

Once, she made noodles for the two men. Since Deng Ying couldn’t eat in front of Yi Lang, he sat on the corridor steps to eat.

To avoid spilling the soup, he carefully rolled up his sleeves, exposing his forearms in the cold night, eating slowly and deliberately, one bite at a time.

Yi Lang in the study would occasionally glance at Deng Ying but say nothing.

Yang Wan stood alone by the side window, watching these two men eating their noodles in silence before her. Though she stood by the cold window, her heart felt warm.

Pure as snow, without distant fragrance – Deng Ying was someone whose true heart could only be understood after becoming close to him.

Yang Wan saw in him a kind of sacrificial beauty, like the core of mono-aware aesthetics.

Rolling up the blinds on a winter day, seeing snow covering the ground, knowing it would soon turn to mud, yet still being moved by its self-consuming dedication to this moment of purity. He had no distant fragrance, unknown in the night, only to be fortunately encountered when raising a lantern and rolling up the blinds.

“All things are humble and without evil. That’s why Terajima Jutaro wrote: ‘Being born human, I am sorry.'”

Yang Wan wrote these words in her notebook.

That day, Yi Lang bestowed a winter garment upon Deng Ying.

The moon-white silk was lined with some unknown animal down – Yang Wan remembered, it was Deng Ying’s only bright-colored robe.

Wearing this winter garment, Deng Ying took Yang Wan out of the palace.

It was the twenty-fourth day of the twelfth month when common people worshiped the Kitchen God. Every noble household hung red pouches to receive “flying notes” for good fortune.

Outside Guangji Temple, they were setting up mountain lanterns, twelve zhang high, with over a hundred gold and jade-colored lanterns hanging from them. Yang Wan looked up at the half-constructed lantern frame while walking, “I see they’re also setting up ao-mountain lanterns in the palace, the tallest one is even higher than this.”

Deng Ying nodded, “This year the palace has eight lanterns total. The largest one you saw is at Taihe Hall, sent by several Hangzhou officials. This one at Guangji Temple was also made by the inner court. Starting from New Year’s Eve, it will burn for eight days for the common people to enjoy.”

Yang Wan lowered her head: “One ao-mountain lantern costs a thousand gold.”

Just then, they heard Yang Lun’s voice from under the mountain lantern, “‘Xuanhe’s colored mountains bring joy to the people’ – even the Ministry of Rites would draft such things. The officials of the Ministry of Revenue, in years of famine, I’d nearly kneel at the office gate. Who can afford such joy?”

Xiao Wen, standing behind him, quickly grabbed his arm, “These words frighten me just hearing them. His Majesty wishes to share joy with the people, making these ao-mountain lanterns. We should just watch. Today Jing’er is released from prison, and Wan’er is coming home. I know you work at the Ministry of Revenue, and seeing such extravagance displeases you, but no matter how upset you are, at least endure it today. Wan’er suffered such serious injuries in the prison during autumn, while you were in Hangzhou we couldn’t inquire about anything. If you don’t feel guilty, I do. I don’t manage anything, but today’s opera and wine expenses, I must let Wan’er have one happy day at home.”

At the mention of Yang Wan, Yang Lun’s expression changed, “When did she say she’d come?”

Xiao Wen said: “She said before chen time… Eh?”

As she spoke, she had already spotted Yang Wan in the street market. She hurriedly lifted her skirts and went with the maids to meet her. When she reached them and saw Deng Ying standing beside Yang Wan, she quickly began to bow in the manner of a married woman, but Yang Lun caught her arm, “You have a title.”

Xiao Wen felt embarrassed.

Deng Ying stepped back and bowed to Yang Lun, “Lord Yang.” Then he returned Xiao Wen’s greeting, “Deng Ying pays respects to the Lady.”

Seeing him bow, Yang Wan also bowed to Yang Lun and Xiao Wen.

Xiao Wen quickly helped Yang Wan up, “Didn’t you say chen time? Why so early?”

Yang Wan replied: “Today the palace worships the Kitchen God. The young prince has no lessons and was taken by the Empress early to eat kitchen candy. I had nothing to do, so I asked Deng Ying to bring me out early.”

Xiao Wen held Yang Wan’s hand tightly, “I haven’t seen you for almost two years. Since our Lady became unwell, the old madam’s health collapsed from crying. Now she’s not clear-minded, calling your and the Lady’s names every day. We told her the Lady’s name couldn’t be spoken, so she just kept mentioning you. Day after day asking me if you’re married, the Zhang family…”

Yang Lun coughed.

Xiao Wen regretted her words, “Ah, I’m such a muddle-head, I’ll say no more.”

Yang Wan held Xiao Wen’s hand with a smile, “I’m doing very well in the palace.”

“Well is good.”

Xiao Wen pressed her eyes corners, “It’s very cold outside, let’s go in.”

Yang Wan agreed, turned back to look at Deng Ying, “Come on.”

Deng Ying smiled and nodded at Yang Wan, but didn’t stay close to her, walking a few steps behind Yang Lun, following the servants through the gate.

Yang Lun, hands behind his back, asked Deng Ying, “I want to ask you something.”

“Yes.”

Yang Lun coughed, “Yesterday the Ministry of Justice went to the Northern Courier Station to retrieve files, the Cabinet saw them too. Zhang Cong’s crime was listed as private dealings with the inner court. Why was such a charge suddenly brought?”

Deng Ying asked in return, “Why are you asking me?”

Yang Lun stopped walking, “He was the only one in the Cabinet who opposed implementing the new policy, and at this time he suddenly goes to prison. What am I supposed to think? And this charge is truly well chosen – private dealings with the inner court – instantly become a capital case… Heh… Even the Donglin faction has nothing to say about it.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan, who was chattering away with Xiao Wen ahead, “Yang Wan did it.”

Yang Lun raised his eyebrows, “Wan’er?”

He looked at Yang Wan in surprise, “She’s treating the Great Ming’s government like a woman’s game!”

“Yang Zixi.”

Deng Ying suddenly called out Yang Lun’s formal name.

Yang Lun was startled, and before he could speak, Deng Ying continued: “When did you become so arrogant that you can’t even accommodate your sister?”

Yang Lun retorted: “When did I not accommodate her? I just don’t want her playing with fire and getting burned.”

“If she hadn’t done this, Noble Consort Ning’s preface to ‘Five Worthies’ would have been printed at Qingbo House. Then when His Majesty became enraged, the Northern Courier Station would have arrested Yang Jing and you.”

Yang Lun was struck speechless.

Deng Ying continued regardless of the silence, “Yang Zixi, if this is a woman’s game, could you still be implementing new policies in Hangzhou?”

The two men stood in the snow-covered courtyard, their breath turning to white vapor.

Yang Lun brushed the frost from his clothes and snorted, “Deng Fuling, your temper is unusually bold today.”

Deng Ying stepped back and bowed, “Please forgive me, my lord.”

Yang Lun looked down at Deng Ying, “Save those words for a few days later. The people sent by the Ministry of Revenue to audit the school lands in Hangzhou have returned. At most by the new year, the Cabinet’s impeachment against you will be submitted. I have no position to delay further for you. Take care of yourself.”

“Will you join the Cabinet in signing that memorial?”

“I won’t sign!”

His voice suddenly rose: “When you’re convicted, I’ll personally inventory your household, let people see how laughable the penniless Eastern Depot Superintendent is.”

Deng Ying gave a short laugh, stepping closer to Yang Lun, “Zixi, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”

“You just can’t bear to hear me talk about Yang Wan.”

He lowered his head after speaking, unable to help laughing.

“Our family gathering for a meal, and she had to bring you back, making it seem like a bride’s visit home…”

He wanted to slap himself for saying the words “bride’s visit.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Lun’s embarrassed expression and smiled, looking down, “It’s been three years since I last ate at your home.”

Upon hearing this, Yang Lun turned and walked toward the threshold, calling to the servants as he went: “Bring wine!”

Chapter 87: Mountain Moon and Pagoda (Part 5)
The feast was laid out in the small flower hall. Yang Lun’s two concubines helped Xiao Wen arrange the seats.

Yang Jing, having caught a cold in the imperial prison, appeared frail, wrapped in a thick fox fur cloak, and greeted Yang Wan at the door.

Yang Wan asked her, “When will you return to the Wenhua Hall?”

Yang Jing smiled wryly, “I’ve failed Sister. I won’t be going back.”

Yang Wan nodded and took out a Qingbo House edition of “Five Worthies” from her bundle, handing it to Yang Jing.

Yang Jing took it and saw the author’s name was written as “Du Heng.”

“Du Heng?”

“Yes.”

Yang Jing looked up, “Why Du Heng? He died of illness last month.”

Yang Wan patted Yang Jing’s shoulder, “Yang Jing, listen to Sister. It’s fine not to return to Wenhua Hall. Stay outside, study with a clean conscience, and take the spring imperial examination next year.”

Yang Jing stared at the book cover for a long while before looking up, “Thank you, Sister.”

Yang Wan gestured for her to rest while she rolled up her sleeves to help the two concubines set the table.

Xiao Wen looked at the seating arrangement with hesitation and pulled Yang Wan aside, “Today I’m confused about the seating order.”

She glanced outside the threshold, “Should we give the seat of honor to Superintendent Deng?”

Yang Wan smiled, “Sister-in-law, just have someone bring me a thick cushion.”

Xiao Wen turned to the maid, “Go get a cushion.” Then asked Yang Wan, “Are you not feeling well?”

Yang Wan shook her head, about to answer when Yang Lun strode into the flower hall, taking off his cape and handing it to Xiao Wen, asking, “Have you chosen the opera?”

Xiao Wen replied, “Let’s wait for the Superintendent to choose.”

Yang Lun glanced at Deng Ying who followed behind him, “Tired of ‘The Thousand Gold’?”

Deng Ying stepped inside with a smile, “‘ The Phoenix Cry’ is better.”

Yang Lun looked at Yang Wan, “What do you want to hear?”

Yang Wan, hugging the soft cushion, asked, “Is there ‘Bo Ya Plays the Qin’?”

Yang Lun gave Yang Wan a look, “‘ Lüshi Chunqiu’ isn’t for entertainment, we don’t have that here!” Then he called out to the opera stage, “Sing ‘The Appointment of the General’ from ‘The Thousand Gold’!”

‘The Appointment of the General’ was about Han Xin’s appointment, the scene “Destitute Han Xin Ascends the Platform” from the fifty scenes of ‘The Thousand Gold’, following “Han Xin Begs for Food in Huaiyin County.”

After three rounds of drinks, Yang Lun became emotional, his eyes red as he struck his chopsticks and stood in the hall to sing a verse of “Breaking Jade Song”:

“Before General Han’s time came,

In Huaiyin he suffered shame beneath the legs.

By the river, he fished to survive,

The washerwoman showed him kindness and brought food to keep him alive.

‘Appointed general, granted marquis, appointed general, granted marquis,

A thousand gold to thank you, a thousand gold to thank you.'”

After singing, Yang Lun was thoroughly drunk but refused to leave the table.

Yang Wan sent Xiao Wen, Yang Jing, and the others to rest, dismissed the attending servants, and sat propping her chin, watching the two men amid the messy dishes.

Deng Ying wasn’t drunk but remained silent.

Yang Wan looked at Yang Lun and said, “So drunk like this, better to have a good cry.”

“I’m not drunk!”

Yang Lun knocked over the cold soup in front of Yang Wan, propped himself up, and rambled at Deng Ying, “Deng Fuling, tell me how you ended up becoming a eunuch…”

Deng Ying reached out to support Yang Lun’s arm, “Because my Deng family was guilty.”

“The Deng family’s guilt has nothing to do with you!”

Yang Lun stood up swaying, and as Deng Ying tried to support him, he pulled at his wound, unable to help saying, “Yang Zixi, will you please sit down?”

Yang Lun shook off Deng Ying’s hand and spat, “Stop meddling with me!”

Yang Wan pulled Yang Lun back to his seat, his head hitting the chair back with a “thud,” making him even more dizzy.

“If he didn’t meddle, you would have died on the river!”

“So what if I died on the river? Why should I owe him anything!”

He covered his eyes with his sleeve, “I, Yang Lun, have lived my life without shame before heaven and the common people, so clean and proper, why must I owe him, Deng Fuling…”

Deng Ying looked up at Yang Lun, and took a sip of the cold wine from the table, “I never asked you to owe me.”

“But I do owe you! Thank you so much I can’t even protect my sister! You’ve ruined her like this, and I as her brother can’t kill you with my own hands, can’t even curse you properly, I, Yang Lun, am just a…”

As he spoke, he loudly slapped himself.

Yang Wan quickly grabbed his arm, “Have you gone mad?”

Yang Lun, with the handprint on his face, looked at Yang Wan through drunken eyes and suddenly cried out miserably, “You’re both protecting me, but I can’t protect either of you.”

Yang Wan froze, speechless.

Deng Ying’s voice came from across Yang Wan.

“Zixi, serving as an official at court, managing well your corner is already admirable. One can’t perfect everything in officialdom, you must overcome this in your heart.”

He moved the wine cup away from Yang Lun.

“Drink less wine in the future, take care of your health.”

“Damn it.”

Yang Lun cursed under his breath, “I told you to stop meddling!”

Deng Ying smiled, “Zixi, one of us must survive to write the teacher’s epitaph. Your calligraphy is better than mine.”

Yang Lun coughed a laugh, his whole body slumping in the chair, “Teacher only appreciated your calligraphy, you know that…”

With those words, he finally slumped in the chair, drunk and lost to the world.

After Yang Wan handed Yang Lun over to Xiao Wen to settle, she left with Deng Ying, walking toward Donghua Gate.

Snow fell like goose feathers, landing silently on the umbrella Deng Ying held up.

Near the year’s end, people bustled back and forth in the streets, the sweet fragrance of kitchen candy wafting into their noses. Yang Wan walked with her hands behind her back, looking at the cooking smoke rising over the city, saying, “I wish this year wouldn’t end.”

Deng Ying turned his head, “Why?”

Yang Wan stopped and faced Deng Ying, “Because right now is good. But I’m not afraid of next year either, Deng Xiao Ying…”

Deng Ying smiled, “Wan’er, I’ve always wanted to ask, why do you add ‘Xiao’ to the middle of my name?”

Yang Wan looked up, “It’s a term of endearment.”

“Deng Xiao Ying, I can’t let go anymore. No matter how difficult it gets, I want to face it with you. Who cares what happens later, I refuse to believe we can’t live well, watching those we protect create a new world.”

She finished speaking and looked up at the snowy sky.

With Zhang Cong’s departure from the Cabinet, the crack in history lay before Yang Wan.

For Yang Wan, this was her heroism.

Even if she wasn’t the fish that slipped through the net, she would fight desperately to swim out of it.

The study of history teaches one to view the rise and fall of a dynasty comprehensively, encompassing everyone’s actions and deaths within it.

But Yang Wan wanted to see the “people.”

Yi Lang’s compassion, Yang Lun’s contradictions, and her descent.

After two years in the Ming Dynasty, she suddenly began to understand the meaning of time travel.

It wasn’t about self-destruction, nor about arrogantly shattering others’ beliefs, but about living as a vibrant person, living on despite being covered in scars, living to love people, respect people, establish lives for people, or create memorials for them. Even if nothing could be changed, one shouldn’t give up on becoming a real memory for others.

“Deng Xiao Ying.”

“Mm?”

“Smile for me.”

Deng Ying stood under the umbrella, looking at Yang Wan and shaking his head as he laughed.

“Come here, Wan’er.”

Without thinking after hearing those words, Yang Wan threw herself into his embrace.

Deng Ying gently stroked Yang Wan’s temple, “Originally, I didn’t want to live too long, but now I’ve begun to desire a peaceful end. I fear I won’t live long enough to atone for my sins against you.”

Yang Wan wrapped her arms around Deng Ying’s waist.

“I asked you for one smile, and you made me cry instead. Now you have to give me ten smiles, or you’ll sleep under my bed today.”

As soon as she finished speaking, her face was lifted.

Deng Ying’s smile came into view as the last pure snow of the fourteenth year of Zhenning fell to its end.

The first month of the fifteenth year of Zhenning.

After the fifteenth day of the New Year, the minor officials of the Ministry of Revenue were driven to distraction by demands for the annual silver. Early one morning, as Yang Lun walked into the Ministry of Revenue office, the Minister immediately summoned him to the main hall. Inside, tea bowls were laid out, and both Bai Yuyang and Qi Huaiyang were present. The three had already had one round of tea, and beside Bai Yuyang was an empty chair, clearly left for Yang Lun.

The Minister of Revenue gestured for Yang Lun to sit and said to Bai Yuyang, “Lord Qi, please continue.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Actually, I don’t have much more to say, just the question of whether we should write this impeachment memorial or not.”

Bai Yuyang said, “If our Ministry of Revenue and Ministry of Justice don’t write it, do you think the Censorate can’t pick up the brush?”

He stood up, “Ever since Zhang Cong was imprisoned for private dealings with the inner court, the Six Offices have wanted to hang the Cabinet on the city tower for public scorn. If the impeachment against Deng Ying comes from the Censorate, think about it…”

“Minister Bai, don’t be hasty.”

Qi Huaiyang glanced at Yang Lun, trying to mediate, “Even if we write it, we need to consider who should take the lead. The Cabinet Elder is ill now, exhausted from the many threads of Hangzhou’s new policies. We absolutely cannot trouble him further.”

“You want me to write it.”

Yang Lun interrupted Qi Huaiyang, looking up at Bai Yuyang.

“Bai Yuyang, let me tell you, I, Yang Lun, won’t write this memorial, nor will I sign it.”

Bai Yuyang strode to Yang Lun’s front, “When Fu Bainian exposed the Hangzhou school lands, you protected them. Now you won’t even clear your name?”

Yang Lun said, “If you want to impeach him, I have nothing to say. The Hangzhou school lands should be cleared, clear them. Those vermin in Hangzhou who should be arrested, arrest them. When Deng Ying is imprisoned, I’ll personally request permission to confiscate his property. Is that enough to prove my innocence?”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Yang Lun, don’t be so temperamental. Today’s public discussion in the ministry hall hasn’t concluded. The lords need to express their thoughts and concerns. Deng Ying is now the Eastern Depot Superintendent, not an ordinary Palace Secretary. His Majesty has increasingly trusted the Eastern Depot in recent years. Once this impeachment memorial goes up, it must be decisive. Otherwise, if he takes the opportunity to strike back, we’ll all be in danger.”

Yang Lun put down his teacup, “Fine, let me ask you, lords, do you think His Majesty will deal with Deng Ying?”

Qi Huaiyang remained silent.

Bai Yuyang said, “Are you saying that if His Majesty doesn’t deal with him, we should let him embezzle right under our noses?”

“He hasn’t embezzled!”

“How do you know!”

The two men were at daggers drawn, Yang Lun clenched his fists but couldn’t speak.

Bai Yuyang pressed, “The Hangzhou new policy is yours and your father’s life’s work. We overcame countless difficulties to implement it to this point. The common people are eagerly hoping they can eat their fill this year. Now there are obstacles everywhere in the localities, officials whose authority exceeds the Cabinet’s. What do they rely on? Isn’t it the Directorate of Ceremonial and the Eastern Depot? They’ve all become sons of eunuchs, forgetting their sovereign father. As officials, instead of clearing the clouds for our sovereign father, you sympathize with the eunuchs. Yang Lun, your actions are neither those of a conscientious official nor of the pure stream, but of one in league with those eunuchs. It’s utterly shameless!”

Chapter 88: Mountain Moon and Pagoda (Part 6)
After Bai Yuyang finished speaking, his blood rushed to his head, veins bulging, and he could barely stand steady.

Yang Lun looked up at him, and after a moment of confrontation, suddenly slammed the table and stood up. He was naturally broad-shouldered and long-armed, with an upright bearing, standing half a head taller than Bai Yuyang. Qi Huaiyang thought the two would come to blows and stood up with Yang Lun, but Yang Lun said nothing, just shot Bai Yuyang a fierce glare before storming out of the Revenue Ministry’s main hall.

Bai Yuyang said hatefully, “If it weren’t for Father’s regard for him, just these few words today, along with his obstruction of the school land investigation last autumn, his name should have a place on the impeachment memorial!”

Qi Huaiyang advised, “Let it be. Elder Bai repeatedly instructed us while ill to keep our tempers in check and discuss things properly. This impeachment memorial must be written, but we must be precise with the wording.”

“Hmph.”

Bai Yuyang sat back in his chair, pointing at the front door and speaking with murderous intent, “How can we discuss? The man’s gone!”

The Minister of Revenue pressed his brow and gestured to calm Bai Yuyang, “He hasn’t left. The officials outside are causing trouble over empty salaries, he can still barely keep them in check. Let him go. We can speak more calmly without him here.”

Bai Yuyang took a sip of cold tea, barely suppressing his temper.

Qi Huaiyang said, “Now that Yang Lun refuses to take the lead, who will write this memorial?”

Bai Yuyang glanced at the Minister of Revenue, who lowered his head to drink tea, saying nothing.

Seeing them both silent, Qi Huaiyang also sat down without speaking.

After a long while, Bai Yuyang finally spoke, “I’ll ask Elder Bai’s opinion again.”

Qi Huaiyang asked, “Has the Cabinet Elder’s illness shown improvement?”

Bai Yuyang shook his head, “No improvement yet this spring. We’ll have to wait until the weather warms further.”

Qi Huaiyang sighed, “When people age, they truly can’t withstand persecution. I heard Vice Minister Zhang isn’t doing well in prison either. By year’s end, he seemed quite infirm.”

Bai Yuyang said, “Indeed. That son of his… ruthless.”

At this point, all three men felt uneasy. After the chen hour, with matters requiring attention in various ministries, they dispersed.

That day, when the Imperial Dispensary brought Yi Lang his tonic soup, Yang Wan went along with Imperial Physician Peng to get medicine for Deng Ying.

Imperial Physician Peng asked, “Is the Superintendent’s wound mostly healed?”

“Yes, your medicine has always been good. Just recently I’ve noticed he seems uncomfortable walking, I fear his leg injury is troubling him again.”

Imperial Physician Peng said, “That’s always been difficult to treat. If he neglects the internal and external medicines for any length of time, previous progress is wasted.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “Yes, I must trouble you to take extra care. I’ll watch him closely in the future, ensure he follows your treatment properly.”

Imperial Physician Peng laughed, “Young lady, you worry so much about others, you must take care of yourself too. The transition between winter and spring often brings back old injuries. If Young Lady Yang has any discomfort, you can consult with the female physicians about ways to maintain your health.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Yes.”

While waiting for Deng Ying’s medicine to be prepared, they spoke further about dietary methods for treating children’s lung heat during the winter-spring transition.

By the time she left with the medicine, the sun was setting in the western mountains.

Yang Wan carried the medicine toward the Inner Eastern Depot, when suddenly she saw someone in a dark robe walking toward her.

Yang Wan recognized him at once as Zhang Luo.

She did not attempt to avoid him, silently stopping to wait for him to approach.

“Thank you for not torturing my brother.”

She spoke and curtsied.

Standing straight to meet Zhang Luo’s gaze, “In the Qingbo House case, my lord did not take revenge on anyone. I’m grateful. I’m here now, whatever you wish to do to me, I won’t say anything.”

Zhang Luo’s face was pale, his jaw stubble showing a faint blue, standing ramrod straight, his face as if bound by a mask, very rigid. He had just left the prison. Before leaving the torture chamber, his father had knelt before the torture rack begging him for mercy. He had said nothing, only ordered someone to change his father’s tattered prison garment.

The Qingbo House case was nearly concluded, and he finally recalled what Yang Wan had said to him in front of Wenhua Hall: “I only hope that when my lord encounters the truth, he can still treat the guilty as he once treated me.”

“That man is my father. You used me against him. Aren’t you afraid I’ll kill you?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “It was just a gamble, betting on the Great Ming Code in your heart.”

For a woman to calculate human nature isn’t rare; what’s difficult is calculating both system and human nature together.

Zhang Luo stared at Yang Wan like a hawk eyeing its prey, “When did the Great Ming Code ever allow servants to meddle in politics? Yang Wan, you’re seeking your death.”

Yang Wan raised her head, “I understand, but I have no other path. I harm no innocent person, I only seek justice for the wronged. The Great Ming Code indeed doesn’t allow women to do this, but I want to ask, if I don’t do it, who will?”

She stepped closer to Zhang Luo, “Over eighty people at Tongjia Academy were brutally killed by you, Zhang Zhanchun died tragically, Zheng Bingbi was beaten to death, my sister was imprisoned, my brother nearly died in the cold river, the Crown Prince lives in daily fear in Chengqian Palace, having to both respect his imperial father and understand state affairs. I won’t speak of what I should do as a woman, but as a person who hasn’t lost their mind – I couldn’t save them, but I can’t do nothing, can I?”

Zhang Luo grabbed Yang Wan’s wrist, causing the medicine she held to scatter on the ground. “You such arrogance, where does it leave our Great Ming’s governance!”

“Then you do it.”

Yang Wan’s gaze softened, “Deputy Commander Zhang, save those who have been wronged… If you can save them, I’m willing to accept punishment. If you can’t save them, then please let me be.”

After speaking, she slowly pulled her wrist from Zhang Luo’s hand. She took a deep breath, rolled up her sleeves, and went to gather the scattered herbs. The herbs were too crushed, and Zhang Luo had stepped on them; she couldn’t gather them all. She simply knelt, letting down her sleeves to sweep them together.

Zhang Luo looked down at Yang Wan’s hands.

To Zhang Luo, Yang Wan had always been contradictory.

Like all prison inmates, once in prison garments, Yang Wan was just a trembling female prisoner without the strength to bind a chicken. Now kneeling to gather medicine, she appeared as helpless and humble as any other palace servant. But no matter how afraid she was, she could still constrain him with her words. Zhang Luo even felt it wasn’t just verbal constraint, but one kind of integrity crushing another kind of integrity.

As for why he would apply the word “integrity” to a woman, he couldn’t understand it himself.

“Someone come help her gather these.”

Yang Wan looked up from her kneeling position, “I don’t need men’s pity.”

“Without men’s pity, what do you rely on to live?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “On my pity for you all.”

Zhang Luo ordered the guard, “Pull her up.”

Yang Wan was lifted by the Embroidered Uniform Guard, before the strong men she was like a delicate vine flower, hanging there frailly. Zhang Luo raised his hand, but before his fingers could touch her chin, she said, “I don’t like being touched like this.”

Zhang Luo fell silent for a moment, slowly lowering his hand.

The guard presented the gathered herbs to Zhang Luo, who took them and held them out before Yang Wan’s eyes. Yang Wan looked at him warily but didn’t take them.

Zhang Luo tilted his chin up, looking down at her, “Yang Wan, I’m not as shameless as you think. My father betrayed imperial grace, he deserves punishment. I won’t take revenge for the Qingbo House case. Your crime of defying propriety and interfering in state affairs, I’ll note for now.”

He raised his arm, “Take your medicine back, and take care of yourself.”

The golden sun was setting in the west, casting long shadows everywhere.

Yang Wan held the medicine to her chest, and after a long while, finally managed to release the breath she’d been holding.

She pulled her clothes tight and hurried to the Inner Eastern Depot, but Deng Ying wasn’t in the office. Qin Wende told Yang Wan that tomorrow was the regular court, His Majesty would attend at Fengtian Gate, and the Directorate of Ceremonial was holding its customary grand deliberation today, which all supervisors had to attend.

Since the founding emperor of the Ming Dynasty, daily court sessions usually continued without interruption, rarely being canceled even in bad weather. Only when imperial consorts or princely relatives passed away would a court be suspended for one to three days as per “mourning ritual.” But by Emperor Zhenning’s reign, this had gradually become lax. From the fourth year of Zhenning, regular court sessions had been abolished, and daily administration completely handed over to the cooperation between the Directorate of Ceremonial and the Cabinet. Only for major state affairs would Emperor Zhenning attend court at Fengtian Gate.

Yang Wan calculated the time in the fourteenth year of Zhenning; the most recent imperial attendance at regular court was the twenty-third day of the first month – tomorrow.

Emperor Zhenning was obsessed with controlling state finances, typically holding grand deliberations on finance at the start of the year. This was vital to state survival – if not discussed well, it would be disastrous for the Ministry of Revenue, local taxation, and even border defense. Moreover, this year was the first year of implementing the “new field tax” in Hangzhou. Before the new year, the Cabinet had already presented the situation at Yangxin Hall, begging Emperor Zhenning to preside over the discussion.

When the emperor was to attend morning court, almost no one in the Directorate of Ceremonial could sleep the night before.

Deng Ying, having difficulty sitting for long, simply stood at his desk, bending to review the Ministry of Revenue’s memorials.

Under the eaves, melting snow fell in rhythmic drops outside the window. The charcoal fire in the main hall burned lower and lower. Two young eunuchs, seeing Deng Ying suffering from the cold, secretly moved the charcoal brazier closer to his feet.

“Is your leg troubling you again?”

He Yixian entered from outside, with Hu Xiang hurrying to help him remove his cape.

Deng Ying put down his brush, “Thank you for your concern, Elder Ancestor. At the change of seasons, it always aches for a few days.”

He Yixian walked up to him, “Can you still endure?”

“This servant can.”

“I think you need some rest.”

Deng Ying lowered his head without speaking. He Yixian said, “The Cabinet has already written the memorial impeaching you. Tomorrow at court, someone will read it aloud.”

Deng Ying’s hand holding the brush paused.

He Yixian continued, “Do you know who initiated it?”

“I don’t.”

“It was your teacher.”

Deng Ying slowly tightened his grip on the brush.

He Yixian watched his fingers, speaking evenly, “What good does it do to be kind to these people? Collecting rent from thousands of mu of school lands, yet this year you couldn’t even buy a two-courtyard residence. One might think the master treats you too harshly. Today I mentioned your illness and situation to the master. The master has a reward, telling you to receive it tomorrow.”

Deng Ying looked up, “What does Elder Ancestor mean?”

He Yixian clicked his tongue, “Both the master and I still care for you as a person.”
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After hearing these words, Deng Ying lifted his robe and slowly sat down.

The Cabinet’s choice to submit their impeachment at tomorrow’s Imperial Gate audience, rather than through the Directorate of Ceremonial to the Emperor, was a move that left no room for retreat—neither for Deng Ying nor for themselves.

He Yixian gestured for Hu Xiang to place a chair opposite Deng Ying. He sat down at the desk, blocking half the light from Deng Ying’s face. Deng Ying looked up at He Yi and asked, “Do the ancestral eyes watch even the homes of court officials?”

He Yixian waved his hand. “You’re the Director of the Eastern Depot. Tell me, which household in the capital doesn’t have your eyes watching it? Deng Ying, it’s not that you can’t see—it’s that you don’t want to see. You don’t want your teacher to think of you as someone like Zhang Luo.”

He sighed deeply as he spoke, patting the back of Deng Ying’s hand that rested under the lamp.

“You’re facing impeachment tomorrow. If I hadn’t mentioned it, were you planning to spend all night here copying archives, waiting for the Ministry of Justice to come arrest you?”

Deng Ying withdrew his hand to his knee and replied to He Yixian: “Rest assured, Ancestor. Even if this servant is imprisoned, I won’t do anything to damage His Majesty’s authority.”

He Yixian said: “His Majesty knows you’re sensible.”

He leveled his voice and continued, “Despite that wound and the damage to your body, you’re still truly one of the palace people. We all live under His Majesty’s protection. Whatever your thoughts may be, the Directorate of Ceremonial won’t stand by and watch you die.”

Deng Ying lowered his eyelids. “This humble servant is unworthy of such great kindness.”

He Yixian gave a short laugh. “As palace servants, whether we like it or not, we share the same honor and disgrace.”

As he spoke, he lowered his head to look at Deng Ying’s ankles. “There are still several hours until tomorrow’s court session at Fengtian Gate. Go rest and refresh yourself. Hu Xiang.”

“Yes, Ancestor.”

He Yixian pointed at what was under Deng Ying’s hand. “Come help him.”

Deng Ying walked back to the duty room by the city moat.

The door opened inward, and the charcoal in the brazier by the bed burned brightly. On the table lay two packages of herbs and a package of nuts. Under the nuts was pressed a leather warming pad. It was poorly made, with uneven stitching barely holding two pieces of sheepskin together.

Yang Wan was leaning against his bed, already asleep.

Her sleep was restless, unconsciously clutching Deng Ying’s sleeping clothes folded by the bed.

Deng Ying carefully put away his things, removed his official robes, and sat beside Yang Wan, placing his feet near the brazier.

Days of melting snow had left a bone-chilling cold, and the old wounds from his imprisonment were acting worse with each passing day.

Though two years had passed, everything that happened in the Ministry of Justice prison remained vivid in his mind.

He looked down at his wrists, remembering what he had once told Yang Wan.

He had told her these were marks from the shackles, and like the wounds on his ankles, they would be difficult to heal. Although he had been following Yang Wan’s instructions to take medicine and care for his health, the effects were minimal. While he initially couldn’t understand why he had to endure such punishment when he hadn’t committed any major crimes, now he wanted to accept these punishments and continue living.

These words still hold now.

The only difference was that he now had Yang Wan.

He possessed Yang Wan in a way that others would consider despicable.

But in his heart, he knew it was his way of surrendering himself to her.

Loss of clan, guilt, castration…

Beneath his official robes, he had lost every game.

No one cared about his dignity. The punishments inflicted on him were considered justified, each time a process of utter humiliation.

But Yang Wan let him win and allowed him to make love with dignity and peace of mind. When he dared not refuse the shackles, she held his hand, giving him just the right amount of restraint. When he feared exposure, she allowed him to keep his complete dignity. She disguised herself as a fragrant prison, not to torment him, but to shelter his remaining life, giving him a sense of belonging and safety.

These two years that Deng Ying dared not look back on or think about had finally slowly passed with Yang Wan.

Even though the path ahead remained unclear, having such a person behind him, watching him walk forward, made even the most difficult road seem less challenging.

He gently tucked Yang Wan’s hair behind her ear, knelt, closed his eyes, and bent to kiss her lips.

Yang Wan didn’t wake, only stretching her legs and lightly kicking the blanket. Deng Ying stood up to pull back the blanket she had kicked away, covering her below the forehead, trying to extract his sleeping clothes from her grip. But she only held on tighter.

Deng Ying calculated the time—barely an hour until the second watch.

He decided not to lie down, instead sitting beside Yang Wan quietly warming his hands and feet.

The person behind him breathed peacefully, turning over wrapped in his blanket, clutching his sleeping clothes to her chest.

Deng Ying turned his head to look at Yang Wan’s back, leaf shadows from the window falling across her body.

It was good to see her like this before the court, even though she was just sleeping and said nothing. Deng Ying’s heart was gradually soothed.

The bitter early spring wind howled across the capital’s sky.

Just past the second watch, court officials in the capital had already risen. Lanterns burned in mansions and residences along East and West Chang’an Streets.

This was the first imperial court session of Zhenning’s fourteenth year where the Emperor would personally attend, and not merely a ceremonial court but a true policy discussion. Officials from various departments had no intention of letting the Emperor off easy. Though it was still early and the wind bitter, the waiting rooms were packed with officials.

In the duty room above Duan Gate, palace servants had brewed warming tea for the Cabinet’s close ministers.

Yang Lun’s fingers crackled as he gripped his teacup.

“I shouldn’t have let Teacher take the lead when I wasn’t willing to start it myself. He’s already too sick to get up!”

Bai Yuyang stood before him and said: “This was Father’s wish.”

Yang Lun froze.

Bai Yuyang continued: “This is also to protect the Ministry of Revenue and the officials who signed with us. Father asked me to tell you that you were right not to sign. After spring begins, Hangzhou’s field policies will still need to go through you. The Ministry of Revenue cannot be in chaos now.”

After hearing this, Yang Lun choked up.

“Who will read the memorial today?”

Bai Yuyang said: “None of us will read it today. We’ll let the officials from the Court of State Ceremonial read it on our behalf. This is also the Cabinet Elder’s intention.”

Yang Lun nodded and walked toward the duty room door, then turned back after a few steps: “After impeaching Deng Ying, will you petition for the Three Judicial Offices?”

“Naturally.”

Bai Yuyang coughed once. “This person cannot be left to internal palace investigation. Even if we can’t activate the Three Judicial Offices, we must at least get him to the Ministry of Justice.”

Yang Lun was about to ask more when a palace servant knocked on the Duan Gate outside: “Gentlemen, the Five Phoenix Tower is about to ring its bell.”

“Understood.”

Bai Yuyang responded and stood up, saying to Yang Lun: “Let’s enter the court.”

A whip cracked against the ground, and after the explosive sound, the officials entered the court.

At the red steps before Fengtian Gate, the cold wind made the court robes flutter loudly, almost drowning out the ceremonial music from the Bell and Drum Department.

Imperial Guard troops held up five parasols and four round fans, ascending the red steps from east and west. Soon after, Emperor Zhenning’s procession arrived. The whip cracked again below the steps, and the Court of State Ceremonial called for officials to enter their ranks. The civil and military officials advanced in parallel lines, majestically stepping onto the imperial road.

Deng Ying saw Yang Lun in the civil officials’ main ranks. When they encountered censors responsible for monitoring conduct, neither dared exchange more than a glance, their eyes meeting briefly before looking away.

After the ceremony of one bow and three kowtows, an official from the Court of State Ceremonial stepped forward to report the names of officials arriving to give thanks or departing to request leave.

The wind was strong that day, and the Emperor had no interest in receiving these people, only ordering them to kowtow outside Wu Gate. After the Court of State Ceremonial official withdrew his report and He Yixian waited for the Emperor to inquire about border matters, the Minister of War intended to report personally about the shortage of military funds in the Northwest. However, seeing that the Court of State Ceremonial official had already raised the Cabinet’s memorial, he did not make his oral report, only handing over his memorial to the attending official before retiring to the ranks.

Seeing the Ministry of War withdraw, the Court of State Ceremonial official called out “Clear the way!”

He announced: “Your Majesty, the Cabinet has a memorial. This subject will read it on their behalf.”

Emperor Zhenning nodded.

He Yixian immediately called out loudly: “Read!”

The court official lifted his robe and knelt, unfolding the memorial.

A speck of swallow wing ash fell at Deng Ying’s feet.

He lowered his eyes to look at that speck of ash.

The official’s proper voice entered his ears, each word clear and resonant, like stones falling from above, each one hitting Deng Ying with solid impact.

“Upon investigation, the Chu Mountain and Lake Dan academies together possess over 1,700 mu of school fields, all granted by Emperor Taizu in the fourth year of Hechong. Now these have been privately seized by Palace Eunuch Deng Ying of the Directorate of Ceremonial. In two years, he has appropriated 30,000 jin of grain, and countless livestock, poultry, and fish. This has caused frequent student grievances at Hangzhou’s private schools, and the Chu Mountain and Lake Dan academies can no longer continue. This action disrupts local educational administration at present and greatly defies the former Emperor’s benevolent way under heaven…”

The entire memorial wasn’t long; even with the Court of State Ceremonial official’s measured delivery, it took less than half a cup of tea to read.

After the reading, the court official returned to the ranks. No one spoke below the red steps, not even a cough could be heard.

Emperor Zhenning said: “Bring the memorial up.”

Deng Ying presented the memorial on the golden platform, the eyes of all civil and military officials following his ascending figure.

Emperor Zhenning raised his hand, took the memorial, and spoke sideways to the Han general between the door pillars: “Take him away.”

The armed officer responded immediately, escorting Deng Ying down from the golden platform.

The Emperor examined the memorial on his throne, then suddenly called out to Yang Lun.

“Minister Yang.”

Yang Lun stepped out of the ranks and knelt, kowtowing as he responded: “Your subject is here.”

Emperor Zhenning raised the memorial toward him. “Why didn’t you sign with your fellow officials from the Ministry of Revenue?”

Yang Lun prostrated himself and said: “Your subject once blocked the investigation of southern school fields under the pretext of ‘approaching autumn examinations.’ Now that this matter has come to light, your subject cannot avoid suspicion and thus was not worthy to sign with the Cabinet. Before this case is cleared, please allow your subject to await punishment outside court.”

Emperor Zhenning gave a short laugh. “So you’re resigning from court.”

Yang Lun kowtowed and said: “Your subject wouldn’t dare.”

Emperor Zhenning said: “These words are false. Elder Bai is too ill to handle Hangzhou matters, and you choose this time to await punishment outside court? This is neglecting your duties and deeply betraying my favor.”

“Yes, your subject acknowledges his crime. Your subject spoke wrongly, please punish me, Your Majesty.”

Emperor Zhenning then called Bai Yuyang out of the ranks.

“Minister Bai, I see your name is also on this joint memorial. Has the Ministry of Justice discussed its proceedings? Who will be questioned?”

Bai Yuyang said: “In reply to Your Majesty, Fu Bainian in the Ministry of Justice prison needs to be re-examined. Additionally, the Hangzhou Prefecture Magistrate and Transport Commission clerks all need to be sent to the Ministry of Justice.”

Emperor Zhenning was silent for a while, then tapped his throne and said: “Too many.”
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Those two words “too many” fell lightly on everyone’s heads, yet forcefully cut off Bai Yuyang’s following words.

Emperor Zhenning looked toward Deng Ying, who had been escorted down from the golden platform, and leaned forward to ask: “How many unresolved cases remain in the Eastern Depot prison?”

Deng Ying knelt and answered: “In reply to Your Majesty, thirteen cases remain unresolved, of which four were transferred from the Northern Command. These can be returned to the Northern Command during your subject’s trial.”

Emperor Zhenning asked: “What about the remaining nine cases?”

The officer released Deng Ying’s arm, allowing him to prostrate himself and beg forgiveness. “Your subject has failed Your Majesty.”

Emperor Zhenning looked toward Bai Yuyang. “If even Hangzhou’s Transport Commissioner must be escorted to the capital, won’t that leave Hangzhou’s revenue offices empty? How will the new tax administration be carried out?”

As he spoke, he swept his gaze over the standing Ministry of Revenue officials and Bai Yuyang, who had stepped forward from the ranks.

Bai Yuyang hurriedly replied: “Your subject’s considerations were insufficient, but the crime of privately seizing school fields cannot be pardoned. Please allow us to investigate thoroughly, Your Majesty.”

Emperor Zhenning stood up, his voice rising to override Bai Yuyang’s. “When did I say you couldn’t investigate?”

“Yes, Your Majesty is wise.”

Emperor Zhenning gave a short laugh. “I’ll give you a solution.”

He walked to the edge of the golden platform, looking down at his officials.

“After the Hu and Lan cases, many official positions in various departments were left vacant. Emperor Taizu ordered that convicted officials ‘handle affairs while bearing death sentences or exile.'”

At these words, the officials exchanged glances, but bound by court etiquette, dared not discuss.

The Hu and Lan cases referred to the cases of Hu Weiyong and Lan Yu during Emperor Taizu’s reign. These two cases had resulted in the execution of tens of thousands, with nearly half the officials in various departments lost. With administrative duties suspended, the departments temporarily couldn’t function normally. Thus, Emperor Taizu ordered that convicted officials ‘handle affairs while bearing death sentences or exile.’ Many officials who had already been sentenced to death and imprisoned were brought out again, working in government offices while wearing shackles and cangues. After their work was completed, those meant to return to prison were sent back, and those meant to die were without exception dragged to the execution ground.

Bai Yuyang and others were caught off guard by Emperor Zhenning citing this precedent at this moment.

“My meaning is that the Ministry of Justice will investigate the school fields case. You may interrogate Deng Ying, but before his crimes are determined, Eastern Depot matters will still be jointly handled by Deng Ying. The same applies to Hangzhou’s revenue officials—before their crimes are determined, all will handle affairs while awaiting punishment. Do any of you object?”

No one below the golden platform dared respond.

Emperor Zhenning continued: “Since there are no objections, proceed to hear the Ministry of Revenue’s departmental discussion. Return the memorial just presented by the Ministry of War, and have the Court of State Ceremonial read it.”

This regular court session dragged on, lasting until noon before the call to “disperse” was given.

The officer handed Deng Ying over to the Ministry of Justice runners. As they exited through the right side gate of the Five Phoenix Tower, Yang Lun followed and called out to Deng Ying.

Deng Ying turned around, and both men fell silent upon seeing each other.

The Ministry of Justice runner said: “Minister Yang, we still have duties to perform, you…”

“I need to speak with him briefly.”

The runners acknowledged and stepped back ten paces.

Deng Ying turned to face Yang Lun and asked: “Do you understand His Majesty’s meaning?”

Yang Lun nodded. “I understand. His Majesty still won’t move against the Directorate of Ceremonial.”

Deng Ying said: “If you don’t implicate that batch of Hangzhou officials, I can admit to the school field crime and conclude this matter with me. But now it seems impossible not to implicate Hangzhou. Those people all went through the Directorate of Ceremonial’s channels. You need to warn the Ministry of Justice—when investigating these people, they can’t investigate too thoroughly.”

Yang Lun clenched his fist and sighed. “They won’t listen to me. Moreover, if they did listen to me, the Cabinet’s credibility among the Six Ministries would instantly be destroyed. Deng Ying, I hope you understand—Teacher may not have wanted to personally write the memorial impeaching you, but as Chief Grand Secretary of the Cabinet, he cannot watch idly as the Cabinet is publicly denounced by the Donglin faction.”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes and after a long while, nodded.

“I understand, but you must guard against the Directorate of Ceremonial turning against you.”

Yang Lun exclaimed: “What can they do? Teacher and I are proper court officials!”

“You are, but what about those under you? Your clan members?”

His voice deepened. “Wasn’t I once a proper official in the Ministry of Works? And what happened? I ended up neither human nor ghost.”

Yang Lun stared at Deng Ying’s face, momentarily speechless.

Deng Ying sighed. “Yang Zixi, please plead with Bai Yuyang not to keep me confined in the Ministry of Justice prison for too long. While I’m outside, I can still maintain some balance with the imperial prison. If the Directorate of Ceremonial counter-impeaches the officials who impeached me, your Cabinet won’t be completely passive.”

Yang Lun asked: “Would the Directorate of Ceremonial dare impeach Teacher?”

“Though Minister Bai is ill, he wrote this memorial, which means…”

“I should have written it!”

Yang Lun interrupted Deng Ying. “I should have realized—my not writing it forced Teacher to write.”

Deng Ying said softly: “It’s all the same.”

“How can it be the same? I’m still young, but Teacher is already seventy, and now gravely ill. How much more can he endure?”

“Yang Zixi, calm down. I’ve run the Eastern Depot for so long—I can’t control the Three Judicial Offices, you’ll have to find your way, but for cases that fall to the imperial prison, I’m not entirely without options.”

Yang Lun raised his head, staring into Deng Ying’s eyes. “The Eastern Depot is His Majesty’s tool to intimidate us. If you use it to save us, what will happen to you?”

Deng Ying smiled slightly. “That’s my concern.”

Yang Lun exclaimed: “Do you think doing this will force the Teacher to acknowledge you?”

“Then what would you have me do?”

Deng Ying lifted his head into the wind. “Whether Teacher acknowledges me or not, I gave up that obsession long ago. But I’m not completely without feeling. You know what’s in my heart—why say such things to me?”

“I…”

Yang Lun felt some regret and looked down at Deng Ying’s wrists, changing the subject.

“They’re taking you to the Ministry of Justice now, what will they…”

“Handle affairs while bearing death sentence or exile—what else?”

Deng Ying raised his hand. “It doesn’t matter. As long as they don’t confine me, let them chain me.”

“Damn it.”

Yang Lun cursed under his breath.

Deng Ying glanced behind him. “Don’t show emotion.”

Yang Lun lowered his voice: “How will you live in the palace like this? Will you burden my sister again?”

At the mention of Yang Wan, Deng Ying lowered his eyes in silence.

Yang Lun coughed and changed the subject: “She recently bought the Qingbo House that was previously sealed by Zhang Luo. The house’s income can’t enter the palace, so my wife is temporarily managing it. Ask her if she needs anything—if she does, bring it in for her.”

Deng Ying smiled. “You needn’t ask—she’s in Chenqian Palace, with the best food and clothing.”

Yang Lun exclaimed: “What about you? Don’t you care about your health? She still has to care for the young prince—how can she find time every day to look after a man in chains? Take money to those eunuchs, and let them attend to your daily needs. Don’t burden my sister at all, or next time I see you, I’ll beat you.”

A great gust of wind blew past them, lifting their heavy official robes.

Both men thought of Yang Wan’s face and fell silent together.

After a long while, Deng Ying finally said softly: “Zixi, my room at Guangji Temple is for Yang Wan. I know in my current situation, the Ministry of Justice will certainly confiscate my property. It will be difficult to protect it, but I still hope you can find a way.”

Hearing these words, Yang Lun’s heart suddenly clenched.

He usually wasn’t particularly sensitive about matters of love, but hearing that Deng Ying wanted to give Yang Wan a house felt like being doused with cold water. His heart was suddenly gripped by a chill, unconsciously gripping his sleeve, his teeth grinding. “What’s going on between you two? Why are you giving her a house?”

Deng Ying coughed twice. “I have nothing else to leave her.”

“I’m asking why you’re leaving her anything without reason?”

Deng Ying silently stared at the ground.

The veins on Yang Lun’s neck gradually bulged as he clenched his fist and stepped closer to Deng Ying. “Deng Fuling! I’m asking you why you’re giving her a house without reason!”

Deng Ying still didn’t speak.

This silence made Yang Lun’s whole body tremble. He turned his head to look at Deng Ying, his voice sharp and forced from his throat. “What exactly have you done? Have you forgotten the oath you made to me two years ago!”

“Zixi, I…”

Before Deng Ying could finish saying “I,” Yang Lun’s fist struck him hard in the face.

Yang Lun had used eighty percent of his strength in that punch, and Deng Ying could barely stand.

The runners ten paces away hurriedly came forward to support Deng Ying, while palace servants on duty at the gate came to help pull Yang Lun back.

“Minister Yang, Director Deng, this is below the Drum Tower—you mustn’t lose decorum!”

Though Yang Lun was being restrained, his eyes burned like fire. He shook off the palace servants and walked up to Deng Ying, speaking through gritted teeth: “I can forgive you everything else, but Deng Fuling, that’s my sister—how dare you…”

Deng Ying raised his hand to press the injury on his face. “I can never repay this debt in my lifetime.”

Hearing these words from Deng Ying, Yang Lun couldn’t help but close his eyes, his knuckles turning white.

His throat felt like he had swallowed burning coal—he couldn’t say anything.

He fiercely wiped his eyes and turned to walk toward the side gate. After leaving the gate, he forcefully slapped himself in the cold wind.

After Yang Lun had gone far, the runners asked: “Director Deng, are you alright?”

Deng Ying shook his head. “It’s nothing, let’s go.”

In the duty room by the city moat, when Yang Wan woke up, the sun was already setting in the west.

She hurriedly sat up and rubbed her hair. Li Yu carried water in and set it at the door, poking his head in to look at her.

“You’re finally awake.”

Yang Wan put on her shoes and got out of bed. “Come in.”

Only then did Li Yu push open the door and enter. “Are you sick?”

“Huh?”

Yang Wan stood up, gathering her hair. “Why do you ask?”

Li Yu said: “When I saw Deng Ying sick, he slept like this too, not eating anything.”

Yang Wan looked outside. “Is the Imperial Gate court session over?”

Li Yu nodded. “It’s been over for a while.”

“Where’s Deng Ying? Why hasn’t he returned?”

Li Yu sighed. “He was taken away by the Ministry of Justice.”

“What?”

Li Yu saw her about to get up and quickly stopped her. “Don’t—don’t panic. I asked my godfather. They didn’t say they would imprison him. He’ll be back soon.”

Yang Wan frowned and turned to ask: “What do you mean they won’t imprison him?”

Li Yu scratched his head. “I didn’t quite understand either. Yang Wan, do you know what ‘handle affairs while bearing death sentence or exile’ means?”

Yang Wan’s shoulders relaxed at these words.

Li Yu asked in surprise: “Say something.”

“Oh… it means officials handle duties in their condemned status before their crimes are determined.”

Li Yu nodded. “Oh… no wonder he can come back. Hey, Yang Wan, where are you going?”

“To meet him and bring him back.”

Chapter 91: Mountain Moon and Pagoda (Part 9)
The wind had blown all day, but at sunset, the sun peeked out above the walls, its warm evening rays warming Yang Wan’s back.

When Yang Wan saw Deng Ying at Donghua Gate, he was still talking with Qin Wende.

Shackles bound his wrists and ankles, making it difficult to walk. He had to stop every few steps. Qin Wende tried several times to support him, but he waved him off each time.

“Send someone down to Hangzhou.”

“What’s there to investigate in Yangzhou at this time?”

Deng Ying carefully avoided a stone on the ground. “Investigate the Yang family’s cotton cloth business in Hangzhou. Whatever issues you find, don’t arrest anyone yet. Report back to me when you’re done. If I’m in the Ministry of Justice prison then, report directly to Yang Lun.”

Qin Wende asked: “What if the local Hangzhou authorities are also investigating the Yang family?”

Deng Ying gently gripped one of his wrists. “Then counter-investigate the Hangzhou Prefect. Remember, don’t start with financial crimes like private fields or salt—only investigate his administrative record. Stop when he’s forced to back off.”

Qin Wende responded with a “Yes,” and then looked at Deng Ying’s wrists.

“Director, seeing you like this pains us. We want to tear down the Ministry of Justice hall.”

Deng Ying lowered his hand. “I rely on you to handle matters. You must not act on impulse.”

Qin Wende said dejectedly: “Your subordinate understands. But in your current state, how will you manage daily activities?”

He felt awkward asking such a question as a man, and Deng Ying didn’t answer.

“You have me.”

Qin Wende raised his head at the voice and saw Yang Wan standing alone before him, smiling.

“Miss Wan…”

“Don’t worry about leaving your Director with me. I’ll make sure he’s neither hungry nor cold.”

Upon seeing Yang Wan, Deng Ying instinctively pulled at his sleeves, trying to hide the shackles on his wrists, his expression somewhat shy.

Yang Wan didn’t look at the things that embarrassed Deng Ying, instead raising her head to look at his face and asking: “Why did it take so long to return?”

“Filling out the interrogation records took longer than expected.”

As he spoke, he turned and called: “Qin Wende.”

“Your subordinate is here.”

“You may go now.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan stood behind Deng Ying, peering at Qin Wende who kept looking back as he left. “You’ve led these people well. They can work effectively across different regions, yet remain gentle and approachable, not intimidating at all.”

She straightened up and finally looked down at the shackles on his hands. “What’s most remarkable is that they genuinely care about you.”

Deng Ying gripped his sleeve, trying to hide his wrist further inside.

Yang Wan grabbed his hand. “Stop hiding. Now that you’re back, you have to let me know how to care for someone with limited mobility.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan’s downcast eyes and said softly: “I’m not much different from before. I can take care of my daily needs. Wanwan, don’t worry about it.”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan sniffed. “If you don’t mind, I won’t either.”

As she spoke, she gently held Deng Ying’s hand, her gaze softening. “Deng Ying, before I came, I was quite upset. But seeing you talk with Qin Wende just now, I realized I was being too shallow.”

While speaking, she tucked back her wind-blown hair. “What are these things anyway? Just pieces of iron meant to discipline people. But even wearing them, you can still do what you need to do, little Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan lifted her head and smiled at him. “You’re amazing.”

After hearing her words, Deng Ying tentatively raised his hand.

The chain of the shackles slid out from his sleeve, falling against his arm. He carefully pressed it with his other hand to avoid hitting Yang Wan and gently stroked her cheek. Only then did she see the swollen bruise on his face.

“My brother did this?”

“How did you know?”

“Because that’s exactly the kind of thing he’d do. Don’t be angry. Next time I’ll drag him before you and hold him down so you can hit him back.”

Deng Ying couldn’t help but laugh.

Yang Wan pressed her lips together and continued softly: “Deng Ying, I’m not joking. He already owes you more than he could repay in his next life, but for my sake, don’t hold too much against him.”

Deng Ying stroked Yang Wan’s temple hair and smiled, responding with an “Alright.”

Only then did Yang Wan smile broadly. “Let’s walk back slowly.”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan accompanied Deng Ying as they slowly walked toward the city moat. Along the way, Deng Ying briefly told Yang Wan about what had happened at today’s Imperial Gate court session. Yang Wan unconsciously hugged her arms. “His Majesty letting you handle affairs while awaiting punishment is giving time and room for the Directorate of Ceremonial to react.”

“Yes.”

“So, you’re having the Eastern Depot investigate my family’s cotton business in Hangzhou because you’re worried the Directorate of Ceremonial might use local officials to counter-impeach my brother?”

Deng Ying’s steps grew slower, but his voice remained clear.

“The Ministry of Revenue and the Cabinet are doing everything they can to protect Yang Lun. I can’t do much, but I’ll help where I can. Zixi is still young, and he’s straightforward. He doesn’t have many connections in officialdom. As long as we cover up the clan’s mistakes, the Directorate of Ceremonial can’t touch him, but…”

Yang Wan finished his thought.

“Elder Bai’s situation is more difficult, isn’t it?”

Deng Ying nodded.

“Teacher has been a court official for nearly fifty years. Half the Hanlin Academy scholars are his students, and hundreds of his former students still hold positions in various departments. If the Directorate of Ceremonial finds crimes among these people, Teacher will have to bear the main responsibility.”

Yang Wan asked: “Have you thought of what to do?”

Deng Ying stopped walking. “The Eastern Depot prison.”

He lowered his head. “I will request His Majesty to personally interrogate Teacher.”

Yang Wan stood beside Deng Ying, recalling the historical facts of spring in the fourteenth year of Zhenning.

Bai Huan was implicated in the corruption case of the Right Vice Minister of Rites and sent to the Eastern Depot prison. The Ming History’s assessment of Bai Huan’s imprisonment and later research generally agree that this was Deng Ying’s revenge for Bai Huan’s impeachment of him. However, the truth was that it was a student at the end of his rope, using his last bit of strength to save his teacher.

Later, when Yang Wan opened her notes, she could never bring herself to write this part.

During the period when Deng Ying handled affairs while awaiting punishment, Yang Wan witnessed firsthand the humiliation and torment the shackles inflicted on him.

The chains locked his hands and feet, preventing him from changing clothes or bathing properly—extremely difficult for someone who had been castrated. But every day he would heat water, close the duty room door, and carefully wash himself. Yang Wan rarely saw Deng Ying during the day. He had many duties, either at the Eastern Depot or being interrogated at the Ministry of Justice. After several days, his digestion suffered, and he gradually couldn’t eat the food sent from the Directorate of Ceremonials. Yang Wan had to cook noodles for him.

The bruising on his ankles grew worse. To keep Yang Wan from seeing, he always pulled his trouser legs down to cover them. But Yang Wan still saw the almost broken skin when he soaked his feet.

Yang Wan crouched down to help him lift the chains from the basin.

Deng Ying suddenly pulled his foot from the basin, splashing medicinal water on Yang Wan’s face. He hurriedly tried to wipe it with his sleeve.

“I’m sorry, Wanwan…”

Yang Wan pushed away Deng Ying’s hand, pointing at the basin: “Quickly, put your feet back in. We only made this much medicine water, and you just wasted half of it.”

As she spoke, she rolled up her sleeves and pushed the basin closer to the bed, looking up with furrowed brows. “Hurry up.”

Deng Ying obediently put his feet back in the basin.

Yang Wan carefully lifted the chains. “I didn’t mean anything by it. These are too cold—the water gets cold quickly when they’re in it.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan’s half-raised arm, wanting to say something but unable to speak.

As Yang Wan had said, he didn’t care how Emperor Zhenning and the Ministry of Justice treated him.

But he didn’t want Yang Wan, who accompanied him, to share in the humiliation brought by these shackles.

For his comfort, she touched the dirty water. Even this brief moment was enough to break Deng Ying’s heart.

“Deng Ying, can you sit properly?”

Noticing his unease, Yang Wan lifted her head while holding the chains.

Deng Ying looked helplessly at Yang Wan and nodded. “I’ll sit properly.”

Yang Wan wiped the water from her face and looked at his ankles. “In a moment, try the pad I made for you.”

“What?”

“The one I made from sheepskin before. When I made it then, I hadn’t expected this situation, but now it’s perfect to use. Hey, didn’t I give it to you? Where did you put it?”

“In my wardrobe.”

Yang Wan got up and opened Deng Ying’s wardrobe. The clothes inside were neatly folded, and the scent of soap wafted out.

“Where is it?”

Deng Ying raised his hand to point: “In the box at the bottom.”

Yang Wan crouched down and opened the box Deng Ying mentioned. Inside, besides the sheepskin pad she had made, she found the hibiscus silk she had first given him to cover his ankles, cleanly folded in the box.

“You never use the things I give you.”

“I want to keep them.”

Yang Wan took out the sheepskin pad and walked to Deng Ying. “No keeping them—use them. I can make you many more things in the future, remember? When we’re old, we’ll live in your outer residence. By then, you’ll be the Great Ming’s finest craftsman, and I’ll be the Great Ming’s finest knitter.”

She couldn’t help but laugh after saying this, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Is the water cold?”

“Yes.”

“Then lift your feet onto the bed edge, and I’ll help you put this on.”

“No need, Wanwan, it’s too dirty.”

Yang Wan sat beside Deng Ying. “Little Deng Ying, did I just waste my breath? Will you listen or not?”

Deng Ying quickly said: “Not wasted.”

Yang Wan jerked her chin toward the bed edge. “Then bring your feet over.”

Deng Ying had to lift his feet and pull up his trouser legs himself.

Yang Wan lowered her head, carefully stuffing the sheepskin pad into the shackles, then gently pulling it through from the other side.

Deng Ying pressed his lips together without a word.

Yang Wan said: “It’ll be better after this summer passes.”

Deng Ying blurted out: “That long?”

Yang Wan’s hands paused, and she said softly: “Don’t be afraid, you have me.”

After speaking, she covered him with a blanket. “When do you go to the Ministry of Justice?”

“Noon.”

Yang Wan nodded. “Then you can still sleep for a while.”

She stood up as she spoke.

“Wanwan…”

“What is it?”

“Oh…”

Deng Ying tucked himself further under the blanket. “Nothing.”

Yang Wan turned back and smiled at him. “Don’t worry, I’m not leaving now. I’m going to write for a while. You sleep, and I’ll wake you at noon.”

Chapter 92: Mountain Moon and Pagoda (Part 10)
Deng Ying leaned against the bed, watching Yang Wan as she wrote at her desk.

Ever since purchasing the Qingbo Pavilion, Yang Wan had spent her free time writing in that book, though it was more difficult for her than before. She would write, tear it up, then write again. She refused to tell Deng Ying what she was writing about, and he didn’t ask. But he loved watching her write with such intensity.

She wrote with complete focus and dedication, only occasionally lifting her teacup for a sip, or resting her chin on her brush handle while lost in thought before continuing to write.

She was different from other literate women. She didn’t write poetry or care for delicate, ornate word patterns. Her brush grip lacked the refinement taught in ladies’ chambers she didn’t seem to know how to hold a brush properly, and her ring finger was always unstable on the shaft. When writing upright, she didn’t know how to properly hold back her sleeves. But because of this, when she picked up the brush, it carried the force of wielding a blade.

Even so, Yang Wan wanted to improve her calligraphy.

But rather than learning Deng Ying’s style, she began trying to copy Yi Lang’s characters.

Yi Lang was historically an emperor with great calligraphic achievements. In the 14th year of Zhenning, though his style hadn’t fully developed, it already showed influences of the “Three Songs” school. When Yang Wan asked Yi Lang to teach her writing, he could never correct her brush grip.

“Aunt, you write as if you’ve never learned before.”

Yang Wan didn’t know how to respond and could only laugh awkwardly.

Yi Lang adjusted her ring finger, muttering, “Why don’t you let Minister Deng teach you?”

“What, does Your Highness think your aunt is stupid?”

Yi Lang pressed down the edge of the paper. “No, my writing isn’t as good as Minister Deng’s.”

Yang Wan put down her brush and ordered sweet soup to be brought in for Yi Lang, saying, “His hands aren’t very comfortable right now.”

Yi Lang looked up and asked, “What happened to him?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Nothing much, just that his hands and feet are rubbed raw.”

“Because Father Emperor made him ‘work while awaiting punishment’?”

Yang Wan nodded, placing the sweet soup beside Yi Lang. “Here, didn’t you say you were hungry earlier?”

Yi Lang picked up the sweet soup and then set it down again. “Aunt, if I drink this, can I skip taking the spring-calming medicine tonight?”

“Your Highness says this every day, but I have no say in the matter. If you take even one bowl less, the Imperial Pharmacy must record it. You don’t want your aunt to be punished when the Empress inquires, do you?”

“Oh…”

Seeing his dejected expression, Yang Wan couldn’t help but laugh, resting her chin in her hand. “Your Highness doesn’t want medicine when you have it, while your aunt wishes for medicine but can’t get any.”

She rolled up her sleeves to wash her brush.

Yi Lang grabbed her sleeve. “Aunt, aren’t you going to continue practicing?”

“Mm, we’ll continue tomorrow. Your aunt wants you to drink your sweet soup first, otherwise, when the medicine arrives later, Your Highness won’t be able to drink it.”

“I know to finish the medicine.”

He picked up the sweet soup, hesitated, and then asked Yang Wan, “Aunt, you want to get medicine for Minister Deng?”

“Yes.”

“Why can’t you get any?”

Yang Wan tilted her head back and sighed, “Because Imperial Physician Peng has gone to Prince Cheng’s manor to tend to his illness, and your aunt isn’t familiar enough with the other imperial physicians to ask.”

She crouched down to fix Yi Lang’s sleeves, continuing, “Your Highness should know, it was His Majesty who ordered him to work while awaiting punishment. Without imperial dispensation, those injuries on his hands and feet officially cannot be treated.”

Yi Lang was silent for a moment, then suddenly said, “I can let him be treated.”

Yang Wan’s hands froze.

Yi Lang took Yang Wan’s hands. “Aunt, have the Minister come tomorrow, I’ll grant him medicine.”

Yang Wan looked down at Yi Lang’s face, momentarily speechless.

“Aunt, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

She coughed lightly. “Your aunt doesn’t know how to thank you.”

Yi Lang smiled. “Aunt, you don’t need to thank me. I was too cruel to him before and hurt your heart. Now, I want to make you happier. Besides, he teaches the ‘Compassion’ chapter of ‘Zhenguan Zhengyao’ very well, and I still want to hear him teach the next volume.”

After hearing this, Yang Wan couldn’t help but stroke his head.

“Will Your Highness be more merciful to him in the future?”

Yi Lang nodded. “He told me, ‘Be cautious in applying harsh punishments.’ I’ve taken it to heart. As long as he follows propriety and laws, I will be merciful.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan’s heart felt like it was being warmed by distant charcoal, kindling an elusive warmth.

After Zhang Cong’s downfall, the minor details of history seemed to be changing, and people’s hearts developed cracks where flowers of kindness began to grow. However historical materialism told Yang Wan that while specific historical events might change, the dynasty’s fate would not. Just as people’s emotions might change, their fundamental beliefs would not.

But were people’s emotions important?

For historical research, they truly weren’t important at all.

Because they changed too easily, were too unstable, and offered no value for analysis and summary.

However, for Yang Wan living in the 14th year of Zhenning, they were the source of her joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness—proof that she was truly alive.

Those people connected to her—Yi Lang, Consort Ning, Yang Lun, Zhang Luo, Bai Huan…

The compassion gradually revived in these people’s hearts, and the kindness they showed to Deng Ying, clearly reflected her 21st-century life.

After “The Biography of Deng Ying” was published, anyone shed tears for Deng Ying, Yang Wan could no longer see. But that was no longer important; what mattered were the hearts of people now. These people, in the cold political atmosphere, permitted Yang Wan to say that “I object” to Deng Ying. And after the feudal era, wasn’t Yang Wan who wrote “The Biography of Deng Ying” also crying out “I object” in the cold historical atmosphere, for that criminal who had always knelt in the snowy ground, giving him a winter coat?

If so, what was there to fear?

Deng Ying had always been Deng Ying.

And Yang Wan had never changed.

In early January of the 14th year of Zhenning, while the schoolland case remained unresolved, another incident occurred in the Great Ming court.

The Salt Control Commissioner of Zhejiang submitted a memorial accusing Ministry of Rites Vice Minister Liang Weiben of colluding with Japanese pirates and operating illegal salt factories. The local salt tax collectors were either killed or beaten severely and sent back whenever they went to collect taxes.

Liang Weiben was a jinshi degree holder from the second year of Zhenning, Bai Huan’s student, and his current position had been recommended to the Zhenning Emperor by Bai Huan through the Cabinet.

Just as Liang Weiben was imprisoned in the Ministry of Justice, an obscure Supervising Secretary from the Bureau of Revenue submitted a memorial accusing Prime Minister Bai Huan of accepting bribes from Liang Weiben and selling official positions, treating the Great Ming’s administration as a marketplace.

The Six Bureaus and Censorate usually fought their battles with brush and paper, and they were accustomed to the Zhenning Emperor leaving many impeachment memorials unanswered. However, this Supervising Secretary from the Bureau of Revenue submitted five memorials in three days.

The Cabinet was thus alarmed, and Bai Yuyang was also distracted in the Ministry of Justice’s main hall.

Deng Ying had no choice but to call out to him.

“Minister Bai.”

Only then did Bai Yuyang remember that Deng Ying was still under interrogation. He slapped the table to cover his distraction: “Silence! Did this official ask you to speak?”

Deng Ying couldn’t help but cough several times and fell silent.

Yang Lun, sitting to the side, stood up and casually pulled over a stool, placing it behind Deng Ying.

Deng Ying turned back in surprise, lowering his voice to ask, “Yang Zixi, what are you doing?”

Yang Lun didn’t try to avoid Bai Yuyang at all, speaking even louder than Bai Yuyang had earlier: “What am I doing? Can you even stand anymore? Sit down.”

Deng Ying glanced at Bai Yuyang and stepped aside. “This is the court hall.”

“What court hall? Has any formal court session been set today?”

Yang Lun said, sweeping his gaze toward Bai Yuyang, “The one conducting the investigation can’t even continue it.”

Bai Yuyang heard this and shouted: “Yang Lun, even if there’s no formal court session, this is still an interrogation. Your disrespect…”

“Are you going to punish me?”

Yang Lun forced Deng Ying to sit down. When Deng Ying tried to stand, Yang Lun pressed him down firmly.

“Vice Minister Yang let go.”

Yang Lun glared at Deng Ying. “You sit properly.”

Then he raised his head to address Bai Yuyang: “He’s the Head Secretary of the Directorate of Ceremonial, and hasn’t been convicted of anything. Why can’t he sit in the hall? His humility toward us is his choice. Our Cabinet is now in such a passive position—if we continue to torment him, who will help negotiate for our teacher before the Emperor?”

After hearing this, Bai Yuyang looked at Yang Lun in disbelief and shouted: “Yang Lun, you came to the Ministry of Justice today to assist in investigating his crimes. How dare you speak words of collusion with this person in the hall?”

Yang Lun released Deng Ying’s shoulder and laughed coldly: “You’re already panicking, what investigation can you conduct?”

Deng Ying stood up and walked between the two, gesturing to both to calm down. “Those five memorials are still being held by His Majesty without response, so there’s still room to maneuver. However, this case definitely cannot fall to the Three Judicial Offices. If it goes to the Northern Depot, things will become difficult.”

Bai Yuyang said, “In today’s interrogation, do you want these words recorded?”

Yang Lun snatched the record from the scribe’s hands and tore it up.

“Now it’s not an interrogation anymore. Deng Fuling, continue speaking.”

Seeing Bai Yuyang trembling with anger from Yang Lun’s actions, Deng Ying bowed to him respectfully. The shackles rubbed against his wrists, and he unconsciously pressed his lips together.

“Minister Bai, forgive my presumption, but Liang Weiben’s case is real. Even if the case against the Minister isn’t real, the Directorate of Ceremonial will eventually make it real. Moreover, there’s a crucial point—Liang Weiben was connected with Japanese pirates. Once this charge is linked to Minister Bai, the consequences will be unimaginable.”

“So what? You think by telling me all this, the Ministry of Justice won’t determine your punishment for embezzling school lands?”

Deng Ying looked up. “I didn’t say that. I will accept my punishment for privately taking school lands, but I hope Minister Bai can delay it for a while.”

He lifted his robe and knelt.

“One month is all I ask. Please grant this request.”

Bai Yuyang looked down at Deng Ying. “What do you want to do?”

“I want to save our teacher.”

“How can you save him?”

Deng Ying looked up. “If this case goes to the Eastern Depot and I investigate it, I can clear our teacher’s name.”

Bai Yuyang remained silent.

Yang Lun spoke up: “Minister Bai, neither of us has any other options. What harm is there in giving him one month?”

Bai Yuyang said: “This isn’t about one month, it’s about whether we should trust this eunuch slave.”

When Yang Lun heard the words “eunuch slave,” he yanked Deng Ying up, grabbing the iron chains under his arms. “You think he chose to be this half-human, half-ghost person in the Eastern Depot? When Zhang Zhanchun died in prison, who felt the most pain if not his student? Now our teacher is in trouble, and you’re still wondering whether to trust him?”

Chapter 93: Cold Dew by the River (Part 1)
After shouting out what was in his heart, Yang Lun walked out of the Ministry of Justice feeling refreshed and clear-headed.

Not caring that Deng Ying walked slowly behind him, he strode forward, talking as he went: “Next time you come to the Ministry of Justice, don’t bother filling out those interrogation forms. I saw all that nonsense you were making up on them.”

Deng Ying replied, “I wasn’t making things up, that was a confession of guilt.”

“Making things up is making things up, what confession?”

Deng Ying couldn’t help but laugh, “Yang Zixi, are you helping me or harming me?”

Yang Lun turned back, “For my sister’s sake, I want to make things easier for you.”

“You didn’t need to upset Minister Bai that much though.”

Yang Lun waved his hand dismissively: “After so many years in officialdom, I know Bai Yuyang’s type, and he knows mine. Once his anger passes, it’s done. Don’t think too much about it.”

Deng Ying nodded with a smile and turned toward the Eastern Depot’s carriage.

The two got off at the East Peace Gate.

Seeing Yang Wan standing under the gate, Yang Lun didn’t even bother taking out his Cabinet credentials and turned to leave.

“Brother, what are you doing?”

Yang Lun stopped in his tracks and reluctantly turned back. Before Yang Wan could speak, he fired off words like a string of firecrackers.

“Let me tell you, Yang Wan, I only punched him once that day, and I didn’t even use much force. Besides, he deserved it. If you dare say one word about it today, I’ll immediately write a note to His Majesty and have him locked up in the Ministry of Justice tomorrow.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan was stunned for a long while before laughing.

“I wasn’t going to say anything about that.”

“Huh?”

Yang Lun was suddenly embarrassed.

But Yang Wan grabbed his arm firmly, “I want Deng Ying to hit you back.”

Then she called to Deng Ying, “Little Ying, come here and hit him.”

Standing in the wind, Deng Ying looked at Yang Lun’s awkward expression and said, “Wan-wan, if I strike a court official, I’ll be convicted of a crime.”

With Yang Wan twisting his arm, Yang Lun didn’t dare move. “Yang Wan, I’m your brother, surely you wouldn’t…”

Only then did Yang Wan release his arm, “Who told you to lay hands on him? The young prince’s temperament has improved so much lately, yet you’re still charging around like a big bull.”

Yang Lun’s face immediately reddened, “What did you call me?”

“Yang Big Bull!”

Yang Lun couldn’t stand it anymore and stepped toward Yang Wan, “Say that again.”

Yang Wan laughed, “Yang Big Bull is cute, isn’t it, Little Ying?”

She even made bull horns with her fingers at Yang Lun.

“You…”

Yang Lun was so choked up he couldn’t speak.

Deng Ying said, “It was my fault, stop quarreling.”

Yang Lun snapped at Deng Ying, “Quarrel with her? Do I have time for that?”

As he spoke, he stalked off toward the Huiji Gate with his neck stiff, not looking back.

Yang Wan watched Yang Lun’s retreating figure, unable to stop laughing.

Deng Ying said, “Only you, Wan-wan, would dare speak to him like that.”

Yang Wan continued laughing to herself, “He’s not as rigid as I thought.”

Then she turned to Deng Ying and asked, “Are you on duty at the Directorate of Ceremonial today?”

“Yes.”

“Then come to Chengqian Palace after your shift. I’ll have Heyu keep the side door open for you.”

When Deng Ying didn’t respond, Yang Wan added, “Don’t worry, His Highness wants to see you. Also, I have an idea that might help you and Minister Bai. Come by later, and I’ll explain in detail.”

That night, sure enough, a wind lantern was lit by the side door of Chengqian Palace.

Heyu stood at the door, and seeing Deng Ying walking with difficulty, moved to help him, but Deng Ying raised his hand to decline, climbing the steps himself.

Heyu said softly, “Imperial Physician Luo is inside taking His Highness’s pulse, and Lady Wan is there too. Let me guide you in, Supervisor.”

Deng Ying said, “I’ll wait outside for a while.”

Just as he finished speaking, the main door of the rear hall suddenly opened.

Deng Ying looked up to see Yi Lang standing alone in the doorway.

Deng Ying bowed deeply, the chains on his hands and feet clanking together as he moved, making a sound that embarrassed him.

Yi Lang accepted his bow and said evenly, “Rise and come in.”

Deng Ying straightened up and said, “This servant will wait to attend Your Highness in the study.”

Yi Lang said, “I’m not studying today.”

Then he turned and called inside, “Aunt, he won’t come in.”

Yang Wan walked out wiping her hands and smiled at Deng Ying, “You dare disobey His Highness now?”

She extended a hand to him, “Come.”

Deng Ying didn’t dare take it, instead looking toward Yi Lang.

Yi Lang stood at the door saying nothing.

Seeing Deng Ying not moving, Yang Wan simply took his arm and forcibly helped him up.

Inside the hall, four braziers of charcoal burned, making faces flush with warmth. Imperial Physician Luo from the Imperial Pharmacy stood before the screen, bowing to Yi Lang.

Yi Lang walked into the bright chamber with his hands behind his back, turned, and pointed to Deng Ying, “Look at his injuries.”

Deng Ying started, “Your Highness…”

Yi Lang pointed to the stool behind him, “Sit there.”

Then he fell silent, sitting in the chair opposite Deng Ying, looking down at the restraints on Deng Ying’s body.

Physician Luo washed his hands and walked to Deng Ying’s side, “Supervisor Deng, let me examine you.”

Deng Ying still tried to decline, “Sir, this isn’t proper.”

Physician Luo said, “Since His Highness has granted medicine, there’s nothing improper about it. You’ve been wearing these restraints for some time now. If the wounds aren’t treated and cleaned, and they damage your tendons and bones, affecting your foundation, even the greatest immortal couldn’t save you.”

Yang Wan said from the side, “Sit down, Deng Ying, it’s alright.”

Deng Ying still watched Yi Lang’s expression.

Yi Lang suddenly spoke, “Minister Deng, I want to grant you medicine, not because Aunt asked me to. I haven’t read the ‘Compassion’ chapter in vain. If Tang Taizong could grant medicine at soldiers’ sickbeds, today I too would emulate the ancient sages. If you still won’t sit, you’re being defiant.”

Yang Wan smiled at Yi Lang with curved eyebrows, then turned to help Deng Ying sit down.

Physician Luo rolled up Deng Ying’s sleeve, exposing his arm, and held it out to Yang Wan, “Lady Wan, please hold the Supervisor’s arm for me.” He turned back to take a silver needle from his medicine box, briefly passed it through a flame, then crouched down and said, “Supervisor Deng, this might hurt a bit. Please bear with it.”

Deng Ying nodded, “It’s fine, thank you for your trouble, sir.”

The wounds on Deng Ying’s wrists had broken skin, and blood had mixed with the shackles, forming scabs that stuck to them. As Physician Luo used the silver needle to separate the scabs, Deng Ying’s shoulders involuntarily trembled.

Physician Luo quickly paused and looked up, “It still hurts a lot, doesn’t it?”

Deng Ying remained silent.

Physician Luo said, “I heard that when Zhou Congshan died, the flesh of his wrists had stuck to these restraints. Even after they were unlocked, they couldn’t be removed. His family had no choice but to cut away all the flesh around them with a knife.”

Hearing this, Yi Lang couldn’t help but stand up and walk to Physician Luo’s side, looking down at Deng Ying’s wrists.

“Physician Luo.”

“Your servant is here.”

“If he continues like this, will he end up like Zhou Congshan?”

Physician Luo said, “With Your Highness’s mercy if we clean the wounds regularly, it will be better.”

“Oh.”

Yi Lang seemed lost in thought.

As he didn’t speak, the physician didn’t dare continue.

Yang Wan had to call him.

Only then did Yi Lang come back to himself and tell the physician, “Physician Luo, please continue.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Please, Your Highness, don’t look.”

Yang Wan also freed one hand to gesture to him, “Your Highness, come here to aunt.”

But Yi Lang didn’t move, instead ordering Heyu to bring the lamp closer, “I want to see. I’ve never seen this before, didn’t know it would be like this.”

Then he raised his head to look at Deng Ying, “Why didn’t you petition the Ministry of Justice?”

Deng Ying avoided Yi Lang’s gaze, “Because this isn’t covered by the Great Ming Code. This is an imperial punishment—pardon or responsibility lies entirely in His Majesty’s thoughts.”

Yi Lang fell silent again, quietly watching the exposed flesh under the shackles.

As medicine was applied, Deng Ying nearly ground his teeth.

Yi Lang still stood without moving, “Physician Luo.”

“Your servant is here.”

“How often do these wounds need medicine?”

“Your Highness, once every five days would be right.”

“Mm.”

After acknowledging this, he looked up at Deng Ying, “Listen, Deng Ying. While you await punishment, I will grant you medicine, once every five days. Whether my aunt is at Chengqian Palace or not, you may come.”

“Your Highness need not treat this servant so kindly.”

Yi Lang said, “I’m not doing this for my aunt. I won’t tell you why yet—just accept it as grace and thank me.”

Deng Ying was silent for a moment before bowing, “Very well, this servant thanks Your Highness for your grace.”

The charcoal fire in the room grew warmer.

After Physician Luo and the others withdrew, Deng Ying stood again to offer another thanks.

Yang Wan waited for him to complete his bow before helping him up, then asked Yi Lang, “No more studying today. Would you two like to eat some noodles?”

Yi Lang didn’t respond at first, so Yang Wan shrugged, “Alright, Your Highness doesn’t want any.”

Then she turned to ask Deng Ying, “Would you like some?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go make some.”

Yi Lang suddenly said, “Aunt, I didn’t say I didn’t want any.”

Yang Wan turned back, “Then aunt will make noodles. Your Highness…”

She hesitated for a moment, lowering her voice, “May Deng Ying eat inside?”

Yi Lang looked at Deng Ying’s hands and also hesitated for a moment.

“Yes.”

Yang Wan’s eyes crinkled with joy as she bowed to Yi Lang, “Thank you, Your Highness.”

Then she walked toward the inner kitchen.

Deng Ying slowly followed, and Yang Wan said as she tied back her sleeves, “Why are you following? You just had medicine applied, better sit for a while.”

Deng Ying stood beside Yang Wan with a slight smile, “I dare not sit with His Highness in the hall.”

Yang Wan skillfully lit the fire and boiled water, “He’s already agreed, what’s there to fear? He’s a child with a good nature, just too rigidly taught by Zhang Cong and my brother before. This is much better now. As an emperor, being decisive in matters of life and death is proper, but one should still be human, right? I’ve always felt that Emperor Taizong in ‘Zhenguan Zhengyao’ was quite human—bantering with Wei Zheng and Fang Xuanling, caring about aging palace women, so full of humanity. I think His Highness will be like that too, reforming the Great Ming’s laws, showing grace to officials and common people.”

She spoke while cutting green vegetables.

Deng Ying listened quietly until she finished, then suddenly called to her.

“Wan-wan.”

“Mm?”

“How do you know about things that will happen?”

Yang Wan froze, almost cutting her hand. She hurriedly tucked her hair behind her ear, “Just guessing. Oh right.”

She carefully put down the knife, “Will you be on duty before the Emperor tomorrow?”

“Yes, the Cabinet and Directorate of Ceremonial will jointly discuss Bai Huan and Liang Weiben’s cases before His Majesty.”

“Good.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “Tomorrow His Highness will go to Yangxin Hall to present his poetry to His Majesty. Wait until he goes, then request from His Majesty the authority to investigate Minister Bai. He will help you.”

Deng Ying asked, “Wan-wan, did you teach His Highness this?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I think you taught him. Didn’t you once tell him that every dynasty has political factions, and he shouldn’t mind them, just take what’s useful for the country and people? Though he’s young, he wants to protect Hangzhou’s new policies and the Cabinet. I just gave him a method.”

As she finished speaking, the water on the stove began to boil.

Yang Wan scattered the noodles in, watching the bubbling soup, and said, “Also, your wounds were just treated, so rest in Chengqian Palace today. Sleep in my bed—I’m watching over His Highness tonight and won’t return to sleep.”

Chapter 94: Cold Dew by the River (Part 2)
The next day, before the hour of Mao, Deng Ying had already risen.

Yang Wan came out of Yi Lang’s chamber carrying a lamp, “Are you leaving?”

Deng Ying nodded.

Yang Wan pulled her robe tighter around her shoulders, “It’s still early, won’t you sleep a bit longer?”

“I need to go to the Ministry of Justice first.”

He lifted his arms slightly, “These need to be temporarily removed. I haven’t been able to groom myself for days, and I can’t appear unkempt before the Emperor.”

Yang Wan nodded without asking further questions, stepping aside and waving to Deng Ying, “Then go slowly.”

“I will.”

Yang Wan watched Deng Ying leave Chengqian Palace before returning to her chambers with the lamp.

The calming incense she had burned for Deng Ying was finished, though its fragrance lingered. The water he had used to wash still sat quietly by the door. The bedding was neat as if no one had lain there. Yang Wan set down the lamp and sat on the bed for a while, remembering how last night, Deng Ying had still been too afraid to eat noodles in front of Yi Lang, hiding in her room with his bowl.

He had sat right here on her bed, carefully leaning forward, holding the bowl very low, afraid his unsteady hands might spill the soup.

Yang Wan thought of this as she propped up her face with her hand, curling up against the bed.

Everyone’s hearts were changing, except Deng Ying’s.

He lived his life with such clean cautiousness.

How to make him relax a little? Yang Wan closed her eyes and suddenly remembered that night with Deng Ying.

She quickly patted her cheeks, suddenly wishing this era had some psychology books that matched its cultural background. After all, interdisciplinary research was popular in the 21st century—if such books existed, she would be willing to spend some time studying them.

Only Qi Huaiyang was at the Ministry of Justice, sitting at his desk writing official documents. The day hadn’t fully brightened, and lamplight shadows danced gently on the walls. Qi Huaiyang had placed a brazier of charcoal by his feet, its sparks crackling. He vaguely heard the sound of iron chains scraping against the ground and looked up from his writing.

“Supervisor Deng.”

Deng Ying cupped his hands in greeting, “Minister Qi.”

Qi Huaiyang rose and came out from behind his desk. Seeing two Eastern Depot guards carrying Deng Ying’s official robes behind him, his tone became polite.

He asked Deng Ying, “There’s no court session or interrogation for you today, Supervisor. What brings you here?”

Deng Ying said, “I must go before the Emperor today. I hope the Minister will accommodate me and allow me to change clothes.”

After hearing this, Qi Huaiyang called for bailiffs, “Help Supervisor Deng remove these.”

The bailiffs came forward to unlock the restraints, and Deng Ying cooperated quietly.

Qi Huaiyang couldn’t help but ask, “Is His Majesty still holding the Bureau of Revenue’s memorial impeaching Minister Bai?”

Deng Ying replied, “It will be discussed today.”

“Has His Majesty summoned the Directorate of Ceremonial?”

“Yes.”

As Deng Ying spoke, he frowned. The two Eastern Depot guards behind him immediately barked fiercely at the bailiffs, “What are you doing?”

The bailiffs immediately turned pale with fright.

Deng Ying turned back, “You wait outside. Leave the clothes here.”

Watching the two guards being driven out, Qi Huaiyang said softly, “Yang Lun told me to accommodate you when possible. Though I don’t have much say in the Ministry of Justice, I can manage these small matters.”

Deng Ying didn’t respond to Qi Huaiyang’s words, instead lowering his hands and looking up to ask, “Minister Qi, how is Minister Bai’s health lately?”

“He improved somewhat last month.” He sighed and continued, “These days, not all illnesses can be cured with medicine.”

Hearing this, Deng Ying couldn’t help but smile, “I understand.”

Qi Huaiyang changed the subject, “What I worry about now is what outcome will come from joint deliberation with the Directorate of Ceremonial.”

Just as he finished speaking, the restraints had been removed from Deng Ying’s body.

“Minister, it’s done.”

Qi Huaiyang nodded in acknowledgment, “Ah, you may go first.”

Seeing Deng Ying bend down alone to pick up his official robes, he added, “Supervisor Deng, you can have your men come in to assist you.”

Deng Ying glanced back at the door, “Never mind, they’re not servants.”

Qi Huaiyang watched Deng Ying carry his clothes into the inner hall and told the bailiffs, “Be gentle later when you put them back on.”

A bailiff hurriedly replied, “Honestly, Minister, if we hadn’t dealt with this Eastern Depot Supervisor ourselves, we wouldn’t believe he was such a person.”

Hearing this, Qi Huaiyang waved his hand without saying anything and returned to his desk to continue writing his earlier document.

Deng Ying took only the time it took to drink a cup of tea before coming out. The bailiffs who had to put his restraints back on felt reluctant. Deng Ying turned his head aside and casually asked Qi Huaiyang, “Is Minister Bai still writing my crime report?”

Qi Huaiyang replied, “No, the Minister is holding it back.”

“Mm.”

Deng Ying nodded, and after the bailiffs withdrew, he bowed again to Qi Huaiyang.

“Thank you, Minister, and please convey my thanks to Minister Bai as well.”

Qi Huaiyang rose to return the bow, “Safe journey, Supervisor.”

That day, Yangxin Hall was particularly silent.

The Directorate of Ceremonial and the Cabinet stood on opposite sides, while a Court of State Ceremonial official stood in the middle, reading aloud the impeachment memorial from the Bureau of Revenue in a resonant voice.

The memorial wasn’t long, but the official read it with elaborate inflections for a very long time.

Smoke from the crane-headed censer drifted about, making Yang Lun’s eyes ache. His patience was never good, and finding the memorial nonsensical, he couldn’t help but cough twice. The Zhenning Emperor glanced at him, and the nearby Censor immediately recorded Yang Lun’s comportment.

When the official finally finished reading, the Zhenning Emperor took the Censor’s record, looking at it while saying, “Does Vice Minister Yang have anything to say?”

Yang Lun came forward and knelt to reply, “Your Majesty, the Minister has served two reigns and has overseen many imperial examinations. His students are countless. Even if one like Liang Weiben commits treason, it’s hardly avoidable.”

The Zhenning Emperor said, “Your words carry no weight with me. What I mean is…”

At this point, the Emperor suddenly coughed several times. The Cabinet ministers hurriedly knelt as one, crying out, “Your Majesty, please take care of your dragon body.”

The Directorate staff busied themselves, some fetching water, others holding basins, attending to the Emperor as he rinsed his mouth.

After the Emperor finished, Deng Ying presented a cup of tea. The Emperor looked at his hands and said, “Your hands and feet are not well, you need not serve.”

He Yixian said, “Master, you are merciful, but if he cannot serve wholeheartedly, he will feel anxious.”

The Zhenning Emperor laughed softly, accepting the tea from Deng Ying’s hands and taking a sip, then told He Yixian, “I will go change clothes.”

He stood up, with Hu Xiang hurrying to follow and attend him.

Though the Cabinet ministers felt resentful at this, they dared not speak.

He Yixian stepped closer to the officials and announced, “This matter involves Japanese pirates in Zhejiang. His Majesty’s meaning is that what should be investigated must be investigated.”

Bai Yuyang couldn’t help but say, “His Majesty granted us an audience today but won’t speak to us directly, instead having the Seal-bearer relay his words. What reason is this?”

He Yixian glanced toward the inner hall and bowed, “Minister Bai, don’t be angry. This old servant is merely His Majesty’s mouthpiece.”

Bai Yuyang ground his teeth, wanting to stand but remembering the Emperor hadn’t called for them to rise when he left. Finding himself kneeling awkwardly before He Yixian, his anger dissipated and he couldn’t speak the words he’d meant to say.

He Yixian looked down at Bai Yuyang: “Minister Bai, His Majesty still shows consideration for Minister Bai. Yesterday he summoned the Northern Depot Commander to the palace and personally instructed that the Minister be treated with courtesy.”

Hearing these words, Bai Yuyang suddenly understood—the Emperor had used changing clothes as an excuse to leave because he didn’t want to announce this decision in front of them himself.

“My father is a Cabinet Minister. Even if he must be investigated, it should be handled by the Three Judicial Offices. How can…”

“Minister Bai, such words are most disrespectful!”

He Yixian clapped his hands to interrupt, then told the nearby Censor, “Record those words.”

“You…”

Yang Lun yanked Bai Yuyang’s sleeve hard from behind.

“Stop talking…”

He Yixian said, “This is His Majesty’s grace. Does Minister Bai understand?”

Bai Yuyang remained silent.

Yang Lun said in a low voice, “Speak up…”

Only then did Bai Yuyang say angrily, “I spoke out of turn.”

He Yixian then continued, “His Majesty said yesterday that the Minister is advanced in years and has family members who cannot be disturbed, so during the investigation, His Majesty forbids searches of his residence. Minister Bai, these are all imperial graces—you must consider them carefully.”

Just then, palace maids lifted the curtain to the inner hall, and the Zhenning Emperor emerged. Everyone bowed again.

The Emperor walked to his throne and sat down.

“How are the deliberations going?”

He Yixian bowed and said, “Your servant has conveyed Your Majesty’s grace to the ministers.”

Bai Yuyang said, “Your Majesty, this slave was insolent before the throne and slandered my father. I beg Your Majesty to punish him severely!”

The Zhenning Emperor said, “These days, I have eaten little. With the Minister ill in bed, I worry day and night, often thinking of what the Late Emperor said to me before he passed. The Minister taught me carefully in my youth. Though not my official tutor, I regard him as an imperial teacher. Let me speak frankly with you today.”

He lifted his teacup. “In my fourteen years on the throne, I have been prudent and self-disciplined. Besides the Three Great Halls, I have never used internal funds to renovate my living quarters. These servants who have attended me for so many years—I have only rewarded them with a few everyday clothes. When you criticize them, I can accept it. When you investigate the school lands case…”

He looked at Deng Ying, “I have also had him await punishment. But I cannot be without attendants—will you come to serve me?”

After these words, no one responded.

The Zhenning Emperor pressed his brow, “Let’s end the discussion here.”

Yang Lun said, “Your Majesty, I beg you to reconsider.”

Bai Yuyang also kowtowed, “Your Majesty, I request to resign to avoid suspicion. Please hand my father’s case along with Liang Weiben’s to the Three Judicial Offices.”

The Zhenning Emperor laughed, “So you don’t trust me.”

“We deserve death a thousand times over.”

Just then, an attendant announced from outside that the Crown Prince had arrived.

The Emperor ordered him brought in.

Deng Ying couldn’t help but look toward the hall entrance.

Yi Lang entered and bowed, then seeing the Cabinet ministers present, he straightened and cupped his hands, “Your son will wait outside.”

The Zhenning Emperor beckoned to him, “No matter, come here.”

Yi Lang walked to the throne and bowed, presenting something.

“Your son happened upon this today and requests Father Emperor’s review.”

He Yixian presented Yi Lang’s poetry to him.

Yi Lang straightened up and looked at the kneeling ministers, “Father Emperor, what’s wrong with the Cabinet ministers?”

The Zhenning Emperor didn’t answer him, instead reading a line from the poetry: “‘Departing the Nine Heavens to fulfill Heaven’s mandate, ruling the Four Seas to pity all living beings.’ This line is very good.”

Yi Lang turned back, “Father Emperor receives Heaven’s mandate in the sky and acts as a benevolent ruler on earth. You pity the Minister’s illness and sympathize with the servants’ hardships. You bestow grace both high and low—this cannot be called unjust.”

“Just.”

The Zhenning Emperor repeated these two words.

Deng Ying bowed and said, “Your Majesty, this servant has a request.”

“Speak.”

“Please let this servant investigate the Minister’s case.”

He straightened slightly, “His Highness says you pity the Minister’s illness and sympathize with the servants’ hardships—this cannot be called unjust. This servant now awaits punishment due to the Minister’s impeachment. If we speak of justice, the Minister’s crimes should rightfully be investigated by this servant.”

Chapter 95: River Wind and Cold Dew (Part 3)
The charcoal fire crackled and popped as Emperor Zhenning lowered his gaze toward Bai Yuyang.

“What do you think?”

Without waiting for Bai Yuyang’s response, he turned to He Yixian, “What do you think?”

Neither of them responded immediately.

Emperor Zhenning moved his hands closer to the charcoal fire and mused, “I think this is fair enough. Since you have nothing to say, let’s settle it this way.”

He then addressed Deng Ying, “Come here, I have more instructions for you.”

Deng Ying stood up and walked to the charcoal brazier, kneeling once more.

The jade ring on Emperor Zhenning’s hand had grown hot from the charcoal fire. He removed it and casually handed it to He Yixian, though his gaze remained fixed on Deng Ying.

“The Elder was once my regent minister. Before passing judgment, you must not disrespect him. Otherwise, I will execute you.”

Deng Ying bowed his head and replied, “This servant understands.”

Emperor Zhenning brushed some charcoal ash from his knee. Seeing that Deng Ying hadn’t moved, He Yixian crouched down to help brush off the ash.

Emperor Zhenning swept his gaze across everyone in the hall. Each person was in their proper place, showing no signs of overstepping. He felt quite satisfied and rose to walk toward the inner hall, saying, “That’s all for today.”

Yang Wan stood at the base of the moon terrace, watching Wang Xixiang from the Palace Maintenance Office pour water into the vats, occasionally glancing up at the Hall of Mental Cultivation.

The palace servants working in front of the imperial hall were extremely cautious, not uttering a single word. Yang Wan listened to the flowing water, her mind unsettled.

Soon after, Yang Lun, Bai Yuyang, and others came down from the moon terrace. Yang Wan didn’t look up, turning away to avoid them. Though Yang Lun saw her, he didn’t speak.

Bucket after bucket of water was poured into the vats, inevitably splashing some water that flowed along the ground’s crevices toward the lower ground.

Yi Lang nearly slipped on the water while rushing down the terrace, stumbling into Yang Wan’s arms.

Caught off guard and trying to protect him, Yang Wan couldn’t brace herself and fell solidly to the ground.

“Ouch…”

The palace servants near the hall saw Yi Lang and Yang Wan fall and hurried forward to help.

The water pourers, fearing punishment, had already knelt on the ground.

Yi Lang got up and immediately turned back to check on Yang Wan.

“Aunt, are you hurt?”

“No, first check if His Highness is injured?”

Everyone frantically checked for a while, fortunately finding no external injuries. Yang Wan, however, realized she might have hurt her tailbone, but she couldn’t say it aloud or touch it, so she had to wave away those trying to help her up and sat on the ground trying to recover.

Deng Ying, walking more slowly than Yi Lang, saw Yang Wan just as she was struggling to stand up.

“What happened?”

Yang Wan awkwardly adjusted her hair, “Slipped and fell.”

Deng Ying glanced at the water on the ground and turned to address the kneeling palace servants, “Go receive your punishment.”

Then he bent down to help brush the dirt off Yang Wan’s clothes.

“It’s fine, I’ll just change when I get back.”

“I’m sorry, I was the one who ordered the Palace Maintenance Office to fill the auspicious vats today. The second month is coming, we need to prevent fire incidents before they happen.”

Yang Wan looked at the water in the vats and said softly, “Thunder in the second month does bring more heavenly fires. Things are… truly unsettled.”

She sighed after speaking, “His Majesty’s heart must be unsettled too.”

Yi Lang took Yang Wan’s hand, “But Father praised me today.”

Yang Wan looked down with a smile, “Really? Did His Majesty like the prayer you wrote?”

“Yes, Father especially loved the line you helped refine.”

“That’s good.”

She finished speaking and, enduring the pain in her tailbone, straightened up to adjust Yi Lang’s clothes, “Let Heyu accompany Your Highness to the Hall of Literary Splendor.”

“What about Aunt?”

“Aunt… got hurt, wants to go back and check.”

Yi Lang nodded, “Then when I return, I’ll have the Imperial Physician sent to Aunt.”

He then cheerfully left for the Hall of Literary Splendor with Heyu and others.

Yang Wan and Deng Ying watched Yi Lang until he disappeared. Only then did Yang Wan ask Deng Ying, “Did it go smoothly?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Smoothly.”

Yang Wan let out a sigh of relief and turned to face Deng Ying, “From now on, everyone except you will be fine.”

Deng Ying smiled, “Wanwan, thank you for helping me.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “Actually, I don’t know if I should help you. Do you know your current situation?”

“I know.”

Yang Wan’s face grew pale, “Nothing can happen to Lord Bai in the factory prison, otherwise His Majesty will use you to appease public anger. But if you want to help clear his name, you must accept the charge of embezzling school land that he accused you of. After that, if Bai Yuyang and others still won’t give up using you to deal with the Ceremonial Office, do you know how miserable you’ll be?”

“I know.”

Yang Wan was silent for a while, then suddenly said, “Then do you know I want to cry now?”

Deng Ying was startled.

Looking up, he saw Yang Wan’s eyes were already red.

He quickly raised his sleeve, his shackles touching Yang Wan’s cheek.

“Don’t cry, Wanwan. No matter where I am in the future, I’ll do everything I can to come back and see you.”

“I just don’t want to believe you.”

“You should believe me. I promised Empress Ning, I dare not break my word.”

Yang Wan lowered her head and smiled bitterly, “Here I am, pushing you into a pit, and now you’re the one comforting me.”

She patted her face, “Anyway, when are you going to the Bai residence to make the arrest?”

“Day after tomorrow.”

“Oh.”

Yang Wan forced her voice to stay steady, “Before then, can we stay at your outer residence for a day…”

For some reason, though she had tried her best to keep her voice steady, it still trembled at the end.

Actually, before a storm, it’s best to avoid quiet places – the extreme contrast only hurts more. But Yang Wan masochistically wanted to be with Deng Ying.

“Is your place habitable now?”

“Yes.”

“Is the bed set up?”

“It is.”

“What about bedding?”

“All there.”

“Is there a place to bathe?”

“There is.”

Yang Wan smiled after hearing this, “Little Ying, just one day, then I’ll obediently return.”

They only stayed for one day.

For most of the time, they did nothing.

Deng Ying’s outer residence was cleaned up by Qin Wende and several factory guards. Because Deng Ying didn’t have extra money, the room only had necessary furniture and no other decorations.

The bed was wooden, covered with gray bedding. The cotton quilt was new, still somewhat stiff.

A thin layer of dust covered the floor.

After entering the room, Deng Ying took a broom and slowly began sweeping. The sound of chains scraping against the floor was constant, so much so that Yang Wan didn’t even hear when it started raining outside.

She knelt on the bed, making it up.

“Deng Ying.”

“Hmm?”

“Do you want to sleep on the inside or outside?”

Deng Ying straightened up, “The outside.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan picked up a pillow, “I’ll give you this softer pillow.”

Deng Ying put down the broom, “Wanwan, are you hungry?”

“A little.”

“I had Qin Wende bring some ingredients, let me cook something for you.”

Yang Wan put on her shoes and got off the bed, “Can you cook?”

“A little. I learned from Li Yu these past couple of years, though I’m not very good.”

He went to the courtyard and brought in the vegetables and rice from in front of the wooden gate.

A faint rain scent drifted into the room, and Yang Wan finally noticed it had started drizzling outside, like silk threads.

A white mist rose in the courtyard, everything was quiet except for the dragging sound of Deng Ying’s restraints.

Deng Ying rolled up his sleeves and squatted down, taking out the ingredients one by one.

Yang Wan said, “Why don’t I cook instead?”

Deng Ying smiled, “Wanwan, can we not have noodles today?”

Yang Wan said, “Little Ying, are you complaining that I only know how to make noodles?”

“I’m not.”

He looked up, “When His Highness eats the noodles you make, I can eat them too. It makes me feel that maybe I’m not completely without dignity.”

Yang Wan’s gaze shifted.

“Just a bowl of noodles, can I give you dignity?”

Deng Ying looked at the ingredients before him, “Wanwan, do you remember when you told me to ‘get up’ in front of Guangji Temple?”

Of course, she remembered.

Though that incident happened two years ago, the Yang Wan of that time still maintained pure fearlessness and didn’t yet love Deng Ying. She was still an external force then, though powerful, not enough to mend another’s inner wounds. She fell in love with Deng Ying while spending time with him, and it was in the shadows of the Great Ming that she truly saw the shadows within Deng Ying. These shadows, she never wrote about in the biography she wrote to clear his name.

She had once used her writing skills to portray a tragic and heroic Deng Ying, but she didn’t know that this person had tender skin and fragile bones. His clothes, his writing hand, and the places where he had sat and lain, all carried that ancient sentiment of “plantain leaves in the rain beneath the eaves.” For a modern person, he had brought male fragility and humility to a brilliant extreme.

So-called “dignity” couldn’t solidify into stone. For him, shattered with cracks all over, it could only turn into glue, seeping bit by bit into his life.

Thinking this, Yang Wan held Deng Ying’s arm and pulled him up from the pile of rice and vegetables.

“Get up.”

She bent down to pick up the rice and flour, “If one day you feel you can live with me without treating yourself as a criminal, you must tell me.”

She coughed once, “I’m not a very sensitive person. When you told me at South Lake that you didn’t know why you were treated that way, I didn’t know how to comfort you then, just kept saying it wasn’t your fault. Looking back now, I was quite foolish. Later, all I could do was make you feel at ease, even when you kept hurting yourself in front of me. As long as you felt better inside, I didn’t say anything. But Deng Ying…”

Yang Wan lowered her eyes, “Sometimes, I feel quite awful…”

She sniffled, “At first, I really wanted to be someone high above others, but now I don’t want that anymore.”

She paused here.

“You’re not going to ask me what kind of person I want to be?”

“What kind of person do you want to be?”

“I just want to be Yang Wan. A nameless woman of the Great Ming dynasty, unable to resist fate, but I just won’t give up, won’t give up on myself, and won’t give up on you. I will use all my life’s strength to live well with you, take care of you, and let you live a long life.”

Deng Ying looked down at his wrist, “Wanwan, actually even in this state, I don’t want you to take care of me. I can take care of you.”

“You mean like cooking for me?”

She picked up a large cabbage from the ground and shook it at Deng Ying.

“Vinegar-stir-fried tastes good. I’ll wash it, you go start the fire, be careful with your hands. I brought some of the medicine His Highness gave you, I’ll help you apply it after we eat.”

“Wanwan.”

“Yes?”

“Does where you fell yesterday still hurt?”

Yang Wan turned around holding the cabbage: “Still a little, why?”

“Let me take a look later.”

Yang Wan smiled, her eyes curving, and walked a few steps closer to Deng Ying: “Do you know where I got hurt?”

“Where?”

Yang Wan said, “His Highness fell into my arms from the steps, and I fell straight onto my bottom, hitting my tailbone.”

Deng Ying froze.

“Little Ying, you can still blush?”

“I…”

“You, you, you… what?”

Yang Wan put down the cabbage and gently wrapped her arms around Deng Ying’s waist, “Deng Ying, it’s okay. Sometimes I feel like I’m some kind of cultural hooligan, but I can’t bring myself to do anything to you.”

Deng Ying pressed his lips together, “Actually… I’ve been learning too.”

“Learning what?”

“Uh…”

He paused, “Wanwan, I can’t say it out loud.”

Chapter 96: River Wind and Cold Dew (Part 4)
In the end, Yang Wan didn’t press Deng Ying for answers.

They ate together, and Deng Ying heated bath water for Yang Wan, who soaked alone in the tub for a long time.

When she came out, Deng Ying’s face was still red.

Yang Wan didn’t say anything, just sat with Deng Ying on the bed.

After her bath, she had removed her outer garments, wearing only her undergarments, comfortably wrapped in the bedding.

Deng Ying, however, still wore his official robes due to his restraints. He refused to remove his shoes, sitting perfectly straight at the edge of the bed. Yang Wan hugged her knees and leaned against his shoulder, resting quietly with closed eyes. Outside, the rain grew heavier, knocking against the windows with a cold sound.

Yet the colder it got outside, the warmer the charcoal fire felt inside, and the softer the bedding seemed.

Though the humble room was narrow, it was enough for Yang Wan to curl up in.

Yang Wan thought of a Japanese anime – “Weathering with You.”

In the rain outside, the protagonists fled from pursuing police, unable to afford a cheap inn, so they spent all their money to stay in a warm luxury hotel instead.

Bathing, eating, singing karaoke…

The colorful bath lights in the tub, chicken pieces in the fridge, fried noodles, and curry. When the girl’s brother asked what to eat, the boy said to eat it all, so the brother called out to his sister in the bath, “Tonight’s dinner is very rich!” The sister laughed and replied that she looked forward to it.

They played until very late, trying to experience every bit of warmth the hotel had to offer.

They didn’t want to sleep, as if staying awake would keep the warmth from cooling and tomorrow from coming.

Yang Wan felt the same way now.

She hoped the rain outside wouldn’t stop, trying to hold onto every moment of feeling, though she knew clearly that time was constantly slipping away.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes?”

“Should we… do something?”

As soon as she asked this, Deng Ying’s body stiffened.

Yang Wan leaned against him and laughed softly, “Let’s apply the medicine.”

She crawled out from under the covers, kneeling on the bed to reach for the ointment at the bedhead.

Deng Ying watched her arched back, her undergarments clinging to her spine as she moved.

Her slightly curled toes touched against his leg, and worried she might be cold, he hurriedly covered her feet with his sleeve.

“What are you getting? Let me get it, you just bathed, you need to stay warm.”

Yang Wan turned back with a smile, “I brought several kinds of medicine, you wouldn’t know which one to get. Let me find them and apply some on you first, then I need to put some on myself too.”

She gathered the various bottles and jars onto the bed, bent her knees to support Deng Ying, and carefully applied medicine for him on the lamplight, checking his feet as she went.

“There’s medicine for your feet too, take off your shoes.”

Deng Ying removed his shoes and socks, slowly lifting his legs onto the bed.

The remaining chains hung down from the bed, swaying gently, clinking against the wooden frame with a lonely sound.

Embarrassed, he tried to hold them still with his hand, unconsciously tucking his feet under his robe.

Yang Wan didn’t look away from these movements, only saying softly, “How absurd.”

“What?”

Yang Wan held his wrist, speaking quietly: “You know, and this dynasty, it’s all so absurd.”

She pressed her lips together before continuing: “These restraints aren’t meant to bind a criminal, they’re meant to humiliate you, to put on a show of ‘justice’ for the emperor, to display before the entire court.”

Deng Ying relaxed his fingers, “I’m fine…”

Yang Wan interrupted him: “How can you be fine? You’ve always had words you couldn’t say.”

This was a double-meaning statement.

Deng Ying removed his wrist from Yang Wan’s knee.

They sat facing each other on the bed, both hugging their knees and Deng Ying coughed softly.

“As one awaiting punishment, I am unclean. How could I say… inappropriate things to Wanwan?”

“If you think it’s inappropriate, why did you learn it?”

Deng Ying pressed his lips together, “I couldn’t help myself…”

After speaking, he coughed several times, placing both hands in Yang Wan’s, “I’m afraid of hurting you, of making you uncomfortable. I’m afraid that in the future when you’re no longer willing to hold my hands and teach me, I won’t know how to make you…”

“Silly, who taught you? What did they teach you?”

Deng Ying gently turned aside to avoid Yang Wan’s gaze.

Who could he learn from? The people in the Ceremonial Office would visit brothels and temples, wandering women served the eunuchs outside South Lake, and the office would gather to discuss how to please women. Deng Ying had heard much, and thinking of Yang Wan’s body, he wished he could lock his hands away forever.

Until he happened to find a book in Chen Hua’s room in the Mixed Hall Office.

It was a forbidden palace book that Chen Hua had always hidden carefully, but one night, drunk, he had left it openly on his desk after reading it, where Deng Ying had picked it up while visiting on business.

Chen Hua was terrified, immediately falling to his knees before Deng Ying, trembling all over.

“Supervisor, I’ll admit my crime and accept punishment, but please spare my life!”

Deng Ying said nothing, sitting on Chen Hua’s couch and opening the book.

“Supervisor… ah…”

He simply knelt before Deng Ying, slapping his face.

Deng Ying pressed down the pages, “What are you doing? Stop.”

Chen Hua cried, “Without your pardon, this servant dares not stop.”

Deng Ying closed the book, closed his eyes to compose himself for a moment, then looked down at Chen Hua: “Why do you read such books?”

“This servant deserves death, shouldn’t have read it…”

“Master Chen, I have no intention of punishing you. Speak properly.”

Chen Hua finally stopped crying in surprise.

Deng Ying pointed to the spot across from him, “Get up and sit down to talk.”

Chen Hua hesitantly stood up, wringing his hands as he sat before Deng Ying, “Will the Supervisor truly cover for this servant?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying put down the book, letting out a soft breath, “I…”

“This servant understands.”

Chen Hua interrupted him, “Supervisor, you have always been merciful to us.”

At these words, Deng Ying had nothing else to say, as he didn’t know how to explain the absurd stirring in his heart at that moment.

“You and Assistant Song…”

“No! Absolutely not! This servant has never done anything improper with Assistant Song!”

The words “improper conduct” pierced straight into Deng Ying’s heart.

Chen Hua, unaware of Deng Ying’s thoughts, continued honestly explaining himself.

“Supervisor, don’t laugh at me… ah… I’ve thought about Yunqing for a long time, but I dare not do anything to her. No, what could I even do? I don’t even dare mention anything to her. She’s an inner palace official who can leave the palace in the future. If she keeps herself pure, she might meet a good person outside and live happily for the rest of her life. If I were to hurt her… wouldn’t I go to hell?”

As he spoke, he gripped his pants at the knees tightly.

“She never lets me enter her quarters. I’d never even seen her in light clothing, but I just couldn’t help myself. Yes, I’m in complete down there, but I know that someone like me if I’m thoughtful enough, careful enough, gentle enough, there are still ways to make her happy. But Supervisor, I truly only think about it and learn in secret. I deserve death, I truly deserve death, but Yunqing is a proper girl, she…”

He spoke incoherently, only hoping Deng Ying would believe in Song Yunqing’s character.

Deng Ying’s hand rested quietly on the book. He wanted to say something to Chen Hua but didn’t know how to begin.

The cold daylight fell quietly on his hands, those fingers that had once taken Yang Wan’s body, touched the warm spring waters of her lower regions. Yang Wan hadn’t made him grovel below like the eunuchs in the book; she had kept his undergarments on, lying herself on the table, leaving space for him to stand before her.

He had met Yang Wan; Chen Hua had met Song Yunqing.

They shared the same shameful understanding of this matter, but Deng Ying had never been hurt – Yang Wan protected his dignity like protecting a snowflake.

Yet he couldn’t help but wonder: was Yang Wan truly satisfied?

“Little Ying, what are you thinking about with such red ears?”

Yang Wan’s words pulled Deng Ying from his thoughts. Only then did he realize Yang Wan was holding his hand, looking worried.

“Did you read some messy books?”

“Yes…”

“Who gave them to you?”

“…”

Deng Ying couldn’t betray Chen Hua, so he opened his mouth silently, only lowering his head.

“Don’t read such things randomly.”

Yang Wan stroked Deng Ying’s burning face, and he quickly said, “I didn’t read those to hurt you, Wanwan, you know I would never.”

“I didn’t say that’s what kind of book you read.”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying, “I’m afraid you read the kind about serving…”

After saying the word “serving,” she found she couldn’t continue either.

Her shoulders slumped as she sat down dejectedly.

She felt such pain for the man before her. Her love contained no contempt for his incompleteness, but Deng Ying’s love for Yang Wan always carried self-deprecation.

“Wanwan.”

“Yes?”

“Did I make you angry by doing something wrong?”

His expression was somewhat panicked, his hands in Yang Wan’s embrace uncertain.

Yang Wan quickly composed herself, trying to comfort him, “No, you’re just very silly, you know? Those things are like the restraints on you, meant to discipline you. You can’t treat them as texts for self-recognition.”

She had inadvertently used academic terminology, and after speaking, couldn’t help but bow her head in self-reproach, “What am I saying…”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan helplessly, that gaze making Yang Wan once again feel how advanced civilization whipped at Deng Ying’s inner order.

She quickly hugged the uncertain Deng Ying.

“It’s okay, I’m not blaming you for looking at those things.”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan leaning on his shoulder, softly admitting his mistake, “I’m sorry Wanwan, I won’t look anymore.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “It’s not your fault, that book isn’t anything special. I just want to tell you, only when you stop seeing yourself as a criminal can you happily do such things to me.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Wanwan, I am willing now.”

“I won’t allow it now. Little Ying, you’ve always been so smart, why are you being so simple now?”

“Alright, Wanwan, I’ll stop talking about it, don’t be angry.”

He spoke while stroking Yang Wan’s back.

Yang Wan lay on Deng Ying’s shoulder, speaking softly: “I’m not angry. Don’t rush, let’s take it slow, okay?”

Deng Ying made a soft sound of agreement, “Wanwan.”

“Hmm?”

“Why are you… different from Assistant Song?”

Yang Wan didn’t answer, but pinched Deng Ying’s earlobe and softly told him: “Come, lie down.”

Chapter 97: River Wind and Cold Dew (Part 5)
Deng Ying propped himself up on his elbow and slowly lay down.

Yang Wan asked him softly, “Where is the knot of your sweat towel?”

Deng Ying pressed his hand against Yang Wan’s, “Wan-wan…”

Yang Wan withdrew her hand and gently stroked Deng Ying’s face, leaning down to kiss his forehead. “It’s alright.”

She had already found the knot of the sweat towel but didn’t immediately untie it. Lowering her head, she said softly, “Deng Ying, I don’t really know how you feel, and perhaps you’re not willing to tell me, so I can only try based on my intuition. If anything makes you uncomfortable, just tell me to stop, alright?”

After hearing this, Deng Ying nodded dazedly after a long moment.

Only then did Yang Wan untie the sweat towel at Deng Ying’s waist.

His undergarments, now free from restraint, immediately loosened.

Yang Wan’s hands were cooler than his body temperature below, coolly caressing Deng Ying’s waist and abdomen, slowly moving toward his thighs.

Deng Ying’s body instantly tensed.

“Relax, Deng Ying, or you’ll be uncomfortable later.”

“Wan-wan…”

“What is it?”

“That place is dirty…”

The word “dirty” only made it halfway out before Yang Wan’s lips sealed his mouth.

Her hand didn’t move randomly, just resting quietly over Deng Ying’s lower body until he calmed down, then gently beginning to squeeze.

“Deng Ying, intimacy is like this for everyone. There’s nothing dirty about it. It’s just usually protected by clothing, and now it’s merely shy.”

She smiled as she spoke, “Without clothes, we’re all the same.”

Without clothes, they were all the same.

Deng Ying didn’t understand that this statement contained the understanding of sexuality and humanity from someone who lived in the twenty-first century and worked in humanities research. Yang Wan had no intention of explaining to Deng Ying these concepts that had taken over six hundred years to develop. She curved her fingers, gently pinching the small protrusion at Deng Ying’s lower body. That place remained because when he underwent his punishment, he was already an adult, and the executioner, considering his survival, had left him some margin.

Zheng Yuejia had protected him during the body inspection, sparing him from further mutilation, and so over the years, some sensation had gradually returned there, enough to feel Yang Wan’s touch.

Yang Wan noticed Deng Ying’s ears gradually turning red, confirming she hadn’t made a mistake.

Regarding methods of intimacy with someone like Deng Ying, historical records were unclear. The Qing dynasty notes “Langji Congtan” stated: “When eunuchs are with women, they prefer caressing and oral stimulation, becoming tense for a time until sweating occurs, then stopping. This is because their desire is fully released at this point, though in an altered way.”

The phrase “caressing and oral stimulation, becoming tense until sweating occurs” probably meant that those who had undergone palace castration could still experience pleasure, though not like ordinary people – when they became hot and sweaty, they had reached their limit. But just like the name of these notes – “Langji Congtan” – it sounded like something a frivolous scholar had made up to satisfy people’s curiosity, completely lacking in rigor.

Yang Wan deeply feared being deceived by these texts and inadvertently hurting Deng Ying. Fortunately.

He didn’t seem uncomfortable; his body was gradually relaxing.

Only then did she dare to tell Deng Ying, “Lift your waist a bit, my wrist is getting cramped.”

The person beneath her could no longer speak but still obediently raised his waist.

Yang Wan pulled his undergarments down to his knees; the silk material was so slippery it immediately slid to his ankles. He finally exposed his lower body completely – this was the first time since his castration that he faced his own body in front of another person.

Back then on the execution platform, Deng Ying had used decades of cultivation and willpower to face that humiliating punishment. Though fearful inside, he hadn’t been flustered. But at this moment, his mind was almost completely blank, yet he didn’t want to use any willpower to suppress his agitation. In this state of confusion, he felt the warm pleasure in his lower body, a sensation unrelated to scholarly cultivation or eunuch consciousness, enough to temporarily make one forget their identity.

“Deng Ying.”

“…”

“I want to hear your voice.”

“Wan-wan…”

He couldn’t speak at all, could only call Yang Wan’s name.

Yang Wan looked down at him, “Deng Ying, I hope because of me, you can forgive yourself. Even if not now, you must forgive yourself in the future and live peacefully… Deng Ying, I love you very much…”

In the deep night, the rain poured heavily, and her final words were spoken so softly that Deng Ying didn’t hear them.

Later, he slept deeply, like a warm piece of jade, lying motionless beside Yang Wan.

Yang Wan secretly got up in the night, cleaned herself with the cooled water, and applied medicine.

The rain thundered on the roof as Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying on the bed, remembering her descriptions of him in “The Biography of Deng Ying,” all about his political attitudes and national ideologies. Without historical materials for support, Yang Wan had never touched upon his “desires.” So while tens of thousands of words could describe his life, they couldn’t capture the process of his spiritual wounds healing.

Yang Wan thought about this as she walked to the lamp, took out her notebook, and opened it on the desk.

From the twelfth to the fourteenth year of Zhenning, her writing style changed from rigidly cold to occasionally losing control.

This process wasn’t healing for her, but rather further fragmentation.

Fortunately, there was Deng Ying, like good medicine, helping her constantly recover, turning from external to internal observation.

She stroked the ink marks in her notebook while glancing at the person on the bed, whispering to herself:

“I’m trapped here and unwilling to give up, partly from fear of death, but mostly because of you…”

The person on the bed’s fingers twitched slightly, his eyelids fluttering.

The next day, Deng Ying woke earlier than Yang Wan.

He sat on the edge of the bed to put on his shoes, then pushed open the door to enter the courtyard.

The rain hadn’t stopped. Qin Wende was waiting at the courtyard gate with the Eastern Depot guards, holding umbrellas. A large array of brown-yellow paper umbrellas was neatly arranged, and passersby, seeing the sabers at these men’s waists, avoided them like ghosts. Qin Wende came forward with an umbrella, saying, “Superintendent, our men are assembled. Shall we go now?”

Deng Ying glanced at the crowd behind him, “We don’t need so many people, ten or so will suffice.”

Qin Wende turned back, “Keep ten men, the rest return to the outer depot office and await orders.”

Then he hesitantly called out, “Superintendent.”

“Hmm?”

“This subordinate feels that perhaps we’re being too humble. After all, we’re investigating a minister’s crimes. When we arrested him, we were already polite about it. Once we reach the depot prison, surely we shouldn’t still be serving him?”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “I won’t make you do that.”

Qin Wende said, “This subordinate worry you won’t be able to continue the investigation later.”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes, only responding, “Don’t worry, let’s go first.”

Just as he was about to leave, he suddenly heard Yang Wan’s voice from behind.

“Deng Ying.”

Deng Ying was startled, but there wasn’t time to dismiss Qin Wende.

Qin Wende, seeing Yang Wan come out in her outer robes, was also startled, “Miss… Miss Wan.”

He bowed, and the depot guards behind him all bowed in unison. Yang Wan was startled by this display and unconsciously hid behind Deng Ying.

“Commander Qin, give me your umbrella.”

“Ah? Oh… yes, yes, yes…”

He hurriedly handed the umbrella to Deng Ying.

Deng Ying sheltered Yang Wan under the umbrella and gestured for Qin Wende and the others to step back.

“I left the palace entry token under the pillow. Remember to take it when you return to the palace. It’s still early, you can sleep a bit more.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I won’t sleep anymore. I want to go look at Qingbo Hall later, then head back.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying turned to look at Qin Wende, “Commander Qin.”

Qin Wende was still in a daze until someone poked him from behind, and he finally realized Deng Ying was calling him.

“Your subordinate is here…”

Deng Ying hesitated, “Do you have any money on you?”

“Ah?”

“You…”

“Oh, yes! Yes, yes, yes!”

He quickly untied the money pouch from his waist and handed it to Deng Ying.

Deng Ying took it and gave it to Yang Wan, “I can’t accompany you shopping, but take this and buy whatever you like. You can also buy some food for His Highness from the East Gate Market.”

Yang Wan originally wanted to say she had money, but seeing Deng Ying’s slightly reddened ears, she smiled and accepted it.

“Alright.”

“I’ll have two centurions follow you from a distance, but you should still be careful.”

Yang Wan nodded, “I know, go do your work.”

After speaking, she peered out from behind Deng Ying and said to Qin Wende, “Commander Qin.”

Qin Wende, who had just been cleaned out of money by his superior, was still processing, “What instructions does Miss Wan have?”

Yang Wan smiled, “Take good care of your Superintendent. His hands and feet have only recently started healing.”

“Your subordinates understand.”

Only then did Yang Wan take the umbrella, patting Deng Ying’s shoulder, “You must promise me, no matter what you hear at the Bai residence, don’t take it to heart? If you’re unhappy, come find us at Chenqian Palace. Today is also His Highness’s medicine day.”

Deng Ying nodded.

Yang Wan stood at the courtyard gate watching Deng Ying climb into the carriage, then looked down at the money in her hand, unable to help smiling until her eyes curved.

Qin Wende rode his horse beside Deng Ying’s carriage and said to him, “Superintendent, is Miss Wan satisfied with this residence?”

Deng Ying didn’t respond, but Qin Wende persisted, “Should we have our men add anything else?”

“How much money was in your pouch?”

“Oh, showing respect to Miss Wan is only right.”

“I asked you how much.”

“Not much, less than two taels of silver in total.”

“Mm.”

Deng Ying acknowledged, “Come to the inner depot office tomorrow, I’ll give you both the food allowance and today’s two taels of silver.”

After hearing this, Qin Wende sighed, “Superintendent, the way you handle matters, we’re worried you’ll be taken advantage of. You don’t know what it’s like outside today – we’re going to arrest a minister, and the streets are full of slander. Besides Qingbo Hall, places like Kuanqin Hall and Yaibai Hall have printed thousands of copies of those Donglin Party writings, cursing you…”

He couldn’t continue, spitting from his horse in disgust.

“The brothers below couldn’t stand it anymore. Since you forbade harming people, yesterday they just took the shopkeeper of Kuanqin Hall to the depot prison and gave him a stern warning.”

Deng Ying said quietly, “Take the money and release him.”

Qin Wende raised his voice, “Kuanqin Hall brought quite a sum to ransom him, but our men didn’t take it. This isn’t about money – we just couldn’t swallow this insult. However, early this morning before we came, Kuanqin Hall’s people came to say they won’t be printing private documents these few days, claiming they’re out of ink. I asked around, and they said Qingbo Hall’s people seemed to have bought up all the recent batches of printing ink. Superintendent, now I… somewhat understand why Miss Wan insisted on buying Qingbo Hall. I must say… Miss Wan knows how to think ahead.”

Chapter 98: River Wind and Cold Dew (Part 6)
Yang Wan changed into fresh clothes, arranged her hair in a bun, inserted a swaying ornament, applied powder to her face, and went out.

She went directly to East Public Street.

With the spring imperial examinations approaching, students from various regions were arriving in the capital. In Changhe Lane behind East Public Street, several inns were gradually becoming busier.

Yang Wan walked through Changhe Lane’s side entrance and went west for several dozen steps, arriving at Qingbo Hall’s back courtyard.

The shopkeeper was eating in the courtyard. Seeing Yang Wan arrive, he hurriedly gestured for his assistants to put down their bowls and chopsticks, rising to welcome her, “The proprietor has arrived.”

Several newly hired assistants were seeing Yang Wan for the first time. They hadn’t expected their proprietor to be such a young and beautiful woman, and they stared unconsciously. The shopkeeper, noticing this, quickly turned to knock their heads, “What are you staring at? Our proprietor is the Eastern Depot Superintendent’s wife.”

“Eastern Depot…”

The two assistants exchanged glances and hurriedly knelt.

“We’ve offended you, offended you…”

Yang Wan stepped aside, “Don’t do that, continue with your meal, I’m just here to look around.”

Seeing Yang Wan’s discomfort, the shopkeeper stepped forward, “Why don’t you sit upstairs? I’ll give them some instructions and then come up to report to you.”

“Alright.”

The front hall faced the street, and from the second-floor windows, one could see the entire East Public Street.

Yang Wan always liked to sit by the window whenever she came to Qingbo Hall.

This shopkeeper was newly hired after she took over, a Fujian native. His Mandarin wasn’t very good, but he was excellent at business, efficient in his work, and quick-witted. He had someone bring tea for Yang Wan while he stood beside her, reporting matters.

“Sit down and speak.”

“Ah, good.”

He sat down as instructed, handing the accounts and new book catalog to Yang Wan, rolling up his sleeves as he pointed, “This batch of printing ink came from Anhui, not much quantity. As you instructed, we’ve bought it all. Kuanqin Hall’s people came yesterday, offering a ten percent profit margin, wanting half our stock.”

Yang Wan took a sip of tea, “Tell them we want fifty percent profit.”

The shopkeeper frowned, “Proprietor, if I may speak frankly, thirty percent is already considerable. Fifty percent… they won’t agree. We still have plenty of ink in storage, and holding onto it isn’t very useful. After spring passes and the weather turns hot, it’ll just be a waste. There’s no need.”

Yang Wan held her tea and looked down at Kuanqin Hall across the street.

The front hall was crowded and lively. Yang Wan stood up, holding the railing as she asked, “What are they doing?”

“Ah.”

The shopkeeper also stood up, “That student from Chushan Academy… what’s his name, Zhou Muyi, wrote a satirical piece a few days ago called ‘Dog Feast.’ Has the proprietor read it?”

‘Dog Feast’ referred to killing dogs, its words clever and obscure, the entire piece alluding to Deng Ying and Bai Huan, using “dog” as a metaphor to utterly humiliate Deng Ying.

Deng Ying had read this piece earlier than others. After reading it, he remained silent for a long time before investigating Zhou Muyi’s background.

His subordinates reported that Zhou Muyi was a relative of Zhou Congshan, raised in the south, and well-educated.

The depot guards all thought Deng Ying would imprison him, but unexpectedly, Deng Ying never mentioned it again.

Afterward, Kuanqin Hall printed this piece, and it spread wildly among examination candidates. Eventually, even many students in official schools read it, adding annotations and jokes, becoming increasingly popular.

“I have read it.”

Seeing Yang Wan’s unchanged expression, the shopkeeper finally said, “I was afraid of angering you, so I hadn’t dared mention it to your household.”

Yang Wan leaned against the railing, “It’s fine. The Superintendent has read it too and said the writing style was quite good, the criticism forceful.”

The shopkeeper laughed, “That’s the Superintendent being merciful, but these people are too ungrateful.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “We know how precious peace at the scholar’s desk is, and don’t want to quarrel too much with students. By the way, is that Zhou Muyi in Kuanqin Hall today?”

“Yes. I had someone ask earlier. Today the Eastern Depot is going to arrest someone at Minister Bai’s house. Those people are gathered there discussing and criticizing this matter. Besides students, there are also several Donglin officials.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “That’s why I say Kuanqin Hall won’t last long.”

“What do you mean, Proprietor?”

Yang Wan said, “Both we and Kuanqin Hall are private publishing houses, without official backing. Getting involved in government affairs means certain death. There’s no money to be made there, only heads to be lost.”

The shopkeeper laughed, “Proprietor speaks interestingly, but how should we do business now? Having so much printing ink stored up isn’t a solution.”

Yang Wan looked toward Changhe Lane, “How many inns are there in Changhe Lane?”

“Oh, not exactly sure, probably around ten or more.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Let’s try doing business with these ten or so establishments.”

“Proprietor, please explain more clearly.”

Yang Wan turned around, “It’s nothing complex, just like when you previously set up exam markets for the autumn examinations. Gather all our stored ink and use it to print examination classics. Don’t worry about binding quality, use the cheapest thread binding, and keep prices low.”

The shopkeeper was somewhat confused, “Previously during examinations, when exam markets were set up, all major publishing houses would lower prices. In the end, nobody made much money.”

Yang Wan said, “We can make money.”

“How?”

Yang Wan pointed toward Changhe Lane, “We’ll move some classics to set up stalls in the inns.”

“What?”

Yang Wan continued, “Not too many, that would take up too much in space, just the right amount. Then share some profits with the inns. Once we set up stalls, they won’t let other publishers’ books in. Later, after the spring examinations end, we can also display current novels, picture books, and such there, but that’s for later. Let’s first profit from these spring examinations.”

The shopkeeper listened, somewhat entranced.

Yang Wan lowered her hand, “Start working on it first. If it goes well, everyone will make money.”

The shopkeeper finally came to his senses, looking at Yang Wan’s expression, he couldn’t help saying, “You have a mind for business.”

Yang Wan sat back down by the window, “I’m thinking, maybe next year we can buy Kuanqin Hall.”

Hearing this, the shopkeeper couldn’t help calling out, “Proprietor.”

“Yes?”

“May I ask you something boldly?”

“Go ahead.”

The shopkeeper raised his head, “You’re the Superintendent’s person. What don’t you have? Why bother with all this?”

Yang Wan lowered her head and smiled, “No matter what others think of the Eastern Depot, we won’t forcibly take things. But business naturally needs to develop slowly. I’ve never done business before, just have some ideas. The rest depends on all of you. I don’t want to do other business, I just want to do publishing business, do it for a long time, accumulate some money, so when we’re old, we can live well.”

The shopkeeper stood up, “I understand your words, Proprietor. I’ll go down and give instructions now.”

“Thank you.”

Yang Wan gave him a lady’s bow, then turned back to look downstairs.

The voices were clamorous, mixed with Deng Ying’s official title and Bai Huan’s honorific. In this place near the Prefecture, young people gathered for a satisfying denunciation. Through verbal and written attacks, Deng Ying was stripped bare.

Yang Wan remembered the person lying beside her last night, exposed below the waist, and suddenly shuddered.

She didn’t know when it started, but she no longer wanted to persuade Deng Ying to let things go.

Whatever Deng Ying wanted to do, Yang Wan decided to stop questioning whether it was “worth it” or not.

Instead, she couldn’t let go. A battle of pen and ink wasn’t impossible. The modern Yang Wan had been a lone warrior in academic circles. What difference did it make being six hundred years in the past? She was still Yang Wan, the one who wrote “The Biography of Deng Ying.” Compared to the academic circles of the past, this bustling capital was even more lively and complex. If Deng Ying couldn’t speak, could the Great Ming’s voice speak for him?

Yang Wan closed her eyes. The wind from upstairs caressed her cheeks. The rain had stopped, and the crowd’s voices were clear and unified.

Yang Wan removed her swaying ornament and threw it at Zhou Muyi, who was speaking grandly at the hall entrance. Hit on the shoulder, he stopped his speech and shouted, “Who’s there!”

Yang Wan stood by the window and called out, “It’s me.”

She tucked her hair behind her ear, “Mr. Zhou, public opinion is fearsome, and writing deserves respect. You fear neither the former nor respect the latter, truly a shame to scholars.”

Zhou Muyi walked out from the crowd, “Who are you?”

Yang Wan looked down at him, “The woman you speak of who serves a eunuch.”

The crowd stirred, and someone looked up and shouted, “Only prostitutes would serve eunuchs. You’re shameless, showing your face before us and speaking wildly, even daring to harm someone of scholarly merit. We must report you to officials and have you displayed in the streets in stocks.”

“Go ahead.”

Yang Wan calmly spoke these two words.

The person who had just spoken was stunned.

Yang Wan tilted her head, “Anyone with a mouth can speak, but can you take responsibility for your words? Dare you to fulfill them? Even if I am a prostitute, so what? Don’t you also consider visiting courtesans’ refined entertainment? How are you more noble than eunuchs?”

“You…”

That person was almost choking with anger.

Yang Wan interrupted, “I know that what I’m saying now has no meaning in your eyes, but I still want to say it again.”

She fixed her gaze on Zhou Muyi, “Mr. Zhou, public opinion is fearsome, and writing deserves respect. When speaking or writing, please consider your position thrice. Not everyone wearing scholar’s robes is truly a scholar. Some wear the skin of a literati, but from eating too much dog meat, their head has become that of a dog.”

After speaking, she laughed to herself and turned to go behind the window.

The crowd below began discussing, “This woman… who is she?”

“Can’t you tell? It’s that Yang Wan, who was previously betrothed to the Zhang family’s son, Zhang Luo of the Northern Command, but later became the Eastern Depot Superintendent’s companion.”

At these words, there was a wave of sighs.

Then someone shouted, “Shameless, truly shameless! The Zhang family should take her back and lock her up!”

The crowd echoed in agreement.

Yang Wan leaned against the wall listening to the voices outside, lowered her head, and smiled, hugging herself as she muttered, “Little Ying, you really can endure.”

At this moment, Deng Ying was standing before the Bai residence, when suddenly a needle-like pain shot through his head. He had to raise his hand to press against it.

Seeing his pale face, Qin Wende hurriedly said, “I don’t think we need to wait anymore. This Bai residence has no intention of opening its doors!”

“Don’t rush.”

Qin Wende looked back at Deng Ying’s ankles, “Superintendent, you were already unsteady earlier. We’ve waited so long, we’ve done more than enough.”

 Chapter 99: River Wind and Cold Dew (Part 7)
Bai Huan’s residence was behind the street inside Fucheng Gate.

When the Eastern Depot came to make the arrest, guards remained at the entrance of the alley.

They had piled wooden barriers at the alley entrance, blocking curious citizens from the street inside Fucheng Gate. Deng Ying had been standing with his back to the alley entrance for nearly two hours.

A child slipped through the barrier while the guards weren’t looking, crawling on the ground to curiously tug at the shackles on Deng Ying’s feet. Deng Ying looked down, initially intending to move away, but due to the pain from his old injuries, he stumbled and nearly tripped over the child. He hurriedly braced himself against the wall trying to step back, but still couldn’t avoid stepping on the child’s hand.

The child burst into tears with a “Waa!”

Qin Wende strode over in two steps and lifted the child by the collar.

“Where are this child’s parents!”

His voice was loud, but no one in the crowd responded immediately. After a while, someone whispered, “Now the Eastern Depot won’t even spare children.”

“Children? Do you know who this Superintendent is arresting today?”

“Who?”

“Tsk, the master of this residence. Minister Bai, an elder statesman of two reigns, now to be locked up and suffer in the Eastern Depot prison.”

“Ah? What crime has the Minister committed?”

“What crime? Whatever crime that man says the Minister committed becomes his crime.”

“Aiy… what a sin!”

“Isn’t it? I heard that this Superintendent was once the Minister’s student when he was studying. Changed his skin and became like a vicious dog.”

As soon as he finished speaking, a woman behind him began trembling and crying out.

The people in front quickly turned around, “Madam, what’s wrong?”

The woman looked at the child in Qin Wende’s hands and sobbed: “I took my eyes off him for just a moment… my son…”

Public opinion was fearsome.

Fortunately, Deng Ying hadn’t heard clearly. He walked to Qin Wende’s side and raised his hand.

“Put him down gently.”

Qin Wende looked indignant, “Superintendent, it’s bad enough that Minister Bai humiliates you, but even a child acts this way.”

Deng Ying raised his hand higher, “Let go quickly.”

Only then did Qin Wende reluctantly release his grip.

The child was trembling with fear, clinging to Deng Ying and not daring to move. Deng Ying tugged at his sleeve to cover his wrist, avoiding chafing the child’s back, and turned to carry him to the barrier.

Seeing this, the child’s mother quickly pushed through the crowd, fearfully taking her child, not daring to speak, using her sleeve to shield the child’s face as she turned and pushed back into the crowd. At this moment, the Bai residence opened its side door, and the household manager came out, bowing to Deng Ying.

“Superintendent Deng, our master has difficulty rising. Knowing you come with imperial orders, he dares not be negligent and has sent this humble servant to welcome you inside. Additionally, there are women in the residence, all modest ladies who don’t cross the threshold. We hope the Superintendent will be understanding and allow them to withdraw to the rear hall.”

Deng Ying said: “His Majesty gave no orders to search the house. Please inform the master’s family members so they may rest assured.”

Then he turned to Qin Wende, “Follow me in, do not disturb the inner residence.”

“Yes.”

The manager led Deng Ying and his men through the entrance. As soon as Deng Ying entered the main courtyard, he smelled a strong medicinal scent.

Bai Huan’s main courtyard had almost no decorative features, only a blue stone placed in the center, inscribed with the “Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva Fundamental Vow Sutra” that Deng Ying had written and carved himself as a young student. In front of the stone was an oilcloth tent, where books that had been temporarily gathered due to the rain were spread out to dry.

The manager ordered a maid to lift the heavy quilted curtain, stepping aside.

“The master’s legs are not good anymore, every few days he needs herb-steeped water, steaming for a while before he can feel any relief. The master feared that when he goes out later, he wouldn’t be able to bear the restraints and would cause trouble for you, Superintendent, so he ordered this preparation this morning, which caused the delay. Please don’t blame him.”

Deng Ying lowered his head and entered past the curtain.

The maids let down the curtain, blocking the daylight outside. By the flickering light of several oil lamps, Deng Ying saw Bai Huan sitting beneath a hanging scroll. He wore a bear fur cape, with a wooden tub placed beneath him, and a servant adding rolling water to the tub. The room was humid, with large water droplets condensed on the floor.

Deng Ying knelt and bowed to Bai Huan.

But Bai Huan waved his hand and laughed with a cough, “What logic is there in kneeling to a criminal during an investigation? Please rise, Superintendent Deng.”

Deng Ying raised his head, “I never intended to be disrespectful to you, Minister.”

Bai Huan shook his head, “I’ve always known your character. When told to wait outside, you stand and wait; when invited in, you maintain such humble courtesy. However, you still must account to the Ceremonial Office and His Majesty, no?”

He extended his hand from beneath the cape and said to the servant: “Help me up, help me put on my shoes, so the depot guards can come in and do their duty.”

Seeing only one servant attending, Deng Ying rolled up his sleeves and rose, walking to Bai Huan’s footstool, telling the servant: “Hold the master steady.”

Then he bent down to take Bai Huan’s shoes, saying softly: “Minister, these shoes won’t be suitable in the depot prison. Perhaps you should change to a softer, older pair?”

Bai Huan said: “They’re all the same.”

Deng Ying said no more, supporting Bai Huan’s leg to rest on his knee as he helped him with shoes and socks.

Bai Huan’s legs were swollen from illness, leaving depression at the slightest touch. Deng Ying shifted his knee to make Bai Huan more comfortable.

“Minister, I never intended to account to the Ceremonial Office and His Majesty.”

As he spoke, he took the silk socks handed by the servant, placing one on his leg and lifting Bai Huan’s foot as he continued: “Liang Weiben’s case involves the Japanese threat in Jiangzhe, which concerns His Majesty most. However, fortunately, the Liang case is being handled by the Ministry of Justice, involving at most two other ministries. They will do their best to modify Liang Weiben’s confession to avoid implicating you, Minister. As for my part…”

He paused, “I may have to move against some of your clansmen. Though you’ve never been corrupt, Minister, with such a large family and many clan members, there are bound to be places where supervision has failed. I promise you, I will try my best to preserve their lives but to ensure your safety, their properties, and assets, I will…”

“Take them in the Eastern Depot’s name, right?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Yes.”

“Deng Ying.”

Bai Huan suddenly called his name, and Deng Ying’s hands paused at the sound.

“I’m here, Minister. Please speak.”

Bai Huan lowered his head to look at Deng Ying’s profile.

“Were the school lands of Chushan Academy and Hutan Academy not seized also to save Yang Lun?”

Deng Ying pressed his lips together, “Minister need not concern yourself with these matters. They’re not important.”

“I wrote the memorial impeaching you, causing you to fall to such a state. Don’t you harbor any resentment?”

Deng Ying continued putting on Bai Huan’s shoes as he replied: “Actually, I walked this path myself. It has nothing to do with you, Minister, or Master Yang. I know you didn’t want to treat me this way, but circumstances compelled you. The memorial could only be written by you, the hearts of the entire court could only be settled by you, and this path I now walk, others couldn’t walk it. So I harbor no resentment. My conscience is clear.”

After speaking, he set down Bai Huan’s foot and knelt again, performing a deep bow to Bai Huan.

“From today forward, let this bow temporarily account for all my offenses against you. When you are cleared of charges and leave the depot prison, I will properly ask your forgiveness.”

Bai Huan coughed several times, waving away the tea offered by the servant, speaking dejectedly: “You need not do this. Why won’t you take a step back?”

Deng Ying stood up, “Though I am a man who has undergone punishment, I don’t want to be a worthless person with my bones picked clean. When my teacher died tragically in prison years ago, I couldn’t save him. I’ve felt guilty about this my whole life, never able to forgive myself. Today you are imprisoned, I must save you.”

Bai Huan tremblingly reached out, gently touching Deng Ying’s temple. Deng Ying’s back stiffened, his throat catching as he said: “Teacher, you…”

He choked, quickly correcting himself: “Forgive me, sir.”

“It’s alright…”

Bai Huan smiled, “There’s no one else here now.”

He took hold of Deng Ying’s wrist.

“Roll up your sleeve higher.”

Deng Ying quickly complied.

Bai Huan looked at the wounds under the restraints, then coughed several times again.

“Bring tea for the master.”

Bai Huan waved his hand, “No need…”

He expelled a breath heavy with blood, “My time is near, old age and illness bind me. You’re so young, yet also covered in wounds and ailments. Zhang Zhanchun taught you the I Ching back then. Do you know your lifespan?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “I’ve never asked the I Ching about such things.”

Bai Huan nodded, “It’s good not to ask, good not to ask…”

He finished speaking and stood up holding the chair back, “Let your men come in. Today I feel strong enough to walk out myself.”

In the spring of the fourteenth year of Zhenning, the most absurd record appeared in Ming History.

Deng Ying, while awaiting punishment himself, interrogated Bai Huan.

The former teacher and student, are both in chains on the road.

Deng Ying walked on his own in front, while Bai Huan was supported by depot guards, stumbling behind.

That day after Yang Wan left Qingbo Hall, she didn’t immediately return to the palace.

She hid in the crowd, surrounded by curses, accompanying Deng Ying on that journey from the Bai residence to the Eastern Depot prison.

Throughout, she kept thinking of the accounts in Ming History, and later scholars’ interpretations of this absurd historical episode.

Those words were more rational and detached than the citizens’ “evil words.”

Yet the more detached they became, the colder and sharper they were.

Yang Wan watched Deng Ying from outside the crowd. He used his sleeves to hide the restraints on his wrists, gently avoiding the onlookers and children who pressed close to him, occasionally pausing to wait for Bai Huan behind him, softly telling the depot guards: “Walk more slowly.”

Amidst endless malice, Yang Wan saw a slight smile on Deng Ying’s face.

Very faint, but enough for her to notice.

Yang Wan turned to look at Bai Huan, this elderly man stumbling along, his expression also quite peaceful.

The Ming History recorded this as a great political drama of master and disciple completely falling out, destroying each other in a life-or-death struggle. In reality, these two men simply walked a path together with the same bearing, in tacit understanding.

Yang Wan watched from the crowd as Deng Ying and Bai Huan entered the Eastern Depot prison. The midday sun suddenly broke through the clouds.

The sunlight falling on her body already carried some warmth.

An old man selling maltose candy by the road held out his candies to Yang Wan, “Young lady, they’re very sweet, buy some?”

Yang Wan touched the money pouch Deng Ying had gotten from Qin Wende, smiling as she asked: “I’ll take three packages, two with more, one with less.”

The old man smiled, “Young lady buying three packages, that means the man in your household also likes sweets.”

Yang Wan nodded, “He doesn’t like sweets, but when I tell him to eat them, he will.”

The old man’s eyes curved in a smile, “Young lady’s husband must be very good.”

Yang Wan looked back toward the prison gates, responding softly:

“Yes… others don’t know, but no matter what, he is just an especially, especially good person…”

Chapter 100: River Wind and Cold Dew (Part 8)
Several days passed without Deng Ying returning to the palace.

Two days before the Zhonghe Festival, the Imperial Palace distributed millet and white flour to each palace for making pancakes and fumigating insects.

Yi Lang developed a spring fever that left his throat swollen and painful. Later, he developed eye discharge and complained of discomfort for several days. The attendants of Wenhua Hall, not knowing any better, gave him too much cooling herbal water, which unexpectedly triggered diarrhea and quickly destroyed his appetite.

That day, he barely touched the porridge sent from the kitchen. With an empty stomach from the diarrhea, he sat weakly on the bed, looking pitifully at Yang Wan.

Yang Wan helped Yi Lang change into fresh clothes and brought him an incense burner to smell.

“Imperial Physician Luo said there’s mint added in here. It should feel refreshing, Your Highness, please try it.”

Yi Lang held onto Yang Wan’s arm and leaned in for a sniff, immediately sneezing twice.

Yang Wan offered him her handkerchief, “Is your nose a bit clearer now?”

Yi Lang shook his head, “Aunt, my throat and nose are still badly congested.”

Yang Wan set down the incense burner, “Ah… I haven’t taken good care of Your Highness. When the Empress was here, she never let Your Highness suffer like this.”

Yi Lang tugged at Yang Wan’s sleeve, “It’s fine, I always feel unwell this time of year.”

Yang Wan smiled and tucked the blanket around him, “Tomorrow I’ll go request leave from His Majesty for you. Your Highness should rest in bed for a couple of days.”

Yi Lang leaned back against the bed and said, “If Aunt goes to request leave from Father Emperor, won’t everyone in Chengrong Palace be punished? I’m fine, I’ll go to lessons tomorrow.”

As he reached for a book beside the couch, Yang Wan quickly handed it to him.

“Still reading?”

“Yes. I’ve fallen behind these past few days, and the Supervisor hasn’t come either. There are some parts the teachers explained that I still don’t understand. I’ve been wanting to ask the Supervisor about them. Oh right, Aunt, yesterday was his scheduled day for receiving the medicine. Imperial Physician Luo came, so why didn’t he come?”

“Hmm…”

Yang Wan hesitated, unsure how to explain to Yi Lang.

Yi Lang placed the book on his knees and said to Yang Wan, “Aunt, recently, both in and out of court, everyone’s cursing him.”

Yang Wan stroked Yi Lang’s head, “It’s alright, this time Your Highness can curse him too.”

Yi Lang shook his head, “I won’t curse him anymore.”

Yang Wan paused, “Why not?”

Yi Lang fidgeted with his sleeping robe sleeve, “The Supervisor told me something.”

“What did he say?”

Yi Lang looked up, “He told me not to tell you, Aunt.”

Yang Wan smiled, “So Your Highness and the Supervisor now have secrets from Aunt?”

Yi Lang lowered his head and turned a few pages of his book, “It wasn’t something good, so I don’t want to tell Aunt.”

As Yang Wan hesitated whether to probe further, Heyu lifted the warm curtain and entered, “Miss Wan, the Supervisor has arrived.”

Yang Wan stood up and looked at Yi Lang, “Your Highness…”

Yi Lang looked up at Yang Wan, “It’s fine, Aunt, let him in. It’s warm here, good for applying medicine.”

“Yes, thank you, Your Highness.”

With Yi Lang’s permission, Yang Wan immediately walked out of the sleeping quarters. Deng Ying was walking towards Yang Wan from behind the ground screen. Today he wore an ash-gray informal robe, his hair bound without a hat, appearing even thinner than before.

Yang Wan turned and lifted the warm curtain, “Come in.”

Deng Ying hesitated looking at Yang Wan, “Is His Highness also here?”

“Yes, but it’s fine, come in. It’s warmer inside.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying entered the sleeping quarters.

Yi Lang looked up, acknowledged Deng Ying’s bow, and pointed to the chair beside the couch with his book, “Supervisor, please sit.”

“This servant thanks Your Highness.”

Yang Wan had Heyu bring a bowl of cooling herbal tea for Deng Ying, while she sat down beside Yi Lang’s bed, tucking the blanket around him more securely. She said to Deng Ying: “This tea was originally for His Highness, it’s good for spring fever, but His Highness drank too much the other day…”

“Aunt!”

Yi Lang’s face turned bright red, and Yang Wan quickly smiled, “Yes, yes, Aunt won’t say anymore.”

Deng Ying reached out to accept the tea, bowing to Yi Lang, “Thank you for Your Highness’s kindness.”

Yi Lang asked, “Supervisor, why didn’t you come yesterday?”

Deng Ying bowed deeply and replied, “This servant has failed Your Highness’s grace, please forgive me.”

Yi Lang looked somewhat embarrassed, “I didn’t mean to blame you, you don’t need to ask for forgiveness.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan looked at these two who hadn’t met for a while, each maintaining their formality, and smiled, saying to Heyu: “Go fetch the medicine that Imperial Physician Luo left yesterday.”

As she spoke, she rolled up Deng Ying’s sleeve and said to Yi Lang, “Didn’t Your Highness want to ask him about your books? Which one? Aunt will get it for you.”

Yi Lang looked at Deng Ying’s arm, “Never mind, I’ll ask him next time in the study.”

Then he lowered his head and continued reading his book.

Deng Ying looked up and softly asked Yang Wan, “What’s wrong with His Highness?”

Yang Wan leaned close to Deng Ying’s ear and said, “He’s had diarrhea all day, and now he’s in a bad mood.”

Deng Ying couldn’t help but laugh.

“Aunt, what are you two saying?”

Yang Wan looked up, “Not telling Your Highness.”

“Why not?”

“Doesn’t Your Highness also have things you won’t tell Aunt, like with the Supervisor?”

At these words, Deng Ying and Yi Lang exchanged a glance, both falling silent.

Heyu brought the medicine and helped Yang Wan apply it to Deng Ying, “Supervisor, I see your injuries are much worse than last month.”

Deng Ying withdrew his wrist slightly without speaking. Heyu moved the lamp closer and said to Yang Wan, “Miss, look, it’s swollen and bruised here.”

Yang Wan nodded, “I see this implement seems lighter than before.” She looked up, “Did someone plead for mercy on your behalf?”

“Zi Xi pleaded with Secretary Bai, it was changed the day before yesterday.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “Then why are the injuries worse?”

Deng Ying hesitated to speak, when Yi Lang suddenly said, “Is it to take care of Secretary Bai?”

Yang Wan turned back in surprise, “How does Your Highness know?”

Yi Lang glanced at Deng Ying, then ducked his head under the blanket, saying no more.

Yang Wan put down the medicine and stood up, addressing them both, “Can’t you two be honest with me?”

“Sorry…”

They spoke almost in unison.

Yang Wan pressed her brow, feeling both annoyed and amused. Seeing Deng Ying sitting there awkwardly, she had to kneel and take his wrist again, “How is the Minister’s health?”

Hearing Yang Wan’s voice was still calm, Deng Ying finally dared to speak, “His legs are badly swollen, and the prison is damp and cold. He’s developed some lung ailment these past two days. But the Minister insists on maintaining his dignity, and won’t let others attend to him even in this state. I… am not very convenient.”

Yang Wan lowered her eyes, “The Minister allows you to care for him?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “Then may I visit the Minister in a few days?”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan. She had removed her evening makeup, and her hair was slightly disheveled, with fine wisps moving gently in the warm breeze from the charcoal fire.

“Will you go with me?”

He asked softly.

“Yes.”

Yang Wan looked up, “I’ll go with you, you’re already exhausted enough. I’m just an idle person anyway, and if the Minister doesn’t mind me, I’d like to help a bit. In the current situation, it’s not good for anyone to send things to the Eastern Depot prison, but it would be fine if I go.”

“Alright.”

Just as Deng Ying agreed, Yi Lang suddenly called from the couch, “Supervisor Deng.”

Deng Ying stood up and said, “This servant is here, Your Highness please speak.”

Yi Lang said, “Take good care of my aunt. Minister Bai… is very stern.”

Deng Ying couldn’t help but smile, bowing with clasped hands, “Yes, this servant understands.”

Yang Wan walked out of Yi Lang’s sleeping quarters with Deng Ying. The moon was at its zenith. Heyu cheerfully brought over a stack of pancakes, “Supervisor, are you leaving?”

“Yes.”

“Try one of our pancakes before you go. Tomorrow is the second day of the second month, the Zhonghe Festival. Those rough folk at your place probably haven’t thought to prepare these.”

Deng Ying hesitated. Yang Wan took the pancakes, broke off a piece, and handed it to him.

“Eat a bit. I have something else for you to eat too.”

She looked at Heyu, who understood and said, “Yes, this servant will fetch it for Miss right away.”

Deng Ying lowered his head and took a bite of the pancake. It was made with white flour and oil; one bite and the crispy skin crumbled. Deng Ying quickly reached out to catch the falling crumbs.

Yang Wan laughed, “You’re so careful even when eating.”

Deng Ying said, “You gave it to me, I don’t want to waste any.”

Just then, Heyu returned with sesame candy. Yang Wan took it and handed it to Deng Ying.

“I bought it with the money you gave me. I bought three packages – one for myself, one for His Highness, and this one for you.”

“Wan Wan, do you like sweet things?”

“I didn’t used to, but now I do. Life should be sweet.”

She rose on her tiptoes and brushed some pancake crumbs from Deng Ying’s lips, “Go back now. His Highness isn’t feeling well today, so I won’t leave Chengrong Palace. Tomorrow I’ll prepare some things… medicine, clothes, bedding, and such, to bring to the Minister.”

Deng Ying asked, “Wan Wan, do you have enough money to use?”

Yang Wan smiled, “Don’t worry, Qingbo Hall is doing very well. In the future, whatever you want to eat or wear, I’ll buy it for you.”

“I don’t want anything.”

He seriously rejected Yang Wan, looking somewhat adorably foolish.

Yang Wan gazed at him in the evening breeze, “Little Deng Ying, you must eat your nuts daily, and your sesame candy too, and your noodles. When you’re with me, it’s all about eating and drinking well. Whether we have money or not, no matter how others treat us, I insist on eating and drinking what we should, spending money on medicine, and taking good care of our health. I bet you’ll live to be a hundred.”

She finished speaking and held up one finger to Deng Ying.

“I’m going back now. You just had medicine applied, so make sure to walk slowly.”

After the second day of the second month, the weather began to warm up. With the metropolitan examination approaching, examination candidates from various provinces gathered in the capital.

The Changhe Lane behind East Public Street had always been where examination candidates stayed. At this time, all the inns were full. The Ministry of Rites had no choice but to petition the Emperor to build temporary shelters behind the Drum Tower for late-arriving candidates to rent.

Most candidates from the Chu Mountain and Lake Dan academies moved into these shelters.

Although it was still February, the shelters didn’t smell pleasant. The candidates sat in the courtyard reviewing their books. Several people returned from the examination market looking dejected, saying, “It’s strange this year, there’s hardly anyone at the examination market.”

“I heard Qingbo Hall moved their book business to the inns in Changhe Lane, so naturally the examination market is quiet.”

“They say Kuanqin Hall didn’t stock much ink this year, they’re saving it all for printing those illustrated books that young masters and misses like to read.”

“No wonder only Qingbo Hall is busy.”

Someone in the courtyard said, “It’s our fault for arriving in the capital so late, otherwise we could have been studying peacefully at an inn.”

“Peaceful studying? Even with peaceful studying, I don’t think it matters much this year.”

Everyone looked up to see it was Zhou Muyi speaking.

“Minister Bai oversaw the metropolitan examination for ten years, and now he’s being tortured in the Eastern Depot prison. Of this year’s two chief examiners, one openly calls a eunuch ‘father’ outside, and the other came up from Zhejiang with an extremely poor reputation, only getting through by bribing the Ceremonial Office. So many memorials from local officials denouncing him, yet they couldn’t get him removed. With these two in charge, how can poor scholars like us compete with the privileged sons of the capital?”

These words left everyone holding their books in silence. Suddenly, someone in the crowd said, “The emperor is blind, letting these eunuch dogs hold power…”

As soon as these words were spoken, a squad of Imperial Guards appeared before the courtyard. One of the officers raised his hand and pointed at the crowd:

“Who said that just now?”

Chapter 101: River Wind and Cold Dew (Part 9)
The spring wind in February was still dry and cold, blowing the thatched grass on the shelter roofs in all directions.

Dust filled the air, blinding people’s eyes. The Imperial Guard officer wiped his face and shouted again, “No one’s admitting to it, eh?”

As he spoke, his finger swept across each person’s face, finally landing on Zhou Muyi. “Come here, bind this one, and take him away.”

“On what grounds are you taking me!”

Zhou Muyi refused to submit, twisting his arms and struggling desperately. The people around him surged forward, “Yes! On what grounds are you taking him!”

These scholars were all from the provinces, most visiting the capital for the first time, and this was their first confrontation with the Imperial Guards. None knew how to keep themselves safe, instead choosing to oppose the Guards. They were all skilled in rhetoric, and once they started arguing, they couldn’t stop themselves, inevitably letting slip some improper comments. The Guards had no interest in matching wits with them, instead seizing upon these verbal missteps. In one sweep, they took thirteen people, binding them together with rope like livestock, and marched them out of the courtyard.

Passersby and examination candidates on East Public Street all witnessed this scene, retreating to both sides of the street in angry silence, pointing and muttering.

An elderly retired Hanlin scholar, seeing these students in such a sorry state, was heartbroken. Leaning on his cane, he shakily blocked the Imperial Guards’ path alone. “Officers, these are all men of scholarly rank. A scholar may be killed but must not be humiliated. You can’t bind them! You can’t bind them!”

Zhou Muyi called out loudly, “Elder, we understand your righteous concern, but please go back. We have passionate hearts, but what can we do when the emperor’s ears are deaf and eyes are blind? The other day, Master Zhou Congshan died at the Meridian Gate, and today we face such humiliation, truly…”

“Silence! Silence!”

The elderly scholar raised his bamboo cane to strike Zhou Muyi but was pushed away by the Guards. He lost his balance and fell to the ground. His elbow and palm were immediately bloodied, and for a moment, no one in the crowd dared step forward to help him.

The elderly scholar struggled for a long time but couldn’t stand up by himself.

“Elder Sir, where are you hurt?”

A woman stepped out from the crowd, rolled up her sleeves, and knelt before the elderly scholar, lifting his sleeve to check his injuries.

The elderly scholar waved his hand, “I’m fine.”

He looked at her and added, “You’re a young woman, don’t get involved.”

But she didn’t acknowledge this, instead turning to the Imperial Guards and saying, “Apologize.”

Then she looked at Zhou Muyi, “And you must apologize too!”

Zhou Muyi recognized the woman as Yang Wan and sneered, “Apologize? Do you dare tell the Elder who you are? Let’s see if he’ll still let you help him then.”

Hearing these words, the elderly scholar’s arm trembled involuntarily as he looked up to examine Yang Wan, “You are…”

Zhou Muyi said, “She’s Yang Wan, that Eastern Depot man’s kept woman.”

The elderly scholar was startled and hurriedly pushed away Yang Wan’s hand.

Yang Wan said nothing, stepping back to perform a woman’s bow to him. After straightening, she said, “Your concern for the younger generation moves me deeply, and I meant no offense. If you find me disagreeable, I can call someone else to escort you home.”

The elderly scholar shook his head, “This old man won’t go back.”

Picking up his bamboo cane from the ground, he addressed the crowd: “Though I left court many years ago, I once served in the Ministry of Rites, overseeing the metropolitan examinations. I never imagined that after fourteen years of spring examinations, things would come to this.”

He raised his cane toward Zhou Muyi: “When scholarship goes astray… what were those Donglin people thinking? The futures of these young people mean nothing to them, they just teach them to curse the court and the emperor. Sooner or later, there will be another Tongjia incident…”

As he spoke, his vision darkened, and he almost lost his balance.

Zhou Muyi said, “Elder, warriors die in battle, scholars die for their principles. We study for no other reason than to serve our country. Why should we fear death!”

“Yes, why fear death!”

The crowd roared, emotions pouring out in waves. Facing these scholars, Yang Wan felt a deep, ice-cold sorrow well up in her heart.

The spirit of resistance exists in human nature throughout every era, but these people before her couldn’t be classified under the revolutionary spirit of “give me liberty or give me death.”

This was the scholarly mind twisted by Ming Dynasty politics, exploited by the Donglin Party, and blinded by their convictions. It wasn’t that they didn’t fear death, but that they sought to justify themselves through death. “Warriors die in battle, scholars die for their principles” – these words sounded so ‘fearless’ yet so helpless. Knowing the path ahead held no light, knowing their deaths would be meaningless, yet still choosing to die. In the end, what they sought wasn’t the righteousness they claimed, but merely their purity.

Did this have any meaning at all?

Yang Wan couldn’t resolve this question in her mind.

As she wrestled with these thoughts, suddenly a voice came from the crowd.

“You studied for over ten years just to die at the Meridian Gate?”

Everyone looked behind Yang Wan to see Deng Ying standing before the crowd, holding his chains in his hands.

He walked a few steps toward Yang Wan, the iron chains scraping against the ground with a slightly grating sound.

He reached Yang Wan’s side and bowed to the elderly scholar.

The scholar waved and shook his head, refusing to accept the courtesy, but Deng Ying insisted on completing the bow before straightening.

Zhou Muyi struggled and shouted at Deng Ying, “Deng Ying, everyone knows you imprisoned Minister Bai in the Eastern Depot to be tortured! Even if you put on this act now, you’re still despised by all!”

Yang Wan couldn’t bear it anymore, “Zhou Muyi, are you stupid? Do you even understand why the Elder was scolding you just now!”

“Wan Wan, come back.”

Yang Wan was so angry her chest heaved, but Deng Ying pulled her back, and she retreated behind him, pressing her lips together.

Deng Ying walked toward Zhou Muyi, speaking as he went: “Do you know how hard it is to find a peaceful desk for studying? Chu Mountain Academy is a private school, and its survival until today isn’t just due to the court’s grace, but also the dedication of several elderly Hanlin scholars from Hangzhou. The court and these officials support the academy and sustain your studies not so you can travel thousands of miles to the capital to die.”

Zhou Muyi spat at Deng Ying, “You dare mention Chu Mountain Academy? Our academy has been driven to the brink these past couple of years. For this metropolitan examination, our teacher nearly emptied his coffers, selling his fields to gather money for our travel expenses. Whose doing is this? Doesn’t Supervisor Deng know?”

He raised his voice, “You embezzled the academy’s fields, lined your own pockets, while we studied bitterly for ten years in poverty, watching you and those eunuchs from the Ceremonial Office in your fine houses and beautiful clothes. Where is the Way of the King? Where is Heaven’s justice?”

“Is the Way of the King truly absent?”

Deng Ying’s throat caught as he raised both hands toward him, “Then what is this?”

Zhou Muyi froze.

Deng Ying looked into his eyes and continued, “I’m involved in the academy fields case, which is why I’m in this state, bearing these restraints and standing trial in the Ministry of Punishment. A criminal has no dignity to speak of. After ten years of bitter study, do you want to end up like me?”

He turned to look at the people behind Zhou Muyi, “Do you all want to end up like me?”

At this question, all voices fell silent.

Yang Wan heard trembling in Deng Ying’s voice.

“If you study but don’t serve in office, don’t work for the people’s livelihood, what kind of scholar are you?”

After saying these words, he slowly lowered his hands, turned around to take Yang Wan’s hand, and walked toward the crowd.

The Eastern Depot guards immediately stopped the Imperial Guards. Qin Wende said, “We’ll take these people to the Eastern Depot.”

The officer said, “On what grounds?”

Qin Wende wiped his face and said, “Because our Supervisor wishes it, and that the Eastern Depot is imperial-mandated to oversee your cases. If you’re handling the case poorly, naturally we must take over. If you disagree, you can have Vice Commander Zhang come to our office to question our Supervisor.”

He lifted Zhou Muyi’s wrist and said to the guards, “Untie the ropes binding them. As the Elder said, these are all men of scholarly rank. Binding them like this is unseemly.”

Zhou Muyi said, “We’d rather die than go to the Eastern Depot!”

Qin Wende’s temper flared instantly. He jabbed Zhou Muyi’s knee with his scabbard, forcing him to the ground. “What, you’d rather stay in the imperial prison? Fine then, go ahead! We’ll take everyone else, and just you, I’ll leave you to the Northern Depot. Aren’t you Zhou Congshan’s nephew? Good, hurry up and go with these Imperial Guards to see where your uncle suffered.”

A guard, seeing Qin Wende was serious, hurriedly came forward, “Are we not saving this Zhou fellow? This isn’t what the Supervisor ordered.”

Qin Wende snorted, “I just can’t stand him.”

Then he waved his hand, “Fine, take them, take them all.”

Meanwhile, Yang Wan sat in the carriage waiting for Deng Ying.

After the guards reported back, Deng Ying kept his head down for a long time without speaking.

A guard couldn’t help asking, “Supervisor if the Northern Depot comes to ask about how we’re handling these people, how should our office respond?”

Deng Ying said, “The metropolitan examination is in less than twenty days. These people can’t be imprisoned.”

The guard said, “If we don’t imprison them, then we’ll have to beat them.”

Hearing this, Deng Ying gripped his sleeve and finally nodded after a long moment.

Yang Wan held Deng Ying’s hand, helping him into the carriage, asking, “How many strokes?”

Deng Ying coughed once, “Twenty strokes for Zhou Muyi, ten for the others.”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying’s profile and said softly, “They’ll hate you to death.”

“Let them hate then.”

He closed his eyes, raised his head to support it with both hands and began coughing intermittently.

Yang Wan gently stroked Deng Ying’s ear, “Little Deng Ying, what’s wrong?”

Deng Ying didn’t make a sound.

Yang Wan moved over slightly, “Do you want to rest your head on my lap for a while?”

Yang Wan thought Deng Ying would refuse, but to her surprise, he slowly bent down and rested his face on her lap.

Yang Wan lowered her head and asked softly, “They upset you, didn’t they?”

Deng Ying docilely closed his eyes and made a sound of agreement.

Yang Wan stroked Deng Ying’s forehead, “This is the first time I’ve seen you speak like that.”

“I won’t do it again.”

Yang Wan said gently, “Deng Ying, how did you study in your day?”

“The same as Zhou Muyi.”

“No, you were much better than him.”

Deng Ying laughed and coughed, “How do you know?”

Yang Wan tilted her head back, “You helped me understand something – what truly constitutes the scholarly spirit of the Great Ming. It’s not seeking fame or justification through death, but rather, like you, regardless of one’s status or position, never forgetting one’s original aspirations, living for this world. You want to save these scholars, just as you protect Yi Lang, because you see the future of the court, the people’s livelihood. You’re far nobler than Zhou Muyi and his kind. Deng Ying, from beginning to end, you’ve never failed your teachers, or yourself. You’re worthy of being called a scholar of the Great Ming.”

Deng Ying’s throat felt warm, “Wan Wan, I don’t know how much longer I can help these people.”

“You still have me.”

After saying this, she covered Deng Ying with her cloak, “Let’s go see Minister Bai. Lean on me and sleep for a while, I’ll wake you when we arrive.”

Chapter 102: River Wind and Cold Dew (Part 10)
In the prison cell of the Eastern Depot, Bai Huan sat alone, hunched over on the straw mat. His legs were severely swollen, making it difficult for him to move by himself.

A jailer came with water, squatting before the cell door, “Elder, are you feeling better today?”

Bai Huan raised his head at the voice and smiled, “Better.”

The jailer’s face lit up with joy as he stood, clapping his hands, “Then I’ll bring you a bowl of porridge to eat, and wait for the Supervisor to come help clean you up.”

“No need.”

Bai Huan struggled to sit up, waving his hand, “I can move a bit better these past few days. Just bring the water, I’ll clean myself.”

The jailer carried the bucket in, continuing, “In a few days, when medicine arrives from outside, we can quietly call a doctor to the prison again. We can get you some tonics then, Elder, to help your strength.”

Bai Huan smiled, “How is medicine delivered to the prison?”

“Oh.”

At this question, the jailer opened up.

“Initially, prisoners’ families brought it themselves, but later the Supervisor saw some prisoners had no family, so he ordered monthly checks of prisoners’ injuries and illnesses. Medicine for those who need it, treatment for those who require it. Before sentencing, we rarely see deaths here.”

Bai Huan asked, “How many death sentences have you handed down?”

The jailer smiled and changed the subject, “I can’t tell the Elder that. Are you cold? I can bring more charcoal.”

Just then, lights appeared in the prison corridor outside.

Deng Ying personally carried a candle to Bai Huan’s cell door, raising his arm to insert it into the candleholder above.

“Supervisor, you’re here.”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying secured the candle and told the jailer, “They’re serving food outside. Go eat.”

“Yes.”

The jailer left at his word.

The cell door was open, and Bai Huan looked up to see someone else standing in the corridor behind Deng Ying.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes.”

“You brought someone?”

Deng Ying answered softly, “It’s Yang Wan.”

“Zi Xi’s sister?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying’s voice carried a hint of hesitation, “Minister… would you be willing to see her?”

Bai Huan said nothing more, just nodding toward the corridor.

Deng Ying turned slightly, “Wan Wan, come here.”

Yang Wan came to Deng Ying’s side, looking up at him, “I’ll bow with you.”

“That’s not necessary, Miss Yang.”

Bai Huan’s voice was hoarse, “Deng Ying, you needn’t bow either.”

Deng Ying shook his head at this, lifting his robe to kneel, and Yang Wan followed suit.

Deng Ying performed the bow between master and disciple. Yang Wan had never done it before, and mimicking Deng Ying’s movements, she appeared somewhat awkward. Deng Ying straightened up to look at her, seeing her still struggling with the proper placement of her hands, and called to her, “Wan Wan.”

“Yes?”

“A woman’s bow is fine.”

Yang Wan looked up, confused, “Did I do it wrong just now?”

Bai Huan laughed softly, “Rise, both of you.”

Deng Ying stood, then turned to help Yang Wan up.

Bai Huan looked up at Yang Wan, “Miss Yang, is the Crown Prince well?”

Yang Wan bowed her head in response, “His Highness is well, and thinks of you often, Minister.”

Bai Huan nodded, “It must not be easy for you, a lone woman in the inner court, nurturing the heir.”

Yang Wan replied, “It cannot compare to you, Minister, serving as a pillar of the state through two reigns. Despite your illness, you still maintain your concern for all under heaven.”

Bai Huan was taken aback by these words, “Did Zi Xi teach you to read?”

“Yes, and I’ve read your writings, Minister.”

Bai Huan nodded with a smile, “Good…”

He began coughing, and Deng Ying quickly knelt to help ease his breathing, “Are you still coughing blood today?”

Bai Huan shook his head, “It’s much better now. You don’t need to come every day. Treating me this way, not conducting public interrogations… it’s not good for you.”

Deng Ying didn’t respond to Bai Huan’s words, instead turning to Yang Wan, “Wan Wan, help me tie my sleeves.”

Yang Wan knelt beside him, “How should I tie them?”

“To the shoulders, as high as possible.”

Seeing Deng Ying avoid his words, Bai Huan raised his voice slightly.

“Why won’t you listen?”

Deng Ying kept his eyes on the ground, still silent. After Yang Wan finished tying his sleeves, he rose to test the water temperature, “The water’s a bit cold, I’ll add some more.”

With that, he lifted the bucket and left the cell.

Bai Huan tried to stand but nearly fell due to his severely swollen legs.

Yang Wan looked at his ankles.

Though Deng Ying hadn’t put restraints on him, his ankles were still swollen to nearly twice their size.

Yang Wan helped Bai Huan sit down, bending to roll up his trouser legs.

Bai Huan said, “This isn’t proper. You serve His Highness.”

Yang Wan tucked her hair behind her ear and settled into a kneeling position, “Minister, I’ve never thought of myself as merely serving His Highness. Like everyone who protects him, I care for him because he’s a good child, and that’s why I want to take good care of him and protect him.”

She gently gripped Bai Huan’s calf, trying to massage it while continuing, “I’ve never cared much for rank and status.”

Bai Huan looked down at her, “If not rank and status, then what should we care for?”

Yang Wan paused, “Conscience.”

She looked up, “Like Deng Ying.”

Bai Huan looked at Yang Wan in silence for a while before finally showing a slight smile, “Miss Yang, do you write poetry?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No when I occasionally write, it’s only to record people’s words that I find enlightening. But now, I rarely even do that. I want to do solid, practical things – take good care of His Highness, and you, Minister.”

Bai Huan asked, “You do this for Deng Ying?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No, I don’t live merely to follow Deng Ying. However, he helped me understand how to heal oneself and find reason to live on when living in a world one cannot accept, to do what one still can do. I respected him first, then loved him. The people he respects, I want to respect; the principles he wants to uphold, I want to uphold.”

She paused her hands and smiled at Bai Huan, “I’ve brought some things for you – bedding, winter clothes, some medicine, and food. These aren’t from the palace, I bought them with my own money. Deng Ying has given all his money to the Chu Mountain and Lake Dan academies. Though he cares for you, there are things he can’t provide, so please don’t refuse these things from me.”

Just then, Deng Ying returned with hot water.

Yang Wan turned back, “Deng Ying, is the water hot?”

“Yes.”

“Good, we can use it for Minister’s compress.”

She stood up and, bearing the heat, wrung out a cloth to apply a hot compress to Bai Huan’s swollen legs, “Minister, does this feel better?”

Bai Huan nodded.

Yang Wan gently held her hand over the cloth and said to Bai Huan, “Minister, I’ll tell you, Deng Ying can barely take care of himself. When he said he’d been caring for you these past days, I was quite worried.”

Deng Ying knelt beside Yang Wan, “Wan Wan, when have I not taken good care of myself?”

Yang Wan smiled, “I won’t criticize you in front of Minister Bai. I’ll go prepare the bedding for the Minister.”

She stood up, supporting herself on her knees, and went to the straw pile by the wall, still smiling.

Deng Ying wrung out the cloth and silently lifted Bai Huan’s hand to clean his fingers.

Bai Huan drew his gaze from Yang Wan and asked in a deep voice, “I hadn’t finished what I was saying earlier when you avoided the subject.”

“I know you want me to conduct a public trial, let the spring examination students watch, let them see I haven’t tortured you.”

“Since you know, why won’t you do it?”

“I don’t want to.”

Deng Ying wrung the cloth again and continued quietly, “Though you’ve never acknowledged me as your student, I dare not fail to acknowledge you as my teacher. I cannot let you kneel in the courtroom.”

Bai Huan sighed, “Don’t you care at all about your reputation?”

Deng Ying looked up, “Minister, early next month, I will submit your and Liang Weiben’s case to His Majesty along with the Ministry of Punishment, to clear your false charges. But I don’t know how the Ceremonial Office will speak to His Majesty, nor how he will decide afterward. However, you are the Prime Minister, and His Majesty once told me he would execute me if I showed you disrespect. So if after the submission His Majesty still hesitates, the worse my reputation becomes, the greater your chance of pardon. After you’re cleared, let the Ministry of Punishment try my academy fields case. They can sentence me to death, but don’t torture me. As long as the Ministry doesn’t force me, the Ceremonial Office won’t move against you and Yang Lun again. As for the Ceremonial Office… you and Zi Xi can wait for the right moment.”

Hearing these words, Bai Huan’s throat tightened, “When I wrote to denounce you, I never imagined you would go this far. Deng Ying, you ask me to wait… how can I bear it?”

Deng Ying consoled him, “You needn’t feel this way. My only concern now is the students from Chu Mountain and Lake Dan academies who’ve come to the capital for the metropolitan examination. They hate me and have been incited by others, constantly making extreme statements. If they only cursed me, it wouldn’t matter, but when their words touch on His Majesty, they can easily be charged with capital crimes by the Northern Depot.”

Bai Huan asked, “How many?”

Yang Wan answered from the side, “Actually, there aren’t many from the two academies, just a few. But they’re now staying in the shelters below the Drum Tower, where there are over a hundred examination candidates. They’re all from distant places, unfamiliar with the capital’s situation. When that Zhou Muyi stirs them up, they easily become inflamed.”

Bai Huan sighed, “Our Great Ming’s examination system is meant to select talent for the nation. We cannot discourage the hearts of scholars across the land.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Minister, I know you want to save these candidates, but your position makes it inconvenient to intervene. Yang Lun’s seniority isn’t enough to control them. While I haven’t been convicted, I still have the power to negotiate with the Northern Depot, but I fear after my conviction, these people will become pawns in factional struggles.”

“They already are.”

Yang Wan said quietly, “These people are just like the Tongjia Academy back then. Unless His Majesty makes his position clear, the Northern Depot will immediately charge them with capital crimes. But Deng Ying, His Majesty may not want to discourage scholars across the land. There are still ways to handle this. Don’t be sad, either of you. You do what you can, and let me try to handle the rest.”

Bai Huan asked, “Miss Yang, what can you do?”

Yang Wan sat on the straw mat under the bedding, arms crossed, “I don’t know yet. I need to see how these students act next.”

She looked at Deng Ying, “But as long as Deng Ying doesn’t give up, I won’t give up.”

“Wan Wan…”

Yang Wan cut off Deng Ying and said to Bai Huan, “Minister Bai, I promise you I’ll do my best to protect these students. But I also ask one thing of you…”

“Speak.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together and bowed, “Please accept him as your student.”

Deng Ying froze.

“Minister Bai, though he’s a bit stubborn and doesn’t always listen to you, he’s truly a good student. You’ve been so kind to my brother – couldn’t you not leave him outside?”

Chapter 103: Apricot Shadows on the Ground (Part 1)
“Wan-wan, get up.”

The words burst from Deng Ying’s lips almost involuntarily.

Yang Wan lifted her head to look at Deng Ying. “If you won’t say it yourself, and you won’t let me say it, what do you want? Are you just going to foolishly keep it bottled up? Can’t you see how worried the teacher is about you?”

“I…”

Deng Ying stood helplessly behind Yang Wan. She reached back and tugged at the hem of his clothes. “Come here.”

Bai Huan also raised his hand toward him. “Come.”

Deng Ying hurriedly grasped Bai Huan’s hand, his jaw trembling slightly.

He had been exiled for so long – the ink in the study, the incense in the qin chamber, the poetry at literary gatherings – he could no longer touch any of it.

He had never resented anyone, always maintaining the boundaries that came with his status, staying far from the material world of the literati, and strictly limiting his clothing, food, and lodging. Even though the eunuchs in the Ceremonial Office now lived lives of luxury, taking in adopted sons in the court and upending the proper hierarchy while humiliating the educated class, he still kept to the boundaries of being a servant. He maintained his humility, upholding the precarious dignity that Yang Lun and others had preserved during the Zhenning era. Over these years, he had never imagined being accepted by these people again.

What he expected even less was that today, when he had originally brought Yang Wan to see Bai Huan, it would be Yang Wan who brought him before Bai Huan instead.

“Teacher Bai, since he won’t speak, may I speak for him?”

Bai Huan nodded.

“Thank you.”

After saying this, she turned back: “Little Deng Ying, come here and kneel properly.”

Hearing Yang Wan’s words, Deng Ying quietly knelt.

Yang Wan straightened up and looked directly at Bai Huan. “Teacher Bai, he has always been the Deng Fuling of those days, and he only wants to be that Deng Fuling. I could help him become a happier person, but I have no way to help him recover his original identity. Having no children or descendants is not such a great sorrow – having no father, no friends, and no mentor is what truly pains him. But he cannot say this. He fears that speaking of it would harm your dignity and his brother’s reputation. Teacher Bai has sealed his lips for so many years that he has become numb. Could you please speak first?”

After hearing these words, Bai Huan silently looked at Deng Ying.

Deng Ying knelt quietly with his head bowed, his shackles pooled beneath his knees, his gray clothes revealing the sharp angles of his young frame. Years of illness with only Yang Wan to care for him – if it had been Yang Lun, the entire school would have sent medicine and shown concern. But he had lived alone in a cold room by the moat, carrying on until now with no one to look after him.

Thinking of this, Bai Huan’s throat tightened with emotion. He reached out with a trembling hand, wanting to touch his student’s forehead, but he had knelt too far away and couldn’t quite reach.

“Deng Ying.”

“Ah?”

“Your head.”

Only then did Deng Ying bend forward and lean in.

When Bai Huan’s hand touched Deng Ying’s forehead, both of them trembled slightly.

Deng Ying remained silent, while Bai Huan spoke in a hoarse voice: “Fuling, you have suffered…”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan’s shoulders finally relaxed.

She said nothing more, lifting her skirts to stand and curling back into the corner, resting her chin on her knees as she listened to Bai Huan and Deng Ying talk.

In the prison cell, Bai Huan asked about Deng Ying’s health over the past two years – what medicines he had taken, which doctors he had seen, how he took care of himself during seasonal changes. Deng Ying sat before Bai Huan with clasped hands, answering docilely. Bai Huan then asked what books he was reading, if he had written anything, and said that if he had, he could bring it to the prison for him to read.

Yang Wan quietly recorded their conversation in her heart, gradually growing weary, until finally she fell asleep on the bedding.

“Get something to support her neck.”

Bai Huan turned to look at the sleeping Yang Wan with a smile. “She’s sleeping awkwardly. She’ll be sore when she wakes up.”

“Yes, I’ll make her a grass pillow.”

As he spoke, Deng Ying bent down to gather the rush mat grass, bundling it into a pillow. He stood and walked to Yang Wan’s side, reaching out to support her upper body.

Yang Wan was somewhat confused in her sleep, tilting her neck back and mumbling: “Deng Ying, don’t mess with me…”

Deng Ying’s ears reddened. “Wan-wan, I’m not messing with you.”

“You’re… touching my neck…”

“I’m not touching…”

As he spoke, Deng Ying looked awkwardly toward Bai Huan, but heard him say: “That jade pendant of green jade lotus that Master Zhang gave you – have you given it to her?”

Deng Ying looked back at Yang Wan and silently shook his head.

“Not giving it… might be for the best. I don’t think she’s an ordinary young lady.”

Deng Ying gently laid Yang Wan down and covered her body with the bedding, then turned back to Bai Huan and said: “Teacher, perhaps she really can save those students outside.”

“Do you trust her?”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan’s sleeping face and nodded.

Yang Wan was jolted awake by the carriage bumping. When she opened her eyes, Deng Ying wasn’t in the carriage. She quickly sat up and reached to lift the curtain – cooking smoke filled the city as thousands of households lit their lamps.

Yang Wan rubbed her eyes and sighed: “It’s already this late.”

Qin Wende, who was driving the carriage, said: “Madam, tell me, how many days has it been since you’ve had a proper rest?”

Yang Wan stared blankly for a moment before reacting, “What did you call me?”

“What?”

“What did you just call me?”

“Ma… Madam.”

Qin Wende looked back at Yang Wan, thinking she was unhappy with the title, and quickly added: “Should this servant change how I address you?”

“No need to change.”

Yang Wan moved to sit by the curtain. “Madam is quite nice. Makes me sound wealthy.”

“Wealthy…”

Qin Wende hadn’t followed Yang Wan’s logic. He scratched his head and changed the subject: “By the way, it’s getting late. Are you returning to the palace today?”

“Yes, go a bit faster. The East Hua Gate will be closing soon.”

“Right away. Please hold on tight.”

Yang Wan steadied herself against the carriage wall and asked: “What about your Superintendent? Is he not returning to the palace today?”

“Oh.”

Qin Wende replied: “Didn’t they just bring those students to the outer factory today? They need to be beaten one by one before they can be released, and after releasing them they need to write reports for the Northern Commandery. By the time all that’s done, it’ll probably be past curfew for entering the palace.”

Yang Wan nodded, “And after these people are beaten?”

Qin Wende said: “Those students behind the Drum Tower are all waiting outside the factory office to receive them. They’ll just let them take them away.”

“Are there any doctors to examine them?”

“There are plenty of traveling doctors by the Drum Tower. Don’t worry about them – if they’re foolish enough to get to that point, they deserve what they get if they die.”

Yang Wan smiled, “You speak quite frankly.”

“Indeed.”

Yang Wan smiled and said: “Later, go to the Qingbo Inn and tell the innkeeper to take some money to the area behind the Drum Tower for those students. Don’t mention anything else, just say it’s because he feels sorry for the students.”

Qin Wende looked back and said: “Madam, you and the Superintendent are both like Bodhisattvas.”

Yang Wan said: “I’m not doing it for them.”

“Then who are you doing it for? For the Superintendent? Worried he’ll pinch pennies again to help the students?”

Yang Wan didn’t respond, but Qin Wende suddenly broke into a wide grin and proudly cracked his whip, “I knew it! That’s our Madam for you!”

The horse neighed and reared up, kicking up spring dust. Yang Wan rested her chin in her hand, finding herself smiling with a hint of pride as well.

The spring dust and catkins gradually obscured one’s vision.

The major case of Liang Weiben and the Grand Secretary, which had caused such an uproar, forced a second regular court session of the fourteenth year of Zhenning on the twenty-seventh day of the second month.

Emperor Zhenning sat on the golden platform of the palace gate, propping his chin as he listened to officials from the Court of State Ceremonial read the Ministry of Justice’s memorial on Liang’s case. This memorial, including excerpts from Liang Weiben’s confession, contained over ten thousand characters. Three different Court officials had to take turns before finishing the entire reading.

After hearing the final word, Emperor Zhenning was somewhat weary. He released his hand from his chin and called down: “Minister Bai.”

Bai Yuyang stepped forward from the ranks and knelt, “Your servant is here.”

“We remember that Liang Weiben was an imperial examination graduate from the fourth year of Zhenning, during the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebrations. We even met him personally.”

“Yes, Your Majesty’s memory is clear.”

“Hmph.”

Emperor Zhenning gave a scornful laugh, “If Our memory were truly clear, We wouldn’t have allowed him to wreak such havoc in Zhejiang until now.”

As he spoke, he waved his hand, “Confiscate his properties in both Zhejiang and the capital.”

“Yes.”

The officials called out in unison, praising the Emperor’s wisdom.

After the voices died down, Bai Yuyang straightened up and spoke again: “Your Majesty, Liang Weiben has confessed that the Grand Secretary knew nothing of the salt field’s dealings with Japanese pirates. Moreover, the Grand Secretary has been imprisoned in the Eastern Factory for many days. He is elderly and has fallen ill – he truly cannot endure the suffering of imprisonment. Please show mercy, Your Majesty.”

Emperor Zhenning said: “We are still reviewing the Eastern Factory’s report.”

Bai Yuyang couldn’t help but kowtow and plead again, “Your Majesty… please consider the Grand Secretary’s illness and suffering.”

Hearing these words, Emperor Zhenning suddenly slammed his palm on the throne, “Censor, record what Minister Bai just said.”

At these words, everyone below the golden platform knelt.

Emperor Zhenning looked down at the officials and said: “You have misinterpreted Our heart to this extent. When have We not considered the Grand Secretary’s illness and suffering? We instructed the Eastern Factory’s Superintendent Eunuch, ‘Do not be disrespectful to the Grand Secretary, or We will surely execute you.’ We have shown such leniency, yet if you force Us to show even more mercy, you are compelling Us to place personal relationships above the law.”

Bai Yuyang prostrated himself and cried out: “Hearing Your Majesty’s words, your servant deserves ten thousand deaths!”

“Who can die ten thousand deaths?”

Emperor Zhenning stood up. “Recently Our appetite has decreased, and We struggle to sleep at night, constantly dreaming of the Founding Emperor reproaching Us for being too lenient with Our officials, leading to rampant corruption and uncontrollable pirate troubles. You are indeed Our vital ministers, but just because We call you ‘vital,’ does that mean you can force Us to pardon officials who deserve punishment?”

The cold wind on the palace gate rustled the official robes of the kneeling crowd as Emperor Zhenning paced back and forth on the golden platform.

“You don’t ask about your sovereign father’s well-being, but instead ask about those in prison. Where have you placed the great principles of ruler and subject!”

This sharp rebuke startled the court historian into dropping his brush. Bai Yuyang could only kowtow heavily, “Your servant acknowledges his crime and wishes he could die immediately.”

Emperor Zhenning said: “We originally intended to put you in the cangue for a day, but considering you were pleading on behalf of your father – an act of filial piety that cannot be faulted – We will not cangue you. Return immediately and conclude Liang’s case. As for Liang Weiben’s property, the Ministry of Justice need not confiscate it. We will order the Embroidered Uniform Guard to handle it together with the Ministry of Revenue.”

After saying this, he swept his gaze over the officials, “Continue with the memorials.”

After receiving Emperor Zhenning’s thunderous rebuke, the remaining officials presenting memorials all kept their legs tightly together, not daring to say more. They simply read their memorials and returned to their ranks.

Near the hour of si, the Ceremonial Office called for the court to disperse, and the crowd walked out of the Bell and Drum Gate with hanging heads.

Yang Lun walked forward silently alone, not even hearing when his old colleagues from the Six Offices called out to him until Deng Ying blocked his path and he finally stopped.

“Why did you come after me?”

“Zixi, don’t show your grief.”

Yang Lun gave a bitter laugh, “When did you submit your memorial?”

“Three days ago.”

Yang Lun pressed his fist against the palace wall, “Was it held up by the Ceremonial Office, or by His Majesty?”

Deng Ying glanced at Yang Lun’s hand, “The Ceremonial Office can no longer hold up my memorials now – His Majesty refuses to read it.”

Yang Lun said: “What does His Majesty want to do!”

Deng Ying took two steps forward, “Did you and Minister Bai understand the meaning of today’s thunder on the golden platform?”

Yang Lun laughed, “Isn’t he just scolding us for respecting the Grand Secretary more than our sovereign father?”

“There’s more to it.”

“I know!”

Yang Lun looked around, “He’s also crying poverty to my Ministry of Revenue, not letting the Ministry of Justice confiscate property but instead sending the Northern Commandery – will even half of the confiscated money make it to the Ministry of Revenue? The new policies in Hangzhou have been delayed from last year until now. The Grand Secretary and I are already exhausted, and now we still can’t clear the school fields. I…”

As Yang Lun spoke, he saw Deng Ying lower his head.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t scolding you.”

“I know.”

Deng Ying paused, “Once the Grand Secretary is released, you can clear the school fields. Wait two more days.”

“Will His Majesty release the Grand Secretary?”

“I have a way. But Zixi, you need to stop those academy students behind the Drum Tower.”

Yang Lun cursed, “You think I don’t want to! Those Donglin Party people lead them out there every day to curse heaven and earth, cursing until I can’t bear to listen anymore.”

Chapter 104: Apricot Shadows on the Ground (Part 2)
Just then, an eunuch attendant from the Ceremonial Office came looking for Deng Ying, “Superintendent, the Old Ancestor is setting up the tea ceremony.”

Deng Ying turned his head, “Tell the Old Ancestor I’m coming.”

The attendant said: “Superintendent, please hurry. Today’s tea ceremony with the Old Ancestor shouldn’t be served cold.”

“I understand.”

Yang Lun looked down at Deng Ying, “Can’t you shed this skin and leave the palace? I can find you work to do.”

Deng Ying smiled, “Work as a servant in your household?”

Yang Lun cursed, “What nonsense are you talking?”

“So you admit it’s nonsense.”

Yang Lun was struck speechless and became meek. He glanced at the attendant still standing behind Deng Ying and said softly, “Why is he watching you?”

Deng Ying replied calmly, “To prevent me from returning to the Eastern Factory midway instead of going to the tea ceremony.”

Yang Lun said: “In your current situation, how can I help you?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “You don’t understand palace matters – you can’t help me. But I’m not in as difficult a position as when I first entered the palace. The Eastern Factory is my support now. Thank you for bearing the heavy pressure alone back then and recommending me to His Majesty.”

Yang Lun grimaced, “Why speak of such things? Since you feel I can’t help, hurry to your tea ceremony. I need to go to the Grand Secretariat chamber anyway.”

After speaking, he walked a few steps forward, then turned back to Deng Ying: “Deng Fuling, I don’t care what Teacher thinks – you are my lifelong classmate and dear friend. There’s nothing wrong with you not being an official. This officialdom disgusts me too, Yang Lun, but I don’t want to lose to you.”

Deng Ying smiled and nodded, responding with a “Yes.”

The two parted ways beneath the Bell and Drum Gate, as frost-like apricot branches extended over the deep red palace walls.

The “Fisherman” chapter of Zhuangzi records: “Confucius wandered in the forest of black curtains, resting and sitting upon the apricot altar. His disciples read books while Confucius played strings and drums.”

Seeing early apricot blossoms in spring sunshine, and sharing drinks with friends when flowers are in full bloom – this was the finest season for fellowship.

Walking under the apricot shadows, Yang Lun recalled the times when Zhang Zhanchun was still alive. He and Deng Ying would go to Zhang Zhanchun’s home for meals. Deng Ying would roll up his pants to catch fish in the spring river – the flowing water would make the fish jump, splashing him all over. Even in his youth, he was calm and patient, precise with his hands. Even in catching fish, he was more successful than Yang Lun, who often caught nothing while Deng Ying always managed to catch one or two. The caught fish would be handed to Zhang’s maids to make into soup, and the three would sit by the river drinking soup and discussing the Way. In those spring days full of clamor, both were promising young men with bright futures ahead.

Now the apricot shadows lay on the ground, and stepping on them stained one with gloom.

Yang Lun never imagined that after parting with Deng Ying under the Bell and Drum Tower, they would meet rarely again, and their next chance for a heartfelt talk would not come until the cold autumn of the fourteenth year of Zhenning.

Meanwhile, apricot branches were being arranged in vases as the tea ceremony was being prepared.

The Ceremonial Office’s tea ceremony was somewhat similar to the Grand Secretariat’s meetings. Eunuch officials from the twenty-four bureaus, such as those from the General Services Bureau and the Fuel Conservation Bureau who rarely saw He Yixian, took this opportunity to offer pastries and meat dishes to him.

But today, since the regular court session had ended late and He Yixian was still attending to the Emperor’s return to the Hall of Mental Cultivation, Chen Hua first put the offered venison on the fire to roast. The charcoal smoke made the meat emit white vapor, and when spices scattered where the fat was sizzling, the aroma immediately spread. Jiang Shangyi, helping Song Yunqing set the table, saw Chen Hua slicing meat and said: “Jian’er won’t eat this, don’t bother.”

Chen Hua looked toward Song Yunqing, “What’s wrong?”

Song Yunqing bent to put down the chopsticks and said: “Naturally there are better things to be bestowed.”

Just then, He Yixian entered with several secretarial eunuchs from the Ceremonial Office. He Yixian took a breath of the room’s air and said: “When it comes to food, one must look to you.”

Chen Hua stepped forward to help him, “Oh my, the Assistant Director was just saying this servant’s efforts were wasted, saying you had better things to bestow.”

He Yixian sat down in the main seat, and the eunuchs below were about to rise and bow, but He Yixian waved his hand and said: “You’ve got the rules wrong.”

“Isn’t paying respects to you the highest rule?”

He Yixian smiled, “Wait a while longer.”

Just as he finished speaking, an attendant came in to report: “Old Ancestor, Superintendent Deng has arrived.”

He Yixian said: “Raise the curtain, invite him in.”

The sound of chains scraping entered the inner chamber, and everyone raised their heads. Deng Ying entered beneath the curtain with a lowered head, fallen apricot blossoms still on his shoulders.

“You’ve come.”

Deng Ying bowed, “Old Ancestor.”

“Sit.”

Deng Ying sat at the lowest seat, and He Yixian spoke again: “Sitting there, how can they pay their respects?”

Deng Ying raised his head, “I won’t accept their respect.”

He Yixian laughed, “That’s for them to decide.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Zhao, the official from the General Services Bureau, said, “Let us pay respects to the Superintendent.”

A roomful of people knelt on the ground, only Chen Hua remained standing, slow to react. When he finally realized, he hurriedly prostrated himself as well.

Deng Ying looked at the kneeling eunuchs and lowered his shackled hands beneath the table, not looking at He Yixian. “What did the Old Ancestor want to tell me?”

He Yixian said: “So you look down on all these people, Superintendent Deng?”

After speaking, he raised his voice: “Your respects aren’t sincere enough. Straighten up and kowtow three more times.”

No one dared disobey, and the sound of foreheads touching the ground rose and fell.

Deng Ying quietly clenched his hands.

“Old Ancestor…”

“Too light! Kowtow again, until Superintendent Deng considers you worthy!”

He Yixian interrupted Deng Ying and took a sip of tea.

The kneeling crowd steeled themselves, pressing their hands to the ground, lifting their shoulders, and arching their backs to bring their foreheads to the floor.

Some began to bleed from the first kowtow.

Deng Ying finally raised his hand to the table and struck it forcefully, “Enough.”

Only then did everyone stop, each with wounds on their foreheads, but none daring to raise a hand to soothe them.

“Won’t you thank him for his grace?”

“We servants thank the Superintendent.”

“Rise.”

He Yixian said: “If the Superintendent tells you to rise, then rise.”

After speaking, he looked up at Deng Ying, “These people are indeed like dogs and pigs compared to your former teachers and classmates, but they’re willing to obey, to kneel before you and serve well – that makes them far better than those you protect. Look at those things on your hands, then look at these people before you. I heard you asked those students arrested by the Embroidered Uniform Guard on East Public Street, ‘Do you want to be like me?’ So today, look at these people before you – do you want them to be like you?”

Deng Ying looked at Chen Hua, who was an honest person – when He Yixian told him to kowtow harder, he had truly knocked himself dizzy, and now could barely stand steady even with others’ support.

“All of you go out first.”

Only then did the crowd support each other as they walked out. After everyone had left, Deng Ying stood and walked to He Yixian’s front, “I don’t want anyone to be like me. I used to know nothing of making a living, but in these years in the palace, I’ve come to understand that servants have difficult lives. Men die for wealth as birds die for food – seeking private gain isn’t necessarily wrong, but once it becomes excessive, retribution is inevitable. I’ve told the Old Ancestor before – as long as you no longer obstruct the new policies in Hangzhou, I alone will bear responsibility for the school fields case. But I have only one life – after bearing this case, you must take care of yourself.”

“Deng Ying, no one wants you to die. The master also wants you to live. Why must you seek your death? Bai Huan is still in your factory prison, and the report to the master has been suppressed. You can retry this case – if Bai Huan is found guilty, the school field case cannot be investigated. You and I would both be safe, the master would be pleased, and everyone would be happy. Why won’t you agree?”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “His Majesty can only suppress it for now.”

“What are you saying?”

Deng Ying said coldly: “Official opinion can be suppressed, but what about the voice of the people?”

He Yixian felt an inexplicable chill.

Deng Ying stepped closer to him, “Does the Old Ancestor know why His Majesty unleashed his thunderous might upon the officials at the golden platform today?”

He Yixian remained silent.

Deng Ying lowered his head and said: “In the eyes of those civil officials, respect for one person’s virtue has surpassed the great respect due to hierarchy. Old Ancestor, in this world, right and wrong can be temporarily confused, black and white can be temporarily reversed, and I can bear crimes I haven’t committed, but the direction of people’s hearts cannot be changed.”

“Heh, Deng Ying, can you live long enough to reach what you call the side of people’s hearts?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Director He, you killed my mentor whom I viewed as a father, yet today I must save you. I am already laden with sin – no death would be too harsh for me. But as Master Zhou of Tongjia Academy said before his death – ‘May my flesh and blood fall to earth to pave a good path for future generations, may my bones become trees to shelter those who follow.’ Even if I become nothing but putrid mud, I will never betray my ancestors.”

He Yixian’s teeth ground together as he slammed the table and stood up, repeatedly asking: “Ancestors? Do you think you can return to being that young graduate scholar of years past? Do you truly believe the master lacks servants like you, truly think the inner court won’t abandon you over this?”

“At this point…”

Deng Ying looked straight at He Yixian, “Whether the inner court abandons me depends on whether I’m willing to abandon myself.”

After speaking, he turned and lifted the warm curtain. The crowd waiting outside all stood up.

“Is the Superintendent leaving?”

“Yes.”

“We respectfully send…”

Deng Ying interrupted them, “Don’t bow to me anymore.”

“Superintendent, we are…”

Deng Ying walked a few steps forward, then turned back to look at everyone: “We all entered the palace as eunuchs, each with our thoughts and difficulties. But whether in poverty or wealth, we must consider ourselves human. During my tenure as Factory Superintendent, I haven’t shown favoritism to anyone, and I dare not ask much now. I only hope everyone will act according to their hearts. Deng Ying bows in thanks.”

As he finished speaking and clasped his hands to bow, he was suddenly grabbed by a force.

“Paving the way for others, are you?”

Deng Ying started, looking up to see Yang Wan holding his arm and smiling at everyone.

“Don’t listen to him. People should live well, eat well, and drink well. If you accept his bow, you’ll have to suffer like him.”

“Miss Wan.”

Everyone smiled as they called to Yang Wan.

Hearing this, Yang Wan released Deng Ying’s arm and her eyes curved in a smile.

“The Ceremonial Office is having a tea ceremony, and our Princess has awarded tea pastries to you all. You should eat and drink as you please. I need to take your Superintendent back for dinner.”

As she spoke, she straightened Deng Ying’s clothes, “You haven’t eaten anything random, have you?”

“No.”

“That’s right. Come on, let’s go back for dinner.”

She led Deng Ying away, saying as they walked: “Deng Ying, from now on, without my permission, you’re not allowed to say foolish things outside, not allowed to randomly thank people, understand?”

Deng Ying followed behind her with a smile, “Wan-wan, how long will you control me like this?”

Yang Wan stopped walking and turned back, standing on tiptoe to look Deng Ying in the eye, “I, Yang Wan, will control you for my entire life. If you die, I am your posthumous reputation; if you live, I am your backup plan. Little Deng Ying, go ahead and court death – I, Yang Wan, at my age, what haven’t I seen?”

“Wan-wan, how old are you this year?”

Yang Wan’s face fell, “Little Deng Ying, don’t be rude.”

“Yes.”

Chapter 105: Apricot Shadows on the Ground (Part 3)
In the Eastern Factory prison at the end of February, Yang Wan saw a genuine smile on Deng Ying’s face.

Although rumors were spreading outside that Bai Huan was being tortured to the brink of death by Deng Ying in the factory prison, and the condemnation of Deng Ying grew louder, their residence outside Guangji Temple had been wrecked by angry academy students. When Qin Wende and other factory guards heard about it, they were furious enough to kill. Yang Wan, fearing they would go fight the students, wanted to find people from Qingbo Inn to clean up, but Deng Ying wouldn’t allow it.

For several days straight, he showed no anger at all.

He still quietly cooked meals for Yang Wan, and when he had free time, he would tinker around in the courtyard.

With his restricted hands and feet, he worked very slowly.

But after finishing, he would wash his hands clean, roll up his sleeves, and sit across from Yang Wan to grind ink and dip his brush.

Yang Wan was organizing the recent “Dialogue Records” between Deng Ying and Bai Huan, trying to document these two traditional scholars’ thoughts in a more modern textual form, while Deng Ying had begun writing articles.

However, compared to Yang Wan’s composure, Deng Ying repeatedly read Yang Lun’s political essays before putting brush to paper.

Yang Wan rested her face in her hands and asked Deng Ying, “You never used to write before, why are you so serious now?”

Deng Ying answered with a smile: “The teacher said he wanted to read it.”

Yang Wan flipped through Yang Lun’s manuscripts, “If the Teacher wants to read your writing, why are you reading my brother’s?”

Deng Ying said: “I haven’t written classical essays for a very long time, my hand has grown rusty, but Zixi’s writing has only improved over these years. I fear if I write rashly, I’ll disappoint Teacher.”

After hearing these words, Yang Wan quietly nodded.

“Good, then read carefully and write well.”

She put away her notes, grabbed a handful of nuts, and sat under the lamp to keep Deng Ying company while shelling them.

In prison, Bai Huan would critique Deng Ying’s articles, with often only Deng Ying and Yang Wan as listeners.

Bai Huan was earnest, while Deng Ying remained humble and gentle. Even though these articles could not be published, the two of them still carefully weighed every word in the prison cell. When Deng Ying gained understanding, he would nod with a smile. The warm candlelight illuminated his face, giving Yang Wan an indescribable sense of relaxation.

If Yang Wan’s inferiority in the Great Ming stemmed from Deng Ying’s inferiority,

Then Deng Ying’s gradual process of inner healing was also a path of redemption for Yang Wan.

Texts cannot lie. When Deng Ying picked up his brush again, Yang Wan’s notes were no longer just for record-keeping. She freely employed various modern writing styles – quoting, excerpting, commenting, and connecting various “isms” to distill her ideas. She no longer feared the “tide of history,” but instead tried to find patterns in these invisible waters through the texts.

These patterns were guided by Deng Ying as a person.

Yang Wan hugged her knees as she watched the two people conversing under the lamp.

Bai Huan looked at Deng Ying with loving kindness.

“Your understanding of the southern new policies is no less than Yang Zixi’s.”

Deng Ying bowed to Bai Huan, “I’m fortunate to receive Teacher’s praise.”

Bai Huan gestured for him to skip the ceremony, then looked up and said: “When my health improves, you can come to my study at home. I’ll make space for you two to debate to your hearts’ content.”

Hearing these words, Deng Ying lowered his head and responded, “Yes.”

“Can I come to listen?”

Yang Wan raised her hand from the side.

Bai Huan smiled without speaking. Yang Wan raised her hand higher, “Teacher Bai, I understand some things too.”

Deng Ying looked back at Yang Wan, then turned to Bai Huan and said softly: “Teacher, this student is under her control for life. Places she cannot go, this student dare not go either.”

Bai Huan laughed, “Alright, Miss Yang can come too when the time comes.”

Yang Wan’s eyes curved in a smile as she stood up and said: “Lord Bai, you’re so kind. Are you tired from sitting? Let little Yang Wan massage you.”

As she spoke, she bounced behind Bai Huan.

Bai Huan looked at Yang Wan somewhat helplessly, “You girl, you don’t understand any lady-like etiquette.”

Yang Wan peeked half her face out, “But you don’t seem angry, do you?”

“Wan-wan.”

Yang Wan gave an “Oh” in response to Deng Ying and tucked her head back.

Bai Huan smiled, then called out formally: “Fuling.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

“Can you let me see Yuyang once?”

Deng Ying said: “The teacher can see him after getting out.”

Bai Huan straightened his back, “Will His Majesty release me from prison?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Just these couple of days, Teacher. The factory prison is damp, and your knees are now too swollen to walk. Please endure these few days – I probably won’t give you medicine for relief, but after you return home, you must take care to recover properly.”

Bai Huan shook his head, “Fuling.”

“Teacher, you’ve already suffered here.”

He interrupted Bai Huan’s words, “After you get out, don’t speak up for me.”

Yang Wan said from behind Bai Huan: “Teacher Bai, please listen to him. If you don’t listen to him, he won’t sleep well at night.”

Bai Huan looked at Deng Ying and said: “What can Teacher do to help you?”

Deng Ying said: “I will try to write some poetry and prose in the future. If I can bring them to the Teacher, I hope the Teacher will continue to guide me.”

“Fuling…”

“Teacher.”

Deng Ying interrupted again, “Your student has truly tried his best, and cannot turn back now. I only ask that Teacher and Zixi stay safe and implement the new policies in Hangzhou.”

After speaking, he looked at Yang Wan, “And you, Wan-wan, don’t force anything. You must stay safe.”

Yang Wan responded with a “Mm.” “Don’t worry.”

Just as she finished speaking, Qin Wende said outside the cell: “Superintendent, Yang Lun, Lord Yang has arrived. He’s outside the factory prison and says he wants to see you.”

Yang Wan said: “What’s wrong?”

Qin Wende said: “Seems something happened in the Grand Secretariat.”

Deng Ying was silent for a moment before standing to walk out.

Yang Wan also stood up, bending to collect Deng Ying’s manuscripts.

Bai Huan called to her: “Miss Yang.”

“Yes, Teacher?”

Bai Huan said: “We are all people who must abandon him. I hope you…”

“I understand.”

Yang Wan gathered Deng Ying’s writings and placed them in her bosom, “You haven’t abandoned him either. He’s much happier lately than before. Don’t worry – no matter what happens, I’ll look after this foolish student of yours for life.”

After speaking, she turned to smile at Bai Huan: “I’m going to look after him now. Teacher Bai, please rest well.”

In the main hall of the factory prison, Yang Lun’s expression was grave.

Deng Ying said: “Sit down first and then…”

“You’re about to die, why don’t you just have me kneel and kowtow to you?”

Hearing this, Deng Ying felt both angry and amused, “Yang Zixi, why do you talk nonsense when you’re anxious?”

Yang Lun gave a “hmph.”

He glanced at Yang Wan who had followed behind Deng Ying, and said to Deng Ying: “Ask her if she’s panicking.”

Deng Ying turned back to see Yang Wan walking while saying to Yang Lun: “I am a bit panicked, but not enough to curse him.”

Yang Lun choked, slamming the table: “Since when do you stand against your brother?”

Deng Ying advised: “Alright, speak of the important matters.”

Yang Lun said dejectedly: “What’s happened to Teacher?”

“Nothing.”

“Why are people outside saying he’s being tortured to near death in the Eastern Factory prison?”

“Let them say it.”

“They can’t keep saying it!”

Yang Lun stepped closer to Deng Ying, “Early this morning, those academy students went to kneel and weep at the Bai residence gate. Later, the examination candidates from Changhe Lane on East Public Street all crowded over there too. I was worried something would happen to them, so I went with Qi Huaiyang to check. But these students wouldn’t leave, and they even knelt to petition us. Qi Huaiyang and I couldn’t stay, we had to leave first.”

Deng Ying nodded, “Did people from the Censorate go?”

“They did.”

“Good.”

“Good my ass!”

Yang Lun shouted: “I came specifically to tell you about this. Bai Yuyang is making things convenient for these Censorate people. The Ceremonial Office won’t protect you. The Censorate’s memorial exposing your torture of the Grand Secretary will probably reach His Majesty’s desk tonight. What’s happened to the Teacher? Have you truly taken good care of him or not!”

“How dare I not treat Teacher well!”

Deng Ying also raised his voice, then turned and walked a few steps away, pressing his lips together before saying: “Yang Zixi, can you calm down and discuss this matter rationally with me? The prison is damp, and Teacher was already gravely ill. These past few days his legs can no longer walk. I’m very anxious too, but this is currently a good thing. The students causing trouble is also a good thing – at least it can force His Majesty to release Teacher. Zixi, regarding the Teacher’s case, I’ve made another copy of the report. Since you’ve come today, I’ll give it to you.”

“What for?”

Deng Ying said: “I worry that once His Majesty punishes me, the Ceremonial Office will control the Eastern Factory and falsify the Grand Secretary’s case files. So I’m giving you this copy. Keep it, but don’t act rashly, and especially don’t give it to Minister Bai and others to use. As long as we can save Teacher, that’s enough.”

Yang Lun silently looked at Deng Ying, and after a while finally said: “I understand now, this is your method, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

Yang Lun kept nodding, clenching his hands as he paced around the hall once, then confronted Deng Ying: “You’re something.”

Yang Wan pulled Deng Ying back slightly, “Alright, stop scolding him. Right now you’d better go with Qi Huaiyang to the Bai residence again to watch those students. Scolding Deng Ying is fine, but if they drag in the Ceremonial Office and the Emperor, they’re finished!”

“Right…”

Yang Lun turned, “I need to make another trip with Qi Huaiyang.”

“Hurry and go.”

Yang Wan walked a few steps to see Yang Lun off, then returned to stand before Deng Ying.

He had endured Yang Lun’s outburst, yet still stood quietly.

Yang Wan looked at him with a smile, “Where do you want to go now?”

Deng Ying smiled, “I want to go back to my chambers and rest for a while.”

Yang Wan lifted Deng Ying’s hand, gently rolling up his sleeve, and smiled while pressing her lips together, “You must be tired after rushing around with these things for so long?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Yes, finally I won’t have to make a disgraceful spectacle anymore.”

Yang Wan squeezed his hand, “Nonsense.”

She looked up, “Don’t forget the promise you made to me.”

“I know.”

As he spoke, he touched Yang Wan’s cheek, “I will live a long life of a hundred years.”

Yang Wan nodded, looking down to say: “Raise your hand.”

“What?”

“Raise your hand.”

Deng Ying obeyed, and Yang Wan hooked her pinky finger with his.

“Do you remember when we pinky swore by South Lake?”

Deng Ying was startled for a moment.

“I remember.”

“Deng Ying, I will come find you again. When you see me next time, you must be happier. Barring anything unexpected, I will come to get you before the Mid-Autumn Festival. I’ll bring you clean clothes and socks, and lots and lots of good food.”

After speaking, she untied a lotus jade pendant from her waist and handed it to Deng Ying, smiling as she said: “I originally wanted to have some ceremony, but there’s no time now. These jade pendants have always been a pair. I’m giving you this jade bead as a token. Although I have brothers and sisters and parents, I don’t want to care about parental orders or matchmakers’ words. I’m making my own decision to marry myself to you. However, marriage should be free – you should make your own decision too. If you’re not sure and want to ask your teacher’s opinion, that’s fine. I won’t force you. I’ll wait for your return gift.”

After speaking, she placed the jade pendant in Deng Ying’s hand.

“Alright, go back and have a good sleep. I’m leaving.”

“Wan-wan.”

Deng Ying called out to her, “Aren’t you returning to the palace with me?”

Yang Wan turned back and shook her head, “I’m going to the Bai residence. Deng Ying, I don’t like those students at all, but I agree with you and Teacher Bai’s thinking. You want to protect them, you don’t want to see a second Tongjia tragedy, and neither do I.”
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Deng Ying returned alone to his guard post by the city moat. Opening the door, he found Li Yu half-kneeling on his bed with a brush, dusting. Seeing Deng Ying return, Li Yu quickly got down and said, “You’re finally back.”

Deng Ying looked at the brush in his hand. “What are you doing here?”

“You haven’t been back for days. I saw it was dusty, so I thought I’d clean it for you,” Li Yu replied.

Deng Ying lifted his hand, “What happened to your palm?”

Li Yu’s eyes suddenly reddened, “I was beaten. But it’s good you’re back—they won’t dare bully me when you’re here.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Be more careful from now on. If anything happens, go to your godfather, or find Chen Hua.”

Li Yu quickly asked, “Can’t I come to you anymore?”

“I—”

Before he could finish, Hu Xiang’s voice came from outside, “Superintendent Deng, are you in?”

Deng Ying released Li Yu and responded, “I’m here.”

“Please come out.”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying turned and walked out. Hu Xiang stood at the door with men from the Ceremonial Office, saying to Deng Ying, “His Majesty summons you to the Hall of Mental Cultivation.”

Deng Ying nodded, “May I ask one question?”

“Go ahead.”

“Has His Majesty issued an edict to release the Prime Minister?”

Hu Xiang gave a cold laugh, “What’s this, Superintendent Deng guessing he’s about to die?”

Deng Ying looked up directly, “Please inform me, Master of Ceremonies.”

Hu Xiang walked up to Deng Ying, “He’s been released. We’re taking you before His Majesty to face your crimes. You’re already wearing those chains, so we won’t bind you further. Just behave and follow along.”

Hearing these words, Deng Ying showed a faint smile and lowered his head, “Very well.”

Hu Xiang looked at his expression, truly puzzled. “You can still smile at death’s door? The Old Ancestor said no one will save you this time.”

Deng Ying replied quietly, “Then I have received what I sought.”

He raised his head, looking calmly at Hu Xiang. “Master Hu, take me there.”

Hu Xiang had no response, only giving a cold snort, “Fine, let’s go.”

Outside the Hall of Mental Cultivation, Deng Ying saw many people—some he had dealt with before, others he was seeing for the first time.

Ji Ren, the Left Censor-in-Chief, stood on the moon terrace, watching Deng Ying climb the steps one by one.

Not even a bird’s cry could be heard at the Hall of Mental Cultivation, but the sound of chains against the steps grew increasingly clear.

Everyone turned their gaze to Deng Ying, some with barely concealed smirks.

In the spring of the fourteenth year of Zhenning, the scholars with their delicate skin and fragile bones finally believed they had won a round in their decades-long struggle against the eunuchs.

Ji Ren said to Deng Ying, “I hear you were once a jinshi scholar, a student of the Prime Minister.”

“Yes.”

Ji Ren continued, “Betraying one’s benefactor cannot last.”

Deng Ying looked at Ji Ren, “I humbly receive the Censor-in-Chief’s instruction.”

Ji Ren hadn’t expected such a humble and docile attitude, leaving him momentarily speechless. But with the other censors watching, he had to speak, “Even now, you dare to be so arrogant!”

Deng Ying raised his head, “How am I being arrogant?”

Ji Ren was taken aback.

Deng Ying turned around, “I know what the Censor-in-Chief fears. Please be at ease—I know my crimes are unforgivable, and I won’t try to argue before His Majesty.”

A young censor behind Ji Ren said, “You don’t dare argue before His Majesty. But once you’re in the Three Offices, who would dare judge you fairly?”

Deng Ying paused mid-step.

The man stepped forward and continued, “Prime Minister Bai submitted a memorial impeaching you. Now he’s been persecuted until he can’t walk. Eastern Depot agents lurk throughout the capital, infiltrating everywhere, and terrorizing officials and commoners alike. Any righteous person in the Three Offices would likely meet with disaster before even reaching the court.”

Deng Ying clenched his hands and turned to look at Ji Ren and the others.

“Then what would you have me do?”

No one spoke.

Deng Ying coughed once, “Take my own life?”

Ji Ren raised his hand to stop those behind him, looking up at Deng Ying, “No one has said such things to you.”

Deng Ying asked, “Do the gentlemen believe in the Great Ming Code?”

Ji Ren nodded.

“Of course we do.”

“If you believe, then speak no more—too many words breed too many mistakes. I will humbly submit to trial, respect the Great Ming Criminal Code, and ask the gentlemen to take care of themselves.”

With that, he turned and walked straight through the hall doors without looking back.

A censor behind Ji Ren asked quietly, “Chief Censor, can we bring down the Eastern Depot this time?”

Ji Ren shook his head, “Did you hear his last words?”

“What?”

“‘Humbly submit to trial, respect the Great Ming Criminal Code.'”

He sighed and lowered his head, “Those don’t sound like words from an Eastern Depot official.”

In the alley off Fucheng Gate Inner Street, the usual food vendors selling noodles and tofu pudding had been pushed to the entrance.

Unable to do business, they simply put down their carrying poles and squatted at the alley entrance, eating from their bowls while watching inside. Yang Lun dismounted at the entrance, and Qi Huaiyang stood up from the tofu pudding stall to greet him, “The Censorate people have entered the palace.”

Yang Lun held the horse’s reins, “Which one from the Censorate?”

Qi Huaiyang replied, “The Chief Censor.”

“They’re not letting him live.”

He walked straight into the alley, with Qi Huaiyang following, “You’d better go to the palace now. His Majesty might consult the Cabinet at any moment.”

Yang Lun walked very quickly, “Even if he consults the Cabinet, he’ll only listen to Minister Bai. I won’t get a word in.”

Qi Huaiyang had to run a few steps to keep up, “But you still need to be present. Things could turn at any moment.”

“No time for that. These academy students could turn things upside down today!”

As they spoke, they reached Minister Bai’s residence.

Led by Zhou Muyi, students knelt in rows before the gate.

Zhou Muyi had just been given twenty strokes by the Eastern Depot, and now his face was pale, barely able to kneel even with support from other Chushan Academy students. Among the crowd, the old Hanlin scholar who had once stopped students on East Public Street knelt opposite Zhou Muyi, exhorting them in distress: “In less than seven days, you’ll be taking the metropolitan examination. You should be reviewing now, not gathering and causing chaos here. Minister Bai has always shown mercy to students and cherished you all. Seeing you like this today would break his heart…”

Yang Lun stood outside the crowd, looking at the simply dressed old Hanlin scholar, his heart aching.

Qi Huaiyang said, “This old Hanlin Chen Yingqiu, in all these years since retirement, his family has grown poorer and poorer. He teaches at private academies without taking payment. Two years ago, when his daughter fell ill, his pride wouldn’t let him get medicine on credit or accept help from colleagues. His daughter nearly died. People say he’s gone mad…”

“He’s only good to students.”

After saying this, Yang Lun laughed, “How can you truly see a person’s good and evil?”

Qi Huaiyang said, “That’s an odd reflection to make now.”

Yang Lun didn’t respond.

An official from the Ministry of Justice rushed over from the front of the alley to Qi Huaiyang, “My lords, there’s news from the palace!”

“Speak.”

“His Majesty has ordered the Northern Command to take Superintendent Deng away, and issued an edict releasing Prime Minister Bai from the Eastern Depot prison.”

Yang Lun asked, “Why is the Northern Command taking him? What about the Ministry of Justice?”

“Don’t worry, my lord. A word from inside is that it involves the academy land case, and the Ministry of Justice will participate in the joint trial.”

Yang Lun suddenly grabbed Qi Huaiyang’s arm, “Qi Huaiyang, I’m telling you, this is the Hangzhou academy land case. My Ministry of Revenue must also join the trial. The Ministry of Justice can’t exclude me. I’ll write to His Majesty tomorrow.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Alright, alright, I know. I want to save him too. I’ll negotiate with the Minister. Given the situation now, the urgent matter is to persuade these students to leave.”

Just then, another official came running, out of breath, “My lords, the Embroidered Uniform Guard is coming! They’re carrying ropes!”

Yang Lun immediately pushed through the crowd, walked to the gate, stepped onto the stairs, and raised his arm, calling out loudly, “What will it take for you to disperse?”

Zhou Muyi looked up at Yang Lun, “The Emperor’s ears are blocked, he shows no benevolence!”

Yang Lun looked down at him, hands behind his back, “Let me ask you all today, how are the Emperor’s ears blocked?”

As he spoke, he pulled Zhou Muyi up from the ground.

“You kneel here simply to demand His Majesty punish the Eastern Depot. I tell you, Eastern Depot Superintendent Deng Ying has already been imprisoned by His Majesty, and Prime Minister Bai has received imperial mercy and will soon return home. Your wishes are fulfilled—can you not stand up and disperse?”

Zhou Muyi said, “Lord Yang, surely you know that Deng Ying is merely a dog of the Ceremonial Office. Even if His Majesty punishes him, will the eunuch disaster end there?”

Yang Lun was about to speak when Yang Wan’s voice came from behind, “It won’t end!”

Yang Lun started, turning to see Yang Wan had pushed through the crowd. Her hair was disheveled, her appearance disheveled, pressing her injured shoulder with one hand as she stumbled to the gate.

“I tell you, even if it can be quelled today, it will rise again from the ashes in decades.”

Zhou Muyi said, “You’re just a woman, how dare you speak wildly in the street—”

Yang Wan turned to him, “How old are you? Barely twenty? Even Prime Minister Bai has never been so arrogant as to pass judgment on the dynasty’s governance. You haven’t even entered official service, yet after reading a few years and having a few discussions, you think you see the fate of state and nation?”

“You—”

“What about me? A woman shouldn’t scold scholars?”

Yang Wan gave a derisive laugh, “I’m scolding you specifically! Some people can be happy for days over a desk, over an essay. You don’t treasure this. You only want to die! In this vast nation, losing people like you wouldn’t matter much, but you’re young, with a clean backgrounds, beloved by the court—even the person you’d like to see cut into a thousand pieces wants to save you. What more do you want?”

Zhou Muyi said to those behind him, “Don’t listen to this woman’s nonsense. We want His Majesty to punish the eunuchs and restore clean government. We’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Yes, you’ve done nothing wrong! But can a nation’s governance be overturned in a single night? Before cutting out rot, doesn’t one need to sharpen the knife? While cutting, doesn’t one need to be bound? After cutting, doesn’t the dynasty need to heal? You kneel here today, cursing heaven and earth—can you skip all these processes? Zhou Muyi, tell me, were the more than eighty people at Tongjia Academy’s deaths in vain?”

Her voice trembled as she spoke, “Who do you think you are? All of you, stand up, go!”

Zhou Muyi was struck speechless.

Yang Lun seized the moment, “Everyone stands up and goes. If you don’t leave now, it will be too late.”

A few people in the crowd stood up unsteadily. Yang Lun glanced toward the alley entrance and said to Yang Wan, “They can’t go back to the Drum Tower area—that would be walking into a trap. I’m afraid no one in the capital dares shelter these students now.”

Yang Wan took a breath, released her hand from her shoulder, straightened up, and said, “I dare.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

As she spoke, she walked forward, saying, “I’ll take them to the Clear Wave Inn.”

“No!”

Yang Lun grabbed Yang Wan, “I won’t let you bring fire upon yourself.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t die, and I won’t implicate you.”

“I’m not afraid of you implicating me!”

“Then let go.”

She looked up at Yang Lun, her words carrying double meaning.

“Brother, I’m not the Wan’er of years past anymore.”
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“You’re not Wan’er anymore—Wan’er could never have said what you just did.”

Yang Wan looked at Yang Lun, catching a flash of desolation in his eyes.

She quickly lowered her head, almost unable to bear looking at him, choosing not to respond. Instead, she turned to the gate and called out loudly, “Don’t take the front alley—go through the back of Inner Street to Chang’he Lane, then straight to the Clear Wave Inn.”

By then, the Embroidered Uniform Guard had reached the alley entrance. Yang Lun turned to look, then said to Yang Wan, “Go first, I’ll hold them off there.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan helped Zhou Muyi up, “If you can’t hold them off, let it be. Keeping yourself safe is the way to help Deng Ying.”

Yang Lun said, “Enough, still as long-winded as ever.”

With that, he turned and ran toward the alley entrance.

Yang Wan led Zhou Muyi and the others back through East Public Street. The Clear Wave Inn’s manager hurriedly opened the back courtyard door to let them in.

Zhou Muyi stumbled into the back courtyard and immediately saw Qin Wende sitting at a table eating noodles. Zhou pointed at Yang Wan and angrily berated her: “Shameless woman, deceiving us…”

Qin Wende put down his chopsticks and slapped him, “Who are you cursing!”

Yang Wan glanced down at Zhou Muyi, who had been knocked to the ground by Qin Wende and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, “Enough, don’t hit him. If he’s hurt, I have nothing here to treat him with.”

Qin Wende said, “Madam, why did you have us come here? The Superintendent is in trouble at the palace, and people from both the inner and outer depots are in chaos.”

Yang Wan secretly clenched her fingers, “Seal the Clear Wave Inn.”

“What?”

Qin Wende looked around in disbelief, “Seal it?”

“Yes. Put up the Eastern Depot’s seals.”

Zhou Muyi said, “You brought us here just to hand us over to the Eastern Depot?”

Yang Wan turned around, “Can you shut up! If I wanted to hand you over to the Eastern Depot, why would I bring you to the Clear Wave Inn? I could have had the depot guards lock you all up and take you away right in front of Minister Bai’s gate!”

A young student pulled at Zhou Muyi’s sleeve, “Master Zhou, please stop talking…”

Zhou Muyi finally fell silent. Only then did Yang Wan release her hands from her waist and address the students in the hall: “I don’t usually speak like this. I’m agitated and anxious now, so please bear with me. When this is over and you’re all on your bright paths forward, I’ll properly apologize to you.”

After speaking, she took a breath and looked up at Qin Wende, “The Northern Command will come sooner or later. No matter what, we need to protect these students for at least today and tomorrow.”

Qin Wende cursed, “Why should we! They’ve humiliated the Superintendent so badly, killing them wouldn’t be enough to quell my anger.”

“Qin Wende!”

Yang Wan cut him off, “This is your Superintendent’s wish.”

“I know, damn it!”

Qin Wende wiped his face and rushed up to Zhou Muyi and the others, pointing and cursing, “When our Superintendent returns, you’d better kowtow at his gate, or I’ll push your heads into the mud one by one.”

He picked up the knife from the table and said to those around him, “Come on, let’s go seal the inn!”

Outside, dusk was falling.

Both the front and back doors of the Clear Wave Inn were locked and sealed with the depot’s notices.

The students were utterly exhausted, hungry, and cold, no longer able to maintain their spirits, sitting and lying around the study hall.

Zhou Muyi and several students who had been caned now had high fevers, huddled in corners shivering.

Yang Wan was cooking noodles in the inner courtyard when the manager brought out medicine and squatted down to tend the fire for her.

Yang Wan watched the boiling noodle soup and asked the manager, “Have they quieted down?”

The manager sighed, “They’re all tired and hungry, too exhausted to make trouble.”

Yang Wan nodded and took a deep breath, “Give me the bowls.”

The manager handed her the porcelain bowls and added, “The Northern Command is searching everywhere. Owner, how long can you hide these students?”

Yang Wan ladled noodles, “We must keep them safe for at least today and tomorrow.”

“And after tomorrow?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “After tomorrow, if His Majesty issues no clear edict about these students, then I’ve lost.”

“Owner…”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “There’s something I need to give you.”

“Please tell me.”

Yang Wan put down the chopsticks and took out her notebook from her clothes, handing it to the manager. The manager took it and flipped through it, asking in confusion, “This is…”

Yang Wan said, “It doesn’t matter if you can’t understand the writing. I want you to keep it safe for me. If anything happens to me, take it and leave the capital. You can take all the gold and silver from the Clear Wave Inn—I only ask that you preserve this notebook.”

The manager said, “Owner, it pains us to hear you talk like this.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “This is just my worst-case preparation. I haven’t finished writing everything in it, and I want to continue writing. Besides, I might not lose. Don’t think too much about it—just keep it safe for now.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan smiled and nodded, bending down to continue preparing the noodles.

The evening wind after sunset swept through the inner courtyard, scattering sparks from the stove. Yang Wan picked up the noodle bowls and walked toward the main hall.

Those sitting and lying in the hall awakened from their drowsiness at the smell of noodles.

Yang Wan placed the noodles beside Zhou Muyi and poured him a cup of tea. Standing up, she looked at him and said, “I can only make noodles. For these two days, this is all you’ll have to stave off hunger.”

Zhou Muyi said, “What do you want to do with us?”

Yang Wan was silent for a moment, then pulled over a stool and sat in the center of the hall, looking over everyone present.

“I want you to do what Deng Ying cannot.”

Zhou Muyi didn’t speak, but a young voice came from the corner.

“What does he want to do?”

Yang Wan looked up at the speaker.

He appeared to be only fifteen or sixteen, with delicate features and a frail build.

Looking at him, Yang Wan’s voice softened involuntarily, “Take the imperial examinations, enter official service, and maintain your current conscience while doing things that benefit the country and people.”

“But… can we still participate in this year’s spring examinations?”

Yang Wan looked at him silently for a moment, then suddenly asked, “Do you regret it?”

The youth didn’t respond.

Yang Wan sat quietly with her arms crossed, her thin silhouette cast by the dim lamplight. The weariness and irritation on her face were unconcealed, yet she still tried to maintain her composure and emotions.

“Do you remember what he said to you on East Public Street?”

She raised her hands, making fists and extending them toward everyone.

“He asked you, do you want to be like him?”

No one in the hall answered.

The flickering lamplight cast everyone’s shadows in grotesque shapes.

The smell of ink and noodles mingled in the air, and with so many people, the moisture caused water drops to form and fall one by one from the wooden bookshelves.

Yang Wan lowered her hands and laughed softly, looking down, “See, you don’t even dare to answer.”

“No…”

The youth raised his head, “I want to take the spring examinations, I want to become an official, I want to work for the people’s welfare. I don’t want to be like him. Sister, I… I regret it…”

After hearing these words, Yang Wan turned to look at Zhou Muyi, “What about you? Do you regret it?”

Zhou Muyi clenched and unclenched his fist, answering with another question, “Are you Yang Wan?”

“Yes.”

“You share meals with him—why do you want to save us?”

Yang Wan raised her head, forcing back the ache in her eyes, “Because he wants to save you.”

“Impossible!”

Yang Wan gave a cold laugh, “Why are you so agitated?”

Zhou Muyi propped himself up, “If he wanted to save us, why did he take the Chushan Academy’s school lands for himself? Why did he make it impossible for the academy to continue?”

Yang Wan looked at Zhou Muyi coldly, “Didn’t you break into his home and mine? You saw what was inside, didn’t you?”

Zhou Muyi’s throat caught.

Yang Wan sat dejectedly in the lamplight, one hand hanging behind the chair back, her voice faint.

“A wooden bed frame, an elm desk, two or three chests, a few thin clothes… what else?”

Zhou Muyi said, “Isn’t this just his pretense?”

“Pretense? Heh.”

Yang Wan laughed once, “Do you know why Chushan and Hudian academies survived these six months?”

“What do you mean?”

“Zhou Muyi, of the academy lands, not much could be returned, but what could be, he returned to you completely. The funds that Prime Minister Bai and Minister Bai gathered for your academies all came from his salary. Even so, today he’s still imprisoned in the imperial jail for the crime of the academy lands. And I…”

She laughed through held-back tears, “And I still have to save you.”

Zhou Muyi stuck out his neck, “I don’t believe your words, and I don’t need your help.”

“Don’t need it?”

Yang Wan raised her voice in question.

“Zhou Muyi, have you been in the imperial prison? Do you know what happens after you go in?”

As she spoke, Yang Wan removed her outer garment and lifted her inner clothes to reveal half her waist and abdomen, where last year’s horrifying whip wound remained, like a centipede crawling across her waist.

Most of those present hurriedly lowered their heads to avoid looking.

Yang Wan said, “Don’t talk to me about propriety and not looking—there’s no ‘propriety’ in the imperial prison. Your so-called scholarly dignity, your literary integrity, will all be stripped away by torture.”

She lowered her clothes and put her outer garment back on, standing up from the chair, “He has already gone to the place you wanted him to go. The place he wants you to go, he hopes you can reach with your integrity intact. I can only save you once. I beg you, keep your lives and walk well the path that he cannot walk.”

Just as she finished speaking, the youth in the corner called out to her tremulously, “Sister…”

Yang Wan turned around, “What is it?”

“I don’t understand… what kind of person is Deng Ying?”

“Haven’t you been cursing him for all these days?”

“I…”

The youth fell silent.

Yang Wan said, “He doesn’t care at all what kind of person he is in your eyes, but I care, which is why I say these things. However, for you, what I say doesn’t matter. Life spans decades, dynasties span centuries, and countless figures remain—besides those who die on the execution ground and can make a final declaration, leaving behind their last words, how many can speak openly? What kind of people they truly were, live and judge for yourself.”

After saying this, Yang Wan pulled the chair back to its original position and walked to the courtyard to have the remaining noodles brought in.

She sat alone on the steps, hugging her knees.

The moon was bright, the wind clear, with cooking smoke rising in all directions.

Alone, countless complex emotions surged up.

Yang Wan quickly buried her head against her knees. Thinking of her words from earlier, she clutched her sleeve. She wanted to cry but knew this wasn’t the time, so she could only tease herself with a tearful voice: “Deng Xiao-ying, after dating me for so long, you only polished two beads for me, never bought me anything, and then got yourself thrown in prison—you’re quite the scoundrel, aren’t you…”
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A sudden ache shot through Deng Ying’s teeth. He instinctively raised his hand to press his cheek, but the Ministry of Justice officer helping remove his shackles, thinking he was struggling, struck his hand down. “Don’t move.”

Deng Ying quickly complied, extending his hand flat, and said softly, “I’m sorry.”

Qi Huaiyang, who had been signing transfer documents outside the cell, hurried in, “What’s wrong?”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “Nothing.”

He tilted his head, “My teeth are aching as if someone’s cursing me behind my back.”

Qi Huaiyang walked up to him with hands behind his back, watching the guard’s movements.

“You’ve worn these for over a month now, haven’t you?”

“Yes.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Once these restraints are off, you’ll be out of our jurisdiction.”

“I know.”

Just as he finished speaking, the shackles made a sharp clicking sound as the lock was released. The guard removed the wrist irons, revealing badly bruised wrists. Deng Ying gently pressed the injured areas and said to Qi Huaiyang, “Thank you for your care these past days, sparing me from too much suffering.”

Qi Huaiyang shook his head, “I vowed to be an upright official, but in truth, I’m quite conservative in officialdom and never act against the law. Your words of ‘care’ make me ashamed.”

Deng Ying clasped his hands and bowed, “In matters of justice, this is as it should be.”

Qi Huaiyang fell silent for a moment, then returned the bow.

The guards outside the cell suddenly fell silent. Qi Huaiyang looked up to see Zhang Luo standing behind him.

Qi Huaiyang straightened and handed the documents to Zhang Luo, “Although this is a joint investigation between our offices, the prisoner is held in the Command, and I shouldn’t say too much. However, since the prisoner is the Eastern Depot’s Superintendent, I hope Deputy Commander Zhang won’t be too harsh.”

Zhang Luo glanced at the signatures on the documents and said to Qi Huaiyang, “What do you mean by ‘not harsh’? The rules for managing prisoners in the imperial jail are the same for everyone.”

Qi Huaiyang responded, “Yes, I spoke out of turn.”

Zhang Luo stepped forward, “Before the hour of xu today, I’ll send someone to the Ministry of Justice to retrieve the previous interrogation records for the academy lands case.”

“They’re ready.”

“In that case, I’ll send someone with the Vice Minister to collect them now.”

“Very well.”

Qi Huaiyang agreed, glancing back at Deng Ying before adding, “The Ministry of Revenue needs to submit a memorial tomorrow. Could the academy lands case wait a day or two?”

Zhang Luo nodded, “Then we’ll wait for Yang Lun. The Command will first investigate his persecution of the Prime Minister.”

Qi Huaiyang looked away and said, “Good.”

Then he added, “I’ll take my leave then.”

As Qi Huaiyang left the cell, a guard held up a lantern to light his way. A warm glow passed briefly across Deng Ying’s face before quickly receding outside.

Zhang Luo turned to the guard, “Give him the prison clothes.” Then he added, “Change by yourself.”

Deng Ying nodded, “Alright.”

He took the prison clothes, removed his outer robe, and began untying his inner garments.

Zhang Luo motioned for the others to leave, then walked to face Deng Ying, “Deng Ying, in these two years of leading the Eastern Depot against the Command, did you ever think you’d end up here?”

Deng Ying’s hands paused, and he lowered his head, “To be honest with you, sir, I did think about it.”

Zhang Luo had someone bring a chair, sat down in front of Deng Ying, and raised his hand, “Don’t change yet.”

Deng Ying lowered his hands, “Will you question me now, sir?”

Zhang Luo looked up, “Before I interrogate you, I want to ask you one thing. You can answer if you wish, or not—I won’t torture you for it.”

“Please ask, sir.”

“Is Yang Wan the person behind the Clear Wave Inn?”

Deng Ying remained silent.

Zhang Luo laughed softly, “Fine, never mind.”

Deng Ying said, “May I ask you something, sir?”

“Go ahead.”

“Do you like Yang Wan, sir?”

Zhang Luo raised an eyebrow, “No.”

“Then why haven’t you married yet?”

Zhang Luo gritted his teeth, “Want to lose a layer of skin tonight?”

Deng Ying nodded and fell silent.

Zhang Luo sat in his chair, facing Deng Ying in silence. Their shadows trembled slightly on the ground, and the rush mat lay silently at Deng Ying’s feet. Having stood for some time, he shifted his legs unconsciously.

Zhang Luo watched him, “You’re now an imperial prisoner. Besides the case, I won’t discuss anything else with you.”

“Yes, I understand.”

“However.”

He paused, then looked up, “We can discuss Yang Wan. She took away the Hangzhou Academy students. Chief Censor Ji won’t report their actions, but the Embroidered Uniform Guard will. Once His Majesty orders severe punishment for these students, Yang Wan will end up like you are now. I once told her that under my protection in my household, I could shield her from anything, but it’s too late now—you and she must both be punished according to the law.”

Deng Ying remained silent.

Zhang Luo shouted, “Why don’t you answer?”

“You can’t discipline her.”

“What did you say?”

Deng Ying’s voice was calm, “I said you can’t discipline her.”

He looked up, “Deputy Commander Zhang, you once told me it wasn’t you disciplining me, but the Great Ming Code. I accept that, which is why I stand before you now, but Yang Wan won’t accept it.”

Zhang Luo gave a cold laugh, “Can she escape just because she doesn’t accept it?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “If I hadn’t accepted it, I might have escaped too.”

Zhang Luo said, “What do you mean? Did you walk into the imperial prison yourself?”

“Yes. I came of my own accord.” He picked up the prison clothes beside him.

“These prison clothes too—I choose to wear them. As someone marked by punishment, in this dynasty, this is as far as I can go, but…”

As he spoke, Yang Wan’s face came to mind, and he smiled gently.

“But I admire that woman. She did what I couldn’t do, and said what I couldn’t say. I’m willing to accept the Great Ming Code’s punishment in prison, but I believe in her. She won’t end up like me—she still has paths to walk, she will live well.”

Zhang Luo’s hands clenched into fists on his knees, remembering when Yang Wan was interrogated for the Crane Residence case.

Under the whip, she had writhed in extreme pain, her whole body twisted, every limb trembling.

On the surface, she was like any other female prisoner—frail, afraid of pain, crying out and begging for mercy after just two or three lashes.

Yet even so, she never let her spirit break, desperately maintaining her rationality to parry with him between bouts of torture, even occasionally seizing opportunities to turn the questioner into question.

Thinking back now, Zhang Luo realized she probably hadn’t begged out of fear at all—she was merely creating openings to speak.

That interrogation, which should have been under Zhang Luo’s control, somehow became Yang Wan’s statement.

In all his years managing the imperial prison, that was the only time it had happened.

She had never truly submitted to the law’s punishment, but instead constantly used the law, used Zhang Luo’s principles, to force him to abandon her interrogation, then force him to interrogate his father, force him to look inward, force him to question himself, and finally, even force him to doubt the beliefs he’d held for nearly ten years.

Deng Ying said he admired that woman.

The word “admire”—Zhang Luo now found some meaning in it too.

“Deputy Commander.”

“Speak.”

“His Majesty summons you to the palace.”

Zhang Luo stood up and asked in front of Deng Ying, “Is the Clear Wave Inn surrounded?”

The guard answered, “It’s surrounded, but Eastern Depot people are guarding both front and back doors, not letting our men in. However, we’ve confirmed that the Hangzhou academy students and that woman Yang Wan are inside.”

“Understood. Keep watch—I’ll handle it myself after I return from the palace.”

He glanced at Deng Ying, “Change your clothes.”

As he walked away, he added, “Give him medicine.”

The guard asked, “Should we chain him up?”

“Yes. Give him food, and let him rest after he’s eaten.”

“Sir…”

The guard’s voice was hesitant.

“If you have something to say, say it.”

“Yes, sir. Why are you treating this prisoner this way?”

Zhang Luo paused, then after a long moment said, “Wait until I’ve seen His Majesty—I’ll explain when I return.”

Moonlight shone on the imperial city.

All the stone lamps before the Hall of Mental Cultivation burned brightly. The meeting gate displayed the Ceremonial Office’s placard, keeping the door open for the Imperial Pharmacy. The duty physicians from the Imperial Pharmacy had all straightened their official robes and were following the Ceremonial Office eunuchs toward the hall, trembling.

“Master Hu.”

“Yes?”

“His Majesty’s throat condition had been better for years—why has it flared up so severely these past days?”

Hu Xiang said, “What else could it be? He’s worried about state affairs—it’s exhaustion.”

“What does Master Peng say?”

Hu Xiang sighed, “Isn’t that why he’s calling you all to consult?”

“Oh my.”

Several physicians wrung their hands nervously, whispering, “Does this mean… the previous prescription isn’t working anymore?”

Hu Xiang turned and snapped, “What are you muttering about?”

The physicians quickly replied, “We wouldn’t dare.”

They fell silent as frightened cicadas and stood waiting at the bottom of the moon terrace.

The Emperor reclined on his couch while the Empress sat beside him attending his illness, holding a bowl of porridge. The Emperor pushed away the bowl and said to the Empress, “Enough, I have no appetite.”

The Empress urged, “You haven’t eaten anything since the Chief Censor came. I’m truly worried.”

Emperor Zhenning didn’t respond to the Empress, instead asking his attendant, “What incense are you burning?”

“Your Majesty, it’s still sandalwood.”

“Put it out, put it out.”

Emperor Zhenning’s voice showed irritation, “My throat is uncomfortable.”

The Empress said, “The Imperial Physicians are already discussing a prescription. Please rest a while and calm your mind. This Deng Ying is just a servant—you can leave him to Deputy Commander Zhang for questioning. Why trouble yourself so?”

The Emperor said irritably, “What do you know? Withdraw.”

Just then, Hu Xiang entered and announced, “Your Majesty, Deputy Commander Zhang, Minister Bai, and Vice Minister Yang have arrived.”

The Empress couldn’t help adding, “Your Majesty, perhaps not today—for the sovereign to receive officials while ill in bed would make them anxious too.”

Emperor Zhenning coughed several times and raised his voice, “When I tell you to withdraw, withdraw!” In his agitation, his sweeping hand accidentally knocked a golden hairpin from the Empress’s temple.

The Empress, feeling the shame, quickly put down the porridge bowl and withdrew with a bow.

Hu Xiang led the three men into the inner chamber, where they performed full prostrations before the imperial bed.

The Emperor had Hu Xiang help him sit up, managing to cross his legs.

“You may all rise.”

Yang Lun stood up, glanced at the Emperor’s complexion, and said softly, “Your Majesty, we are overwhelmed with trepidation.”

The Emperor exhaled a heated breath and said to Yang Lun, “Is the court quieter now?”

“Yes.”
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This was more than just a courtier’s response before the imperial bed—for Yang Lun, it was a chess match.

He glanced at Zhang Luo, secretly clenching his fist.

The Emperor’s face had reddened from coughing, his throat raw and voice trembling.

“He Yixian.”

“Your servant is here.”

The Emperor straightened himself on the couch, “Put on my shoes.”

He Yixian glanced at Yang Lun and the others, bending down to advise: “Your Majesty should rest.”

Zhang Luo knelt, “Your subject begs Your Majesty to care for your health.”

Emperor Zhenning waved his hand. “You don’t understand me. I heard about the Cabinet Elder’s situation, and my heart aches.”

Bai Yuyang hurriedly said, “Your Majesty, my father has returned home. Before I entered the palace, he repeatedly instructed me to convey his gratitude for Your Majesty’s grace.”

After speaking, he straightened his robes and performed a deep kowtow.

Emperor Zhenning said, “Rise. I’ve already reviewed the Ministry of Justice’s previous memorial. Although Liang Weiben was the Cabinet Elder’s student, collaborating with Japanese pirates at the salt fields has no connection to the Elder. As for Deng Ying’s report, I need not look at it. Consider him a criminal slave and interrogate him properly.”

Bai Yuyang said, “Your Majesty is wise.”

Emperor Zhenning pressed his brow, raising his voice, “How am I wise?”

He pointed toward the desk, “I am alone, unlike you all who have teachers and classmates, writing flowery essays that criticize me openly and secretly until nothing remains of my dignity. These past years my spirit has grown shorter, thinking of the unrest at the borders and the people’s suffering. I cannot rest. Though morning court has been suspended, when have I ever neglected state affairs?”

He stood up, barefoot, walking to Yang Lun, who hurriedly lifted his robe to kneel, “Please, Your Majesty, take care of your health.”

Emperor Zhenning looked down, “Minister Yang, I too am human. I too have blind spots. You may remonstrate as you will—I can endure what I can endure. If the Founding Emperor were still here, these people…”

He pointed again at the pile of memorials on the desk, “Would all have been beheaded!”

Yang Lun bowed his head, “Your subject knows Your Majesty is merciful. I will certainly advise all officials to appreciate Your Majesty’s benevolence.”

Emperor Zhenning looked at Yang Lun’s back, “If that’s the case, shouldn’t I at least deal with the students from Shushan and Hutan Academies?”

“Your Majesty!”

Yang Lun raised his head in alarm, “These students were truly deceived, which led to their careless words. Please consider their youth and ignorance…”

“Heh.”

The Emperor gave a short laugh, “Yang Lun, you still dare to force me to back down?”

“Your subject would not dare!”

“If you wouldn’t dare, then tell me, how much further must I back down? In the future, will anyone with advice for me be allowed to speak carelessly, raising their arms and shouting in the marketplace? Under heaven, on Great Ming’s soil, where do you place me?”

Yang Lun was forced into silence, only able to kowtow and say, “Your subject is deeply ashamed.”

Emperor Zhenning stepped backward, and He Yixian quickly came forward to help him sit on the couch.

As soon as he sat down, the Emperor coughed severely several times, only managing to calm down after drinking some tea.

Except for Zhang Luo, both Yang Lun and Bai Yuyang knelt on the ground, each unable to speak.

Emperor Zhenning looked at Zhang Luo and called hoarsely, “Zhang Luo.”

“Your subject is here.”

“I leave the matter of the academy students to the Imperial Guard.”

“Your subject accepts the decree.”

“Mm…”

Emperor Zhenning lifted his teacup, speaking evenly, “Don’t repeat the mistakes of the Tongjia Bookcase, understand?”

Zhang Luo responded, “Your subject understands. I will leave the palace now to arrest the students from Shushan and Hutan academies.”

“Go then.”

Yang Lun knelt on the ground, unable to help closing his eyes.

He worried for Yang Wan, wishing he could follow Zhang Luo out of the palace, yet he had to force himself to maintain his composure.

As Yang Wan had said, Deng Ying’s actions from beginning to end were to protect the Grand Secretariat, to protect Yang Lun. He absolutely could not at this moment carelessly throw himself away.

Just as Yang Lun was caught in this dilemma, as if immersed in boiling oil, Hu Xiang entered to report: “Your Majesty, the Crown Prince has arrived.”

Emperor Zhenning said, “It’s cold outside. Let him in.”

Hu Xiang hesitated, glanced outside, then carefully replied, “Your Majesty, the Crown Prince is kneeling outside.”

Hearing this, Emperor Zhenning leaned back on the couch, silent for a moment, then raised his head to address Yang Lun, “Go out and ask him his intention.”

“Yes.”

Yang Lun rose, supporting himself on the ground, and walked to the hall exterior.

Yi Lang, kneeling at the steps, raised his head to look at Yang Lun once, then lowered it again.

Yang Lun bowed to him according to protocol, then asked, “Why is Your Highness here?”

Yi Lang replied, “Please relay to Father Emperor that your son kneels here to beg Father Emperor to pardon the academy students. Your son is willing to take punishment in their stead.”

“Your Highness!”

Yang Lun urgently interrupted him, “Such words cannot be spoken carelessly!”

Yi Lang pressed his lips together, “Minister Yang, I know you mean well, but as the Crown Prince, I have things I must do.”

Yang Lun looked around, seeing the palace servants had kept their distance, and finally knelt before Yi Lang, lowering his voice to ask, “Who taught Your Highness to do this?”

Yi Lang didn’t answer, only saying, “Sir, please just relay my message to Father Emperor.”

Yang Lun pressed, “If Your Highness doesn’t explain clearly, your subject’s heart is uneasy and dares not relay your message.”

Yi Lang finally raised his head, speaking softly, “Aunt taught me.”

“Wan’er…”

“Yes. The aunt told me before, that if His Majesty were to punish the academy students, I should use the method of ‘taking punishment in their stead’ to plead for them.”

“Why?”

Yi Lang shook his head, “I don’t understand either, but I want to save these students.”

Having said this, he steadied his voice and repeated his earlier words, “Please, Minister Yang, relay my message.”

At Clear Wave Lodge, Yang Wan still sat hugging her knees on the stone steps outside the rear hall.

No one in the lodge had slept; some were reciting texts, others reading books, while the innkeeper and servants bustled about, bringing in candle after candle.

Truly worthy of being scholars.

Yang Wan propped her chin, listening to the gradually rising sound of reading from the hall, feeling somewhat comforted.

She pulled down her sleeve to cover her hands, drawing herself tighter.

That was the first night Deng Ying entered the prison. She too was alone, at Clear Wave Lodge, watching over these frightened students.

Between her and that man, it was hard to say who was braver, but she could imagine that with Deng Ying’s cultivation, he must be calmer than Yang Wan right now, though his inner wounds were far more numerous than hers.

When Yang Wan first met Deng Ying, she felt he was a person who shared nature with Frost.

Even the thickest clothes would seem thin on his body.

By now Yang Wan no longer wished to see him stripped to just a prisoner’s garment for cover. She understood that while he had accepted his status, he had never truly accepted his own body, but at the same time, this was also the reason he maintained his humility in this world.

He had always feared entering the ranks of the respected.

In the Great Ming, people like him who bore punishment scars were no different from women. Beyond the physical suffering itself, the greater punishment was a kind of humiliation of the flesh born within proper social order. Sometimes Yang Wan would regret why she had been so skeptical of psychology as a discipline in those years. If she had been a bit more humble then and seriously engaged with some rigorous scientific psychology, her understanding of Deng Ying’s psychology would not have remained at just the sociological level as it does now.

Perhaps she could have done some practical work, even if the effect was small, but at least it could have helped this man relax somewhat.

When was Deng Ying most relaxed?

The image of him lying beside her floated into Yang Wan’s mind.

At a time like this, thinking about making AI, Yang Wan felt somewhat speechless with herself.

She bit her arm, forcing herself to pull her soul back. However, Deng Ying’s face, his undergarments pulled down to his ankles, the way he would lower his head without speaking when aroused—these images sparked Yang Wan’s desire in an instant.

She sat in the wind, allowing herself to suffer absurdly between reason and desire, closing her eyes, forcing herself to observe her desire, and gradually realizing that perhaps only when he was with her did Deng Ying not lose in the game of respectability.

“Here.”

Qin Wende’s voice interrupted her “suffering.”

Yang Wan hurriedly patted her face, looking up to ask, “What is it?”

“The steamed buns we’re eating.”

Yang Wan took it and took a bite, smiling slightly, “It’s already hard.”

Qin Wende sat down, “It’s almost midnight hour, how could it not be hard?”

Yang Wan stood up holding the bun, looking toward the courtyard wall.

“How many Northern Guard troops are watching outside?”

Qin Wende stretched his legs, “A hundred or so. But we’re not afraid of them.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “You shouldn’t talk like that. We had you seal off Clear Wave Lodge to buy time, not to send you to your deaths.”

“Old Qin isn’t afraid, I just don’t get along with their Guard.”

“You can’t talk like that. Who doesn’t have a wife and children? Just because you’re not afraid to die, can you force others to die?”

“Yes… Madam speaks truly.”

While speaking, Qin Wende scratched the back of his head, “Come to think of it, the Superintendent said similar things.”

“What things?”

“Ah, how could my brain remember clearly? Roughly that we who took money should be good to our families, but he… Madam, I’ve wanted to ask you, are you suffering?”

“I’ve long known he was a scumbag.”

“Scumbag… what’s that?”

Yang Wan laughed shortly, lowering her head to brush away hair stuck to her lips, “A scumbag is a man who isn’t good to his wife.”

“Oh…”

Qin Wende nodded seriously, “Then the Superintendent is indeed a scumbag.”

Yang Wan burst out laughing, “When he returns, you can’t talk to him like this.”

Qin Wende said, “What’s wrong with that? All of us brothers think he’s not good enough for you. How could anyone be like that? A scumbag… tsk… no good.”

After hearing these words, Yang Wan laughed so hard she had to hold her waist, taking a long time to recover. Just as she was about to speak, suddenly there came banging sounds from the main gate, “bang bang bang” several times in succession, then commotion arose outside. The students in the hall all awoke startled, crowding anxiously to the door with worried expressions.

Qin Wende grabbed his sword and stood up with a “shing,” “What’s happening!”

The guard at the door reported, “Commander, the Northern Guard Commissioner has come.”

“Damn it.”

Qin Wende wiped his face, “Come with me.”

“Don’t fight.”

Yang Wan stood up, “You can’t stop them.”

Qin Wende said, “What about these students? We’ve protected them all this time, we can’t just hand them over like this.”

Yang Wan tidied her somewhat disheveled hair, “I’ll go myself.”

She turned to address the students behind her, “If I fail to save you this time, then I’ll enter the prison with you. If I do save you, I want to ask one thing of you.”

Hearing this, everyone nodded to her dumbly.

Yang Wan raised her head, “I want to ask that in your writings and speeches, you spare Deng Ying’s life.”
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A restricted zone had been established outside Clear Wave Lodge. Apart from the Northern Guard’s officers and Eastern Depot’s guards, no one moved within a hundred meters.

The seal on the door had been broken. Qin Wende pushed the door open forcefully, his blade pressed against the throat of the person at the door, forcing the Northern Guard’s men back several steps.

The innkeeper walked out from behind the door, calling loudly, “Everyone please stop! Our proprietor has words for you all.”

Zhang Luo reined in his horse, looking behind the door.

A slender shadow emerged from behind the wooden door. Though her hair was disheveled and her makeup smeared, she possessed a delicate beauty.

“Commander Qin, let them go.”

As she spoke, she walked to Zhang Luo’s horse, bowing deeply, then looked up saying, “I must be quite important, with the Eastern Depot wanting to seal the lodge and the Northern Guard wanting to break in. As a mere woman, I can’t stop either of you. Commissioner Zhang, whatever questions you have, ask them here.”

Zhang Luo gave a cold laugh, shouting, “Go in and seize them!”

“Wait!”

Zhang Luo looked down at Yang Wan, “Resisting stubbornly will get you killed too.”

Yang Wan stepped backward, watching Zhang Luo as she retreated, “Then you’ll have to kill me first.”

She backed up to the door, “I’d rather die here than enter your prison.”

Zhang Luo said, “I see you’ve gone mad. Do you think I won’t dare kill you just because you raised the Crown Prince? Today I’m here on His Majesty’s orders to arrest the rebels from Shushan and Hutan academies. I won’t show you mercy.”

“Then order them to strike!”

She tilted her head back, “Commissioner Zhang, I’ll tell you this: today I won’t let the Eastern Depot’s men fight with the Northern Guard, but if you want to seize the students inside, you must step over my corpse first. I’m not threatening you with death—I know you won’t pity me—but I can wager my life with you. If I die today, your Northern Guard will be finished tomorrow.”

After saying this, she looked at the blade-wielding officers, “Within one hour, His Majesty’s decree pardoning these students will arrive at Clear Wave Lodge’s door. Whoever kills me commits a capital offense. Whoever is willing to take the blame for Commissioner Zhang, come forward—I won’t resist.”

Zhang Luo said, “How do you know His Majesty will change his mind within an hour?”

“A guess.”

Her voice was calm, “Though it’s a guess, I’ve never lost. You say I’ve toyed with you three times, but ‘toyed with’ is too malicious a term. Those three times were just what I had to do to survive under your power. My only consolation is that I never lost once. This comes from my understanding of you, of the Emperor, of my place in this world. This time I still won’t lose. It’s up to you whether you want to gamble with me, Commissioner Zhang. I only ask for one hour. After one hour, if no decree comes, I’ll let you take me and everyone inside away.”

Though her expression remained calm as she spoke these words, her shoulders and back trembled uncontrollably.

Zhang Luo watched Yang Wan, remembering Deng Ying’s words to him in prison—”You can’t control Yang Wan.”

As Yang Wan said, she had toyed with him three times.

The first was with marriage when she broke free from the constraints of being subordinate to Zhang Luo. The second was the Crane Residence case when she had the Eastern Depot take away the Northern Guard’s interrogation rights overnight. The third was the “Five Virtuous Ones” case when she forced Zhang Luo to execute his father.

Indeed, she had never lost, but no one could explain how Yang Wan, from her humble position, had managed to outmaneuver such powerful figures.

“Will you gamble, Commissioner Zhang?”

She asked again.

“I will.”

Zhang Luo raised his hand, “Everyone back ten meters, guard the front and back doors. After one hour…”

He pointed at Yang Wan, “First arrest her, then take everyone inside away.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan couldn’t help but sigh in relief.

She leaned against the door, pressed her lips together, and softly said to Zhang Luo: “Thank you, Commissioner.”

In the Hall of Mental Cultivation, Yi Lang knelt before the crane-shaped incense burner. Though Yang Lun and Bai Yuyang were present, they dared not intervene between father and son. In the entire hall, only He Yixian dared to speak up.

“Your Majesty, His Highness is still young. His heart is compassionate and easily moved by others’ words. Please don’t let anger harm your health.”

Yi Lang raised his head, “Master He, who are these ‘others’?”

“This…”

He Yixian’s voice faltered. The Emperor laughed shortly, telling He Yixian, “Enough, you’re getting old too—you can’t match his words anymore.”

He then addressed Yi Lang: “You know these people insulted your father emperor. Why do you dare plead for them?”

Yi Lang raised his head, “Father Emperor, your son isn’t pleading for them. Your son wants to take their punishment. They insulted Father Emperor, committing a serious crime—I hate them too. But these people knelt at the Cabinet Elder’s gate pleading for him, and Father Emperor pardoned the Elder. To then punish these students right after—simple-minded people might misunderstand Father Emperor’s sacred intention. Your son doesn’t want to hear them slander Father Emperor.”

The Emperor was silent for a moment, “If that’s so, why not just plead for them? Why take their punishment?”

Yi Lang pressed his lips together, “Your son wants them to understand that they are guilty, and guilt deserves punishment.”

The Emperor patted his knee, “Who taught you to do this?”

“No one taught me to do this.”

Yi Lang knee-walked two steps toward Emperor Zhenning, “Father Emperor, your son no longer has an Imperial Mother. Your son only has Father Emperor. Your son understands that in the past, there were many things your son didn’t do well, angering Father Emperor. Now your son has grown up, become sensible. Your son also wants to protect you.”

Hearing Yi Lang’s words, Yang Lun’s back burned and his scalp tingled.

These words sounded both sincere and heart-wrenching.

Though Yang Wan had taught Yi Lang what to say, these might well have been the child’s heartfelt words that he struggled to express.

Yang Wan had helped him say it, perfectly, at just the right moment.

Since ancient times, surviving in the capital’s official circles was like walking on a knife’s edge. Though open strategies could never match hidden schemes, with court officials in the light and the Ceremonial Office in the shadows, most times it was the civil officials losing their dignity. But above these two approaches was a supreme technique: “winning hearts.”

Though everyone wanted to master this art, countless people had played with fire and perished halfway.

Yang Wan, from her humble position, without a single real bargaining chip, skillfully guided the emotions of both emperor and prince to turn around what seemed a hopeless situation. This filled Yang Lun with deep terror when he thought about it.

“Father Emperor.”

“Speak.”

Yi Lang sniffled, “Please punish your son. Your son can bear anything.”

As he spoke, he bent down and prostrated himself before Emperor Zhenning.

Bai Yuyang’s eyes grew hot, and he couldn’t help but exhale a burning breath as he pressed his hand to the corner of his eye.

Emperor Zhenning looked up at him, “Why do you show such grief before me?”

Bai Yuyang hurriedly said, “Your subject is guilty. Thinking of my father, I couldn’t help… being moved by His Highness.”

Hearing these words, Emperor Zhenning, supported by He Yixian, stood and walked to Yi Lang, bending to hold his arms, “Rise.”

Yi Lang stood, taking over from He Yixian to support Emperor Zhenning as he sat, “Father Emperor, your son will attend to your illness tonight.”

Emperor Zhenning coughed twice, “Good. I also have some words to say to you.”

He then addressed Yang Lun: “Go personally and have Zhang Luo return. Also, draft a decree tomorrow: the Crown Prince will take punishment in place of the academy students, forfeiting three years’ salary. Considering the prince’s benevolence, I will pardon the students’ crimes and pursue the matter no further.”

“Yes, your subject thanks Your Majesty for your grace on behalf of the academy students.”

“Yang Lun.”

The Emperor drew Yi Lang to his side, “You’re thanking the wrong person.”

“Yes, yes… your subject thanks His Highness the Crown Prince for his grace on behalf of the students.”

After speaking, Yang Lun didn’t dare delay a moment, hurrying straight out of the East Prosperity Gate toward Clear Wave Lodge.

In front of Clear Wave Lodge, the hour was almost up.

Yang Wan gazed silently at the pitch-black East Public Street. The Eastern Depot guards unconsciously tightened their grip on their weapons. Yang Wan straightened up and called out, “No fighting!”

“Madam!”

Yang Wan closed her eyes, “Don’t kill anyone before my eyes. There’s no need. If you can live without guilt, then live. Deng Ying is just an ordinary person to you all, not a god. Don’t be so rigid—he and I both know your hearts.”

She opened her eyes, lifted her skirts, and walked down the steps to Zhang Luo’s front. After a moment’s silence, she extended both hands to him, “Come on, take me away.”

Zhang Luo looked down at Yang Wan. She appeared utterly exhausted, with dark circles under her eyes and disheveled hair.

“Are you admitting defeat?”

Yang Wan gave a short laugh, “More or less.”

She pressed her lips together, “You’ll let me see him once, won’t you?”

“What do you think?”

“Alright, you won’t. But it doesn’t matter—we’ll be in the same place anyway. I’m at peace with that.”

Zhang Luo pressed down her hands with his sword hilt, “Yang Wan, I’ll give you one more chance.”

“I don’t want it.”

Zhang Luo said, “You refuse before I even say what chance it is?”

Yang Wan looked at Zhang Luo, “I know what you’re going to say—submit to your control, and then you’ll look after me, right?”

Zhang Luo remained silent.

Yang Wan smiled and shook her head, “Zhang Luo, since I won’t survive anyway, let me say something presumptuous.”

She swallowed, pointing back at herself, “My joys and sorrows—you’ll never understand them in your lifetime, nor are you worthy of them.”

A blue vein bulged on Zhang Luo’s forehead, “Yang Wan, I’ve never seen such an impudent woman.”

“What’s wrong with being a woman?”

Yang Wan interrupted him, “I am a person too! You’ve seen Zhou Congshan, Huang Ran, and Deng Ying—which of them wasn’t more impudent than me? I’m like them—willing to let flesh and bone fall to earth to pave the way for future generations. From today on, you’re not allowed to look down on me anymore.”

Zhang Luo’s hand gripped his sword hilt so tightly his knuckles turned white, “Wait another half hour!”

“Sir…”

“I said wait another half hour!”

Yang Wan was startled, “Don’t you want to defeat me?”

Zhang Luo said, “I just don’t understand why I, Zhang Luo, should stoop to fighting with a woman, only to have that woman look down on me. I lost to you three times, and I still don’t understand how I lost. This time, whether I win or lose, I want to understand more clearly what kind of person you are.”

Just as he finished speaking, hoofbeats sounded on East Public Street.

Yang Wan raised her head to look ahead, hearing Yang Lun’s voice: “A decree has come!”

Hearing this, Yang Wan couldn’t help stepping back twice. The breath she had been holding in her chest suddenly rushed out through her nose and mouth, and she nearly lost her balance.

Qin Wende hurried to support her. “Madam…”

Yang Wan pressed her chest and took several breaths, then looked up at Zhang Luo.

Zhang Luo watched her and said, “Impressive. But was it worth it for you and Deng Ying to do all this for these people?”

“Was it worth it for you to do all this for His Majesty?”

Zhang Luo was suddenly stunned.

Yang Wan gasped, “When you understand that, you’ll suffer just like us.”

Chapter 111: Apricot Shadow on the Ground (Part 9)
At that moment, Yang Lun’s horse arrived at Clear Wave Lodge’s entrance.

Both the Imperial Guard and Eastern Depot guards made their way. Zhang Luo dismounted, and everyone inside and outside the lodge immediately knelt. Yang Wan, fighting her exhaustion, struggled up from Qin Wende’s arms to kneel as well.

Yang Lun dismounted and swept his gaze across everyone before looking at Zhang Luo. “The written decree hasn’t come down yet, but I bring an oral command ordering you to return to the palace immediately.”

Zhang Luo kowtowed, “Your subject accepts the command.”

Everyone rose with Zhang Luo, except Yang Wan, whose legs were still weak. She stumbled, nearly falling forward.

Yang Lun hurried forward to support her, looking up at Zhang Luo, “How did you hurt her?”

“I didn’t hurt her.”

“If you didn’t hurt her, why is she like this!”

“It’s alright, brother.”

Yang Wan pressed Yang Lun’s arm, “I was scared—my legs went weak from fear.”

Yang Lun scolded, “You’ve become as bold as a monkey climbing to heaven, yet you still know fear?”

Yang Wan found this quite amusing, “What monkey climbing to heaven? Your words are getting more and more absurd.”

Yang Lun looked down at her legs, “You weren’t hurt by him? Don’t fear him—tell me straight, and I’ll settle this for you.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Really, nothing happened. They didn’t touch me.”

She finished speaking and lifted her chin toward Zhang Luo, gesturing for him to leave.

Zhang Luo mounted his horse, but before leaving, looked down at Yang Wan once more and said evenly, “I will interrogate Deng Ying according to the law. Do you have anything to say to me?”

Hearing this, Yang Wan nodded, suppressing her smile and releasing Yang Lun to walk a few steps toward Zhang Luo’s horse. “Yes.”

Zhang Luo reined in his horse, “What is it?”

Yang Wan looked up, “However you interrogate him, please preserve his dignity with his clothing.”

“That’s all you ask for?”

“Yes. I know I have no right to ask you anything, I…”

“You do.”

He suddenly interrupted Yang Wan, “Today you also saved my life in a way. What you’re asking—I promise you this.”

Having said this, he gave Yang Wan no chance to respond, turning his horse and leading the Northern Guard’s men out of East Public Street.

The street suddenly emptied, its black expanse stretching endlessly. The wind blew in their faces, carrying the faint fragrance of spring grass. The Eastern Depot’s seal hung forlornly on the door until Qin Wende tore it down as if nothing had ever happened.

So had history changed?

In the spring of the fourteenth year of Zhenning’s reign, the Emperor fell ill, and Deng Ying was in prison—everything was just as recorded in Ming History.

But the cracks in people’s hearts were like the joints of a giant cart—occasionally making a sound that could shake loose countless motes of dust.

Yang Wan hadn’t imagined Zhang Luo would truly agree to her request, just as Zhang Luo himself hadn’t imagined he would be willing to grant dignity to a “criminal slave” in prison.

“Enough looking.”

Yang Lun pressed against the door, “Everything’s fine now.”

“Yes, finally all is well.”

Yang Wan withdrew her gaze, raised her hand to arrange her clothes, and turned to ask Yang Lun, “Is His Highness alright?”

“He’s fine, but next time something happens, could you tell me beforehand?”

Yang Wan smiled, her eyebrows curving, “If you had known I was risking His Highness to save these students, you probably would have wanted to kill me.”

“You…”

Yang Lun didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“When you taught His Highness to say those things, weren’t you truly afraid His Majesty would turn his anger on him?”

“Of course I was afraid.”

Yang Wan looked at Yang Lun, “He is the sovereign—life and death hang on a single thought. Even if we can predict seven or eight parts of that thought, there are still two or three parts of uncertainty. But this was the most reliable method I could think of, good for both His Majesty and His Highness.”

“How so?”

Yang Wan looked back into the lodge, “His Majesty didn’t necessarily want to kill these people, he just had no reason to pardon them. Yi Lang is his son—his taking their punishment gave His Majesty a way out. Moreover, His Majesty… probably wanted to win a good reputation among these young people for his heir.”

“Hmph.”

Yang Lun gave a short laugh, “The reputation is good, but three years’ salary forfeit?”

“Three years? That long?”

“Yes, how will you manage?”

Yang Wan smiled, “If Deng Ying could manage in his condition, what can’t we manage? Don’t worry, I have money—I won’t ask you for any.”

She walked inside and addressed the students, “It’s all right now, you can go home.”

The young student timidly asked, “Sister, can we… still participate in this year’s spring examinations?”

Yang Wan nodded to him.

“Yes, study well for the exam. Whatever books you need, as long as Clear Wave Lodge has them, you can take them to read. If you can’t find a place to eat, you can come to eat at the lodge. Although I must return to the palace today, the innkeeper will help arrange things for you.”

She looked at Zhou Muyi, “Deng Ying gave you twenty strokes—recovery will be difficult. I’ll cover your medical expenses in the capital, so treat your injuries well. Deng Ying said you write excellent essays, so don’t just criticize people anymore. Pay more attention to the common people and their livelihood. If Master Zhou’s spirit is watching, he wouldn’t want you to be used by others and throw away your life needlessly.”

After saying this, she stepped back and bowed to everyone, then raised her head and spoke clearly, “Regarding Deng Ying’s embezzlement of academy fields—he truly harmed the academy and harmed you all. What he cannot repay, I will try my best to repay. Please remember what I asked of you.”

“Sister… thank you, I won’t criticize Superintendent Deng anymore.”

“I won’t either…”

“Neither will I…”

“Me too…”

Everyone joined in agreement, and Yang Wan was moved. She smiled and nodded, “I understand. Go home now.”

As she spoke, she pushed open the door behind her. The students supported each other as they left Clear Wave Lodge, while the shop assistants carried lanterns to see them off.

Yang Wan leaned against the main door watching their retreating figures and asked Yang Lun, “Hey, were you and Deng Ying like them when you were studying?”

Yang Lun walked to Yang Wan’s side and leaned against the door, arms crossed, “I wasn’t that foolish.”

Yang Wan smiled and turned her head to ask, “Between you and Deng Ying, who was better at studies?”

Yang Lun was silent for a moment before reluctantly uttering one word: “Him.”

Then he asked, “Haven’t you asked him?”

“I did, but he wouldn’t say.”

Yang Lun raised his head to look at the canopy of leaves above, “Do you regret it?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No regrets.”

She followed Yang Lun’s gaze upward, “Look how well he’s walked this path. You don’t regret recommending him now, do you?”

“I regret it a little.”

Yang Lun lowered his head, “I don’t know how to save him now.”

“Delay.”

“Will delaying help?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan straightened up, “If we can delay past this summer, there will be a turning point in autumn.”

Yang Lun turned his head to look at Yang Wan, “What turning point?”

Yang Wan didn’t explain directly, “There will be a turning point, that’s all. His attitude is good, and he’s docile—the Ministry of Justice won’t want him dead immediately, right?”

“They won’t.”

Yang Wan responded, “Then you can sentence him first—even a death sentence is fine, but don’t execute it immediately. This way you can clear up the academy fields issue and push forward new policies. If possible, after sentencing, see if he can be transferred to the Ministry of Justice’s custody. But if not, that’s fine too—the Ceremonial Office still has leverage over him, and His Majesty’s reputation is tied to him. They won’t let Zhang Luo torture him excessively.”

Yang Lun said, “Are you confident? Until autumn?”

Yang Wan nodded, “Yes, more confident than this time.”

“Alright, I trust you.”

Yang Lun straightened up, “I’ll go see Bai Yuyang now.”

Yang Wan hurriedly called after him, “Brother, in the future I’ll tell you beforehand if anything happens.”

Yang Lun turned back, “No need. After this incident, I have to believe you’re no longer the Wan’er of before. You can make your own decisions about what you want to do.”

“I…”

Yang Wan hesitated, fingering her sleeve.

Yang Lun asked directly, “What can’t you tell your brother?”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together and said, “I want to be honest with you about something.”

As she spoke, she lowered her head, “Actually, since I fell at South Lake, I can’t remember anything from before. I… I don’t know how I treated you before, or our family. These past two years I’ve done poorly, always arguing with you, often scolding you, doing so many things that worried you… can you forgive me?”

Yang Lun untied his horse’s reins and turned back, “It’s alright. No matter how you changed, at the time I only hoped you would live, even if after finding you, I had to support you for life. And now you’re not just alive—you’re saving so many people.”

His gaze shifted as he spoke, “I’m proud of you.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan’s heart lightened. She met Yang Lun’s gaze and nodded to him, “Me too.”

She finished by making a heart shape with her thumb and forefinger toward Yang Lun, “Keep going! Push forward with the new policies boldly—don’t worry about what’s behind you.”

Yang Lun mounted his horse, “As if I needed you to say that.”

He then imitated Yang Wan’s gesture with his thumb and forefinger, “What does this mean?”

“Making a heart.”

“What?”

“It means I like you, brother.”

Yang Lun couldn’t help but smile, “Let me tell you, no matter how much you like Deng Ying, I’m still your brother. If you scold me because of him again in the future, I’ll… no, I’ll turn against him.”

Yang Wan stood below his horse, laughing, “I won’t anymore. When he gets out, I’ll scold him with you.”

“Hmph.”

Yang Lun laughed shortly, “You’d let me scold him?”

“I will! One day, we’ll pin him to a chair, stand on either side of him, taking turns—one sentence from you, one from me—and won’t stop scolding until he admits his mistakes. Him throwing himself into prison this time is irritating.”

Yang Lun was amused by Yang Wan, and looked down saying, “Enough, not even ghosts would believe you.”

Then he grew serious, “By the way when I interrogate Deng Ying, I can see him privately. Do you have any message you want me to give him?”

Yang Wan said, “Tell him that all the gentlemen are safe, and I am safe too. Tell him… to sleep more and mind his diet.”

“Just that?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Just that—we have time ahead of us. When he returns, I plan to stay with him for a while at the city wall guardhouse, let him rest in bed for winter, properly treat his leg injury, and nurse his health back. His Highness’s salary has been suspended, so he can’t give him medicine anymore. When the time comes, I might need your help finding some medicines, um… I’ll have Clear Wave Lodge’s innkeeper pay you.”

Yang Lun glanced at Clear Wave Lodge’s main door, “What do you plan to turn this bookshop into?”

Yang Wan said, “Among all the bookshops in this year’s spring examination market, only my Clear Wave Lodge made a profit. Next year I want to buy Kuanqin Hall across the street.”

Yang Lun couldn’t help laughing, “You, how did you think of going into the book business?”

Yang Wan smiled, “Because I’m also a scholar, and scholars must make their living from books.”

Chapter 112: Moon Spring and Starry River (Part 1)
The spring imperial examinations of the fourteenth year of Zhenning arrived as scheduled.

After the Minister of Rites performed the ceremonial offerings to First Teacher Confucius, the ministry’s patrol officers and inspection officials immediately began escorting candidates into the examination compound.

At Qingbo House, the staff had spent the entire night before the examinations shelling nuts.

The workers were puzzled, asking the manager between tasks, “What does the owner want us to shell all these for?”

The manager personally hauled over a bag of dried fruits and said, “Mix these. Then divide them into small portions and wrap them in oiled paper. The owner calls these… what was it… daily nuts. Eat one packet each day for… something about mental clarity… better writing…”

The workers said, “Our owner sure has interesting ideas. But manager, who are all these for? Can we keep some?”

“They’re for the students our owner saved since they’re entering the examination compound now.”

The workers laughed, “Then I’d rather not eat any – I definitely couldn’t handle being confined in those examination cells.”

Though said in jest, the meaning was quite genuine.

Like the provincial examinations, the Great Ming’s metropolitan examinations lasted three days per session, with three sessions total, spanning nine days altogether. Once candidates entered their examination cells, all doors would be locked. For nine days, eating, drinking, and relieving oneself all had to be done within that single cell. Unless an earthquake struck the capital, the cell doors would not be opened.

The examination compound was like a prison. At a time when willow catkins drifted through the city and flowers bloomed amid birdsong everywhere, young scholars began their final “self-imprisonment” before entering official service.

Meanwhile, the joint investigation of Deng Ying by the Ministry of Justice and the Northern Command of the Imperial Guards was also beginning in another “prison” in the capital.

Early that day, Yang Lun hastily ate a bowl of wontons at a stall outside Guangji Temple before heading to the Imperial Guards compound. When he arrived, Bai Yuyang and Qi Huaiyang were already there, but Zhang Luo hadn’t emerged yet. Tea was set out in the hall, and the officials from the Ministry of Personnel and Ministry of Revenue all stood outside, bowing and making way as Yang Lun entered.

Yang Lun strode into the main hall and asked Qi Huaiyang directly, “Closed-door interrogation?”

Qi Huaiyang was holding a teacup while speaking with Bai Yuyang. Hearing Yang Lun’s sudden question, he nearly spilled his tea.

Quickly steadying the cup, he rose to greet Yang Lun, “Of course, it will be closed-door. We’ve already arranged it with the Imperial Guards.”

Yang Lun glanced at the sky before turning toward the rear courtyard.

Qi Huaiyang called after him: “Assistant Minister Yang, we’re discussing the interrogation outline here. Won’t you join us?”

Yang Lun turned back, “Has the Imperial Guard sent over their recent interrogation records?”

Qi Huaiyang shook his head, “Not yet, though we’ve requested them several times.”

Yang Lun replied, “Then what are you discussing? I’ll go get them now.”

With that, he strode into the rear hall.

By then, Deng Ying had been brought from the imperial prison and was temporarily held in a side room of the rear courtyard.

As Yang Lun was an investigating official for this case, the Imperial Guard officers had no grounds to prevent him from questioning the prisoner before the formal hearing. Seeing him approach, they only said, “Assistant Minister, the smell in there might be rather unpleasant.”

Yang Lun replied, “No matter. Open the lock.”

The officer unlocked the door for Yang Lun.

Yang Lun stood silently at the doorway for a moment before pushing the door open and stepping inside.

The room contained only two stools and a table.

Deng Ying sat at the table, drinking from a bowl of water.

When Yang Lun pushed open the door, bright sunlight suddenly fell across Deng Ying’s knees, causing him to instinctively move his legs aside.

Raising a hand to shield his eyes, he looked toward the door. Upon recognizing the visitor, a slight smile appeared.

“Ah, it’s you.”

The guard watching him shouted, “Kneel before the investigating official!”

Startled by the guard’s rebuke, Deng Ying quickly responded, “Yes.”

Seeing Deng Ying about to stand, Yang Lun immediately darkened his expression and turned to the guard, “Leave. I will question him alone.”

He then gestured for Deng Ying to remain seated.

After Yang Lun forcefully dismissed the guard, the door was closed and the room darkened once again.

Yang Lun turned back to look at Deng Ying, who wore a gray prisoner’s garment with half his forearms exposed. He had grown even thinner than before.

“Keep drinking your water. Don’t act like you don’t know what to do just because I came in.”

“I dare not drink too much.”

As Deng Ying set down his water bowl, his chains clattered against the table.

Yang Lun sat down across from Deng Ying, “Have you eaten this morning?”

Deng Ying smiled, “You came specially to see me before the hearing just to ask if I’ve eaten?”

“You think I want to ask!”

Seeing the veins bulging on Yang Lun’s forehead, Deng Ying said softly, “Save your anger for the hearing. It will look more convincing.”

Yang Lun snorted, then turned to look at Deng Ying: “My sister asked me to tell you that she and the students are fine. She says to eat more in prison, sleep longer, put on some weight, and stop getting thinner.”

Deng Ying couldn’t help but laugh, “Yang Zixi, that doesn’t sound like what Wanwan would say.”

“Well, that’s the meaning of it. I’ve delivered the message anyway.”

Deng Ying nodded, saying gently, “Alright, I understand.”

The two sat in silence for a while, Yang Lun looking Deng Ying up and down. Deng Ying placed his hands on his knees, straightened his back slightly, and said to Yang Lun, “Don’t worry, they only used light torture.”

“I’ve never heard of the Northern Command using light torture.”

Deng Ying said, “Zhang Luo told me that a few days ago, a secret imperial order came from the palace forbidding torture. So only the first day or two were truly difficult. These past few days, they’ve been letting me recover. Most wounds have mostly healed.”

Only then did Yang Lun withdraw his gaze, “I’m surprised Zhang Luo would tell you such things.”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “Indeed, it’s rare.”

Yang Lun sneered, “Must have taken the wrong medicine.”

Deng Ying asked, “By the way, today is the first day of the spring examinations, isn’t it?”

Yang Lun nodded, “Yes. Those people you and Wan’er protected all entered yesterday. Wan’er was worried and made me go check on them.”

Deng Ying stared at the water bowl on the table, “How did she manage to save them?”

“She took them to Qingbo House and had your Eastern Depot people seal it off. She forcefully bought an extra day that way.”

“And then?”

“Then she had the Crown Prince take responsibility for those people.”

Deng Ying paused briefly, then nodded.

Yang Lun said, “Honestly, I can’t help but admire her.”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “Apart from my status, I’m not worthy of her in any way. Zixi…”

He looked up, “That oath I made to you before in the Ministry of Justice – I still remember it. If I’m sentenced to death this time, consider it my fulfillment of that oath. Don’t help me.”

Yang Lun grabbed Deng Ying’s hand, “You think my sister could ever smile again if you died? Deng Fuling, when you get out, I need to find a day with Yang Wan to properly scold you.”

“Let go…”

Only then did Yang Lun realize he had grabbed a wounded area, and quickly released his grip.

Deng Ying pressed his wrist, lowering his head to say, “This time I cannot save myself. I can only wait for imperial clemency. Though His Majesty has no desire to execute me, he also has no reason to pardon me.”

Yang Lun looked at him and said, “Wan’er asks you to wait. If you trust her, just stay alive and wait.”

“Until autumn?”

Yang Lun started, “How do you know about that too?”

Before Deng Ying could answer, the guard outside called, “Assistant Minister, the officials are taking their seats in front. We need to escort the prisoner to the hall.”

Deng Ying stood up, “You go first. Don’t show grief in the hall. It wouldn’t be appropriate.”

Yang Lun responded with “I know” and swept out of the side room.

The main hall doors were closed.

Besides Bai Yuyang, Zhang Luo, and the other investigating officials, only one clerk from the Ministry of Revenue remained in the hall to keep records.

As the light was poor after closing the doors, Zhang Luo ordered four candles to be lit.

Bai Yuyang said, “Before bringing in Deng Ying, I have something to say to you, gentlemen. Regardless of what we discover today, we cannot submit private memorials about it. After the interrogation of Deng Ying is complete, I will write the memorial, and after your review, we will jointly sign it.”

Zhang Luo remained silent, and Yang Lun refused to speak. Only Qi Huaiyang, seeing his minister’s awkward position, clasped his hands and responded “Yes.”

Seeing this, Bai Yuyang said no more, turning to Zhang Luo to say, “Bring him in.”

Zhang Luo raised his hand slightly, and the guards brought Deng Ying from the rear hall, forcing him to kneel in the center. The candlelight flickered gently across his downturned face. Though bound, he still maintained proper etiquette.

Bai Yuyang looked at the interrogation outline, then raised his head to ask directly, “How were the two school fields at Chu Mountain and Lake Dan privately occupied under a public name?”

Deng Ying straightened his back, “I did not alter the land deeds. I only privately diverted the grain produced from the fields and sold it privately in Hangzhou.”

“Privately selling official grain?”

“Yes.”

Bai Yuyang set down the outline and continued questioning, “When did this begin?”

Deng Ying raised his head and replied, “From the beginning of the thirteenth year of Zhenning.”

Bai Yuyang said, “Over a year then. How much silver was taken?”

Deng Ying replied, “I didn’t keep count. Most was squandered.”

“Squandered? I hear you’ve always lived frugally. The private sale of official grain is punishable by death. Was it truly you who squandered it, or are you covering for someone? Think carefully before answering.”

Deng Ying said, “Minister Bai, please conclude this case quickly. No matter how many times you question me, my answer will remain the same.”

Bai Yuyang picked up the confession on the desk and asked Zhang Luo, “When you obtained this confession, did you torture him?”

Zhang Luo glanced up and said coldly, “Initially yes, but after the prisoner confessed his crimes, there was no reason to continue the torture. Minister Bai, today you are borrowing the Imperial Guards’ premises to question the prisoner. I won’t comment on other matters, but His Majesty said to treat him as a criminal slave. Since he has confessed, judge him according to the law. After you finish questioning him, my office has other cases to investigate. The Ministry of Justice cannot occupy the Imperial Guards’ main hall indefinitely.”

Bai Yuyang’s ears reddened.

“What do you mean by that, Commander Zhang?”

Zhang Luo said, “My meaning is simple. His Majesty hopes to conclude this case quickly. You’ve asked what needed to be asked, now the Ministry of Justice should determine the sentence. During deliberations, Deng Ying will remain in the imperial prison. Once the sentence is decided, you can come collect him.”

“You…”

Bai Yuyang’s hands trembled slightly. Qi Huaiyang quickly said, “Minister, let’s question the details.”

Yang Lun said, “I don’t think there’s anything more to ask.”

He shook open the confession in his hand, “I’ve read the confession Deputy Commander Zhang obtained from Deng Ying. It doesn’t differ much from our interrogation outline. He’s answered what needed answering. At least the Ministry of Revenue now understands the irregularities with the two fields at Chu and Lake. We can immediately remeasure and register them, returning them to the academies to support education.”

He finished speaking and looked at Deng Ying.

“Deng Ying.”

Deng Ying raised his head at the call.

“Present.”

“Do you feel remorse?”

Deng Ying gave him a faint smile, then bowed and replied, “I do.”

“That’s sufficient.”

Chapter 113: Moon Spring and Starry River (Part 2)
Bai Yuyang was irritated by both Zhang Luo and Yang Lun’s attitudes.

“Are you two suggesting we skip the torture altogether?”

He shook the interrogation outline in his hand until it rattled, “Then what’s the point of questioning? Is this all we can report to His Majesty? In the vast Hangzhou grain administration, were all those cunning officials under his control? Assistant Minister Yang, Deputy Commander Zhang, you’re not first-year judicial officers – do you believe this?”

Yang Lun remained silent while Zhang Luo replied directly: “If Minister Bai doesn’t believe it, then continue investigating the Hangzhou grain officials. Questioning him was backward, to begin with. Minister, you’re the Minister of Justice – do I need to explain this to you?”

With that, he walked to Deng Ying’s side and told his subordinates: “Return the prisoner at noon. The investigating officials need to eat, and so does the prisoner. If you want to continue questioning later, come to me for written permission to collect him.”

Having said this, he strode out of the main hall.

Qi Huaiyang rose and whispered in Bai Yuyang’s ear: “Minister, perhaps we should end today’s questioning here.”

Bai Yuyang suppressed his irritation and found a way to step down, calling out: “Return him to custody.”

As Deng Ying was being escorted back to the imperial prison, he encountered Zhang Luo coming out of the interrogation room at the prison gate.

Zhang Luo stepped aside, gesturing for the guard to take Deng Ying in first.

As they passed each other, Deng Ying hesitated briefly.

The guard barked: “Why are you dawdling? Keep moving.”

Zhang Luo turned to look at Deng Ying and asked evenly: “Do you have something to say to me?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “I wouldn’t dare.”

Zhang Luo told the guard: “Release him.”

“Sir… this…”

“Release him. I’ll escort him in personally.”

“Yes, sir.”

After the guard stepped back, Zhang Luo reached out and grabbed Deng Ying’s chains. “Let’s go.”

As the two walked one behind the other down the prison corridor, Zhang Luo suddenly said: “You were right before.”

He laughed slightly, “I truly cannot discipline Yang Wan.”

Deng Ying raised his head, “You’ve seen her, sir?”

“Yes. However, there’s still one thing I don’t understand.”

He stopped walking and turned to face Deng Ying, “You’re merely a criminal who embezzled school lands. What makes you worthy of her emotions?”

Deng Ying coughed once and lowered his arms, “I didn’t want to embezzle the school lands, or even become the Supervisor of the Eastern Depot. If my father hadn’t committed his great crime, I would have preferred to follow my teacher, spending my life repairing the imperial city among mud and stones.”

He gave a wan smile, “But even so, I dare not say I’m worthy of Yang Wan. My love for her has always been a criminal’s love. She gave me a second life…”

As he spoke, he picked up the iron chains hanging at his knees and raised them toward Zhang Luo, “I’m willing to live like this because I haven’t had enough of Yang Wan yet. When the school lands case concludes, I may die. I foresaw this ending when I took the blame for the Ceremonial Office back then. I only thought I would die like the people of Tongjia Academy, but I never expected you would treat me differently.”

Zhang Luo said: “His Majesty ordered us to treat you as a criminal slave during questioning, but in my office, I treat you as an official who committed a crime.”

“Commander Zhang.”

Deng Ying called out to him, “Why such treatment?”

Zhang Luo turned around, “Because I promised Yang Wan I would preserve your dignity.”

After saying this, he continued walking with Deng Ying toward the cell, “Will you not change your confession about the school lands case?”

Deng Ying nodded, “No, I won’t.”

“Why protect the Ceremonial Office?”

Deng Ying said: “It’s not to protect the Ceremonial Office, but to protect the Cabinet, and His Majesty’s reputation.”

He paused briefly, “Commander Zhang, I also have a question for you.”

“Ask.”

“If I die, the Eastern Investigation Depot will return to the Ceremonial Office’s control. If there’s another case against the Prime Minister, no one will be able to save the Cabinet ministers. Commander Zhang, could I ask you…”

“So.”

Zhang Luo interrupted Deng Ying and turned back, “When you insisted on the position of Eastern Depot Supervisor back then, expanding the Depot’s guards, building its prison, dividing the power of criminal investigation – it was all to protect these people?”

“Yes.”

“Heh.”

Zhang Luo pointed and said: “Prime Minister Bai impeached you, Minister Bai wanted to torture you until not an inch of skin remained intact just to make you talk, and here at death’s door, you’re still trying to leave them a way out through me. Deng Ying, no one in this world acts like this!”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “Am I even counted as a complete person?”

Zhang Luo was taken aback.

Deng Ying stepped closer to him, “There are many things I cannot do, I can only watch them do them. If they cannot live well, what meaning is there in my life?”

Zhang Luo looked up and said: “You’re questioning me with these words too, aren’t you?”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

Zhang Luo looked at Deng Ying without speaking further.

He raised his hand to order the jailer to open the cell door, then released Deng Ying to walk in by himself.

Inside the cell, Deng Ying turned back to Zhang Luo and raised his hands, making a formal bow through the prison bars.

Zhang Luo remained silent for a moment, then stepped back and returned the full bow.

The Ministry of Justice quickly determined Deng Ying’s sentence: death by beheading, to be carried out after autumn.

Though Yang Lun wanted to transfer Deng Ying to the Ministry of Justice prison, Emperor Zhenning did not approve.

As summer arrived, Emperor Zhenning’s throat condition worsened. On humid, rainy days, he would cough incessantly. The palace consorts took turns attending to his illness. Even the two unfavored beauties in Chengqian Palace had several audiences with the emperor because of this. Perhaps due to these encounters fostering affection, they began making personal garments for Emperor Zhenning upon their return.

Yang Wan secretly learned from them. Consort Chen asked her, “With the Needlework Bureau serving His Highness, why trouble yourself?”

Yang Wan trimmed their lamps, “With my salary being penalized, I should save where I can. Both Your Graces embroider so beautifully, this servant wishes to learn.”

Consort Chen, mindful of Yang Wan’s usual kindness, taught her everything she knew. However, Yang Wan truly had little talent in this area. Song Yunqing couldn’t bear to watch and came personally to correct her stitching.

“What are you making?”

“A shirt.”

Song Yunqing shook out the fabric in her hands, “The sleeve seams are all wrong.”

Yang Wan quickly moved the lamp closer, “Where are they wrong? Please teach me how to fix them.”

Song Yunqing said: “You’re making this for Deng Ying, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

Song Yunqing shook her head, “Gray again.”

Yang Wan took back the needle and thread, holding them under the lamp, “He likes wearing gray.”

Song Yunqing looked at Yang Wan with concern, “He’s been sentenced to death. How can he wear these things you’re making?”

Yang Wan didn’t look at her, only saying quietly: “Just teach me how to fix it first.”

Song Yunqing sighed: “I told you before, in the palace, just treat them as companions. Don’t invest yourself too deeply. Look at you now…”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “I’m fine now. Stop nagging and teach me quickly.”

Song Yunqing thought she was avoiding facing reality and, not wanting to upset her further, moved the lamp to the embroidery table, “Alright, I’ll teach you how to set the sleeve seams.”

Throughout the entire summer, Yang Wan continued working on that shirt.

Not just Song Yunqing, but even Yi Lang worried about her state of mind.

He often asked Yang Wan if he could plead with Emperor Zhenning on Deng Ying’s behalf. But Yang Wan always shook her head.

Yi Lang couldn’t help asking her, “Aunt, aren’t you upset about the Depot Supervisor’s sentence?”

Yang Wan embraced Yi Lang, resting her head gently on his shoulder, and said softly: “A little bit.”

Yi Lang turned to look at Yang Wan, “Aunt, I don’t want the Depot Supervisor to die.”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan said quietly: “I thank Your Highness on the Depot Supervisor’s behalf.”

Yi Lang pulled away from Yang Wan, stood up, and took her hand, “Why won’t you let me plead for him, Aunt? Last time I saved the academy students, why can’t I save the Depot Supervisor this time?”

Yang Wan looked at Yi Lang before her, rubbed her stinging eyes, and said, “Because he’s a eunuch, while they were scholars. Pardoning scholars show benevolence, but pardoning a eunuch – what would that show?”

“It would show a lack of principle.”

Yi Lang answered directly.

Yang Wan felt a pain in her chest but could only say: “Your Highness speaks truly.”

Yi Lang looked at Yang Wan and said formally: “That’s why the Depot Supervisor told me never to show him mercy in the future.”

Yang Wan started, “When did he tell you this?”

“Once when you were cooking noodles, he told me in the study. He also taught me to write something…”

His voice grew quieter as he spoke. Yang Wan squeezed Yi Lang’s hand, “What was it?”

Yi Lang shook his head, his voice becoming urgent, “I won’t say. I promised the Depot Supervisor I absolutely wouldn’t tell…”

Yang Wan stroked Yi Lang’s forehead, comforting him: “Alright, Aunt won’t force you to tell.”

Only then did Yi Lang relax his shoulders.

Yang Wan asked again: “He told Your Highness not to show him mercy – what does Your Highness think about that?”

Yi Lang didn’t answer immediately, crossing his arms to look out toward the courtyard.

The giant crown tree in the courtyard swayed its leafy canopy in the early autumn wind, its rustling leaves sending chills down one’s spine.

Yang Wan followed Yi Lang’s gaze and said softly: “No matter what Your Highness thinks, Aunt will save him. Even if later, Your Highness doesn’t like Aunt anymore, or even thinks Aunt is a hateful woman, Aunt won’t give up on him.”

“I won’t!”

Yi Lang said urgently: “I will always be good to Aunt.”

Yang Wan smiled and opened her arms to Yi Lang, saying gently: “Come here.”

Yi Lang quickly nestled into Yang Wan’s embrace. Yang Wan held him as they listened to the wind outside the hall, “Your Highness, you are a youth with a bright future. As you grow older, you will live more freely and resolutely. But Aunt loves someone who has only a past and no future. He has always been this way, and Aunt can do nothing about it. But Aunt doesn’t want to blame him, only wants to give him a little more, so…”

She looked down at Yi Lang in her arms, “If in the future, Aunt does things that seem wrong to you, you don’t need to show Aunt mercy either.”

“Aunt…”

Yi Lang grabbed Yang Wan’s sleeve, “Don’t say such things.”

Yang Wan held Yi Lang’s hand, “Don’t worry, even if you show no mercy, Aunt may not necessarily lose.”

After saying this, she reached up to tighten Yi Lang’s robe.

In early autumn of the fourteenth year of Zhenning, the bright moon hung in the window, gazed upon by all under heaven.

In prison, though Deng Ying had acquired some injuries and illnesses, he never gave up eating. He followed Yang Wan’s words, eating well and sleeping as much as possible. Even as a death row prisoner, he didn’t deliberately count the days, only occasionally asking the jailers how many days remained until autumn.

In Chengqian Palace, Yang Wan continued learning needlework from Consort Chen and Song Yunqing. Though her work remained crude, she finally managed to complete, however awkwardly, the autumn shirt she had promised to bring to Deng Ying.

In mid-August of the fourteenth year of Zhenning, Emperor Zhenning’s throat condition grew even more severe.

In the Cabinet duty room, Yang Lun finally awaited the turning point Yang Wan had spoken of.

Chapter 114: Moon Spring and Starry River (Part 3)
On the thirteenth day of the eighth month, a great wind arose in the capital, blowing for three consecutive days. By the sixteenth, dust storms swept through, yellow sand obscuring the sun, making it impossible to discern the time of day. Nearly a hundred dwellings collapsed in the city, claiming several lives. On the night of the seventeenth, part of the roof of the Cloud Cliff Hall in the Azure Sky Temple suddenly collapsed. Though craftsmen worked through the night to repair the tiles, half the roof collapsed again the next day.

Daoist Master Cao sent someone to report to Emperor Zhenning.

The Cloud Cliff Hall had been funded by Emperor Zhenning while he was still a prince, designed and built under Zhang Zhanchun’s supervision twenty years ago. Its collapse seemed to portend his fate, causing him great distress.

Upon hearing the news, he immediately ordered all four gates of the imperial city closed, and officials from various ministries dared not leave their offices.

The daily lectures at Wenhua Hall were suspended, and Yang Wan accompanied Yi Lang as he studied in the library.

The wind was strong that day, and even with the doors locked, the lamp flames flickered restlessly.

Heyu entered from outside, rubbing her hands. Yang Wan quickly raised her sleeve to shield Yi Lang from the wind, “Close the door quickly, I just swept away the sand.”

Heyu closed the door, shivering, “The wind outside is too strong, you can’t see anything. The kitchen will be late with meals today.”

Yang Wan said: “Let them be late. I’ll cook noodles for you all.”

Heyu glanced at Yi Lang and smiled, “We don’t mind, but you can’t keep making His Highness eat simply.”

Yi Lang looked up from his book, “I want to eat Aunt’s noodles.”

Heyu’s face fell, “Your Highness hasn’t grown tired of your aunt’s noodles?”

Yi Lang put down his book, “I’m a prince whose salary has been suspended. What luxury can I afford? Besides, Father Emperor is unwell – I shouldn’t think about food cravings.”

Heyu’s ears reddened at this “lesson,” and she quickly responded, “Yes.”

Yang Wan stood up, “Did you ask Chief Secretary Chen about the Azure Sky Temple matter as I asked?”

Heyu replied: “Yes, the Chief Secretary heard your instructions and went to look yesterday. He said half had collapsed, even the statue of the Old Lord is exposed now. The temple people covered it with a straw shelter, not daring to attempt repairs. Many commoners are there watching, saying all sorts of things.”

Yi Lang asked, “Why don’t they dare repair it?”

Heyu shook her head, “This servant doesn’t understand.”

Yang Wan said: “It’s a single-pillar structure, built under Master Zhang’s supervision. It’s very difficult to repair – hasty work would only make it collapse further.”

Yi Lang fell silent for a while, then suddenly looked up, “Then is the Depot Supervisor…”

Yang Wan nodded with a smile, “Yes, but Your Highness shouldn’t mention it.”

Heyu hadn’t caught on and asked Yang Wan, “What are you and His Highness talking about, miss?”

Yang Wan stood up, “Come, let’s light the fire. I’ll cook some noodles to tide you over.”

Two more days passed, and the dust storms continued to come and go.

That day, a yellow haze obscured the sky, making it almost impossible to see while walking. Yang Lun asked a palace maid at the Huiji Gate for a silk scarf, covering his face as he walked toward the Cabinet duty room.

Palace servants hurried along with their heads down, inevitably colliding as they tried to shield their faces. Just as Yang Lun reached the duty room door, he crashed into an elderly Cabinet minister. Yang Lun recovered quickly, bouncing back up and dusting himself off at the doorway, but the elderly minister wasn’t so nimble, struggling twice before managing to sit up. When Yang Lun recognized him, he quickly bent to help, “This official didn’t see you, Minister.”

The minister waved his hand, using Yang Lun’s support to stand, “No matter, who can see anyone in this weather?”

Supporting each other, they entered the duty room where two eunuchs were wiping sand from the desks. Qi Huaiyang sat in a chair, removing his shoes to shake out the sand. Seeing them enter, he quickly put his half-emptied shoe back on and stood, saying, “It must have been difficult for both ministers to get here.”

Yang Lun sat down and took a sip of tea, “This is the first time I’ve seen such heavy sand storms in early autumn.”

Qi Huaiyang said: “Should we inquire with the Imperial Observatory?”

The elderly minister said: “Do we need to ask? Though His Majesty is ill, he already summoned the Imperial Observatory to Yangxin Hall at dawn. You arrived through Huiji Gate early, so you hadn’t heard.”

Just then, Ceremonial Office Secretary Li Jiang spoke from outside, holding a silk scarf, “Minister Bai, is Assistant Minister Yang inside?”

Yang Lun turned his head, “I’m here. Come in and speak, Lord Li.”

Li Jiang said: “I’d better not enter. The dust is heavy, and opening the door would cover the ministers in it.”

Yang Lun rose and walked to the door, “Does His Majesty have instructions?”

“Yes, His Majesty summons Assistant Minister Yang and Minister Bai to Yangxin Hall.”

Yang Lun said: “The Minister is off duty today.”

Li Jiang replied: “No matter, the Ceremonial Office has already sent someone to notify him. Would the Assistant Minister please come with this servant first?”

Yang Lun nodded and turned back to Qi Huaiyang, “If I can see the Observatory Director, I’ll ask on your behalf. The Cabinet needn’t make a formal inquiry.”

Qi Huaiyang said: “That makes sense. With the recent collapse of Cloud Cliff Hall, His Majesty must be unsettled. It wouldn’t be good for me to make explicit inquiries. Please keep this in mind, sir.”

Yang Lun acknowledged this and followed Li Jiang to the glazed doors before Yangxin Hall, where he saw Yang Wan standing sheltered from the wind. The Chengqian Palace servants all wore silk scarves over their faces, standing hazily behind Yang Wan. As private conversation wasn’t allowed before the hall, Yang Lun simply asked formally: “Is His Highness inside?”

Yang Wan turned at his voice, bowed, and replied: “Yes, His Highness is attending to His Majesty’s illness in the inner hall.”

After speaking, she moved aside by the door, secretly making a “heart” gesture with her fingers at her waist.

Yang Lun couldn’t help but smile, stepping through the glazed doors.

The scent of medicine permeated Yangxin Hall, mixed with the smell of cinnabar. Yang Lun stood behind the screen waiting to be announced, faintly hearing Emperor Zhenning’s cough – hoarse and muffled, like rough stones scraping against the ground.

Soon after, Daoist Master Cao from the Azure Sky Temple and several green-robed Daoists walked out.

Yang Lun had always disdained such people and simply turned aside, avoiding the formal greeting.

Then Observatory Director Ge Yucheng walked out, hugging his hands. Yang Lun called out to him: “Did His Majesty inquire about these days of sand storms?”

Ge Yucheng watched Cao’s retreating and couldn’t help sighing, “I only submitted an observatory report. Last year at this time, when the Observatory heard great thunder, I also submitted a report. I can’t say more – after all, our words carry limited weight. We can only observe the heavens, not communicate with them.”

He jerked his chin forward, “His Majesty will ultimately trust heaven’s words. However, from what I overheard inside, Master Cao’s memorial wasn’t unfavorable.”

Just then, Hu Xiang called from behind the screen: “Minister Yang, His Majesty summons you.”

Yang Lun exchanged farewell bows with Ge Yucheng and walked straight into the inner hall.

Emperor Zhenning reclined on the imperial couch with Yi Lang standing alone in attendance.

Yang Lun lifted his robes to perform the proper bow, but Emperor Zhenning couldn’t even be bothered to raise his hand, merely humming, “Rise.”

Yang Lun stood and bowed again to Yi Lang.

Emperor Zhenning asked: “Minister Bai hasn’t arrived?”

Secretary Li stepped closer to reply: “We’ve sent for him, but the roads are difficult to travel, so the Minister is delayed.”

Emperor Zhenning coughed and sighed, “Next month is the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration. I wish to discuss a ‘general amnesty’ with you all. Since my ascension, I haven’t been granted a general amnesty. Today Master Cao mentioned it to me, and thinking of the Empress Dowager’s benevolent example, I feel it’s time to show such mercy.”

Hearing this, Yang Lun understood what Ge Yucheng meant by “Master Cao’s memorial wasn’t unfavorable.”

He quickly knelt and said: “Your Majesty’s benevolence matches heaven’s virtue.”

Emperor Zhenning said: “We’ll discuss details when Minister Bai arrives. For now, I wish to discuss another matter with you.”

Supporting himself on Yi Lang’s hand, he sat up straighter, “The collapse of Cloud Cliff Hall at Azure Sky Temple truly unsettles me. However, it was built with merit I accumulated in my youth and isn’t part of the inner palace. I wish to take this opportunity during reconstruction to bring it under imperial control. Discuss this with the Ministry of Revenue and Ministry of Works.”

Yang Lun said: “Your servant has already discussed this with the Ministry of Works. Cloud Cliff Hall isn’t particularly large, so the cost wouldn’t be excessive, but the Ministry…”

He deliberately paused.

Emperor Zhenning opened his eyes, “They dare not recommend anyone, correct?”

“Yes.”

Yang Lun raised his head, “Cloud Cliff Hall was built by Zhang Zhanchun, supported by a single pillar. Few people today understand its construction method.”

Emperor Zhenning fell silent for a while, then suddenly asked: “When is Deng Ying to be executed?”

Yang Lun reported: “After autumn.”

Emperor Zhenning fingered his prayer beads in silence.

Yang Lun and Yi Lang exchanged glances but remained quiet.

The hall was silent except for the drifting incense smoke. After a long while, Emperor Zhenning suddenly coughed several times, waving away the tea cup Yi Lang offered, and said hoarsely: “Send word to Zhang Luo to bring Deng Ying into the palace tomorrow. I will see him.”

The next day, Deng Ying was brought into the imperial city by the Northern Command.

In Yangxin Hall, He Yixian and several Ceremonial Office secretaries stood attending by the imperial couch as Zhang Luo personally led Deng Ying in to kneel before it.

Emperor Zhenning looked down at him and said to He Yixian: “All of you observe his fate.”

Hearing this, He Yixian and the others knelt, saying: “We servants will carefully reflect on our conduct.”

Emperor Zhenning raised his hand for them to rise, then lowered it and called: “Deng Ying.”

Deng Ying pressed his hands to the ground and bowed, responding: “This servant is present.”

Emperor Zhenning coughed several times, then said hoarsely to He Yixian: “My throat pains me and speaking is difficult. Relay my words to him…”

He Yixian bowed and responded “Yes.” He approached Deng Ying and said formally: “Deng Ying, though you were not originally included in the general amnesty for the Empress Dowager’s birthday, His Majesty has shown special mercy, reducing your death sentence to eighty strokes of the heavy bamboo. You will be stripped of office and sent to serve as a slave at the Nanjing garrison.”

After hearing this, Deng Ying kowtowed in gratitude: “This unworthy servant humbly receives His Majesty’s great mercy.”

Emperor Zhenning asked: “Did Zhang Zhanchun teach you the construction method of Cloud Cliff Hall?”

Deng Ying said: “This servant has seen my teacher’s notes. Though he took them when he returned home, I can still recall seven or eight-tenths.”

Emperor Zhenning nodded.

“In that case, your punishment will be carried out after the repairs to Cloud Cliff Hall at Azure Sky Temple are complete. Deng Ying, this is the second time I have pardoned you. If the Hall’s reconstruction proceeds smoothly, I may show further mercy and absolve your crimes. But if there are any problems, your punishment will be increased, and I will sentence you to death.”

“This servant weeps with gratitude and kowtows to thank Your Majesty for this heavenly grace.”

He finished speaking and bowed again deeply.

Emperor Zhenning looked at his back and asked another question: “How is your health?”

Deng Ying replied: “Still able to endure.”

Emperor Zhenning said: “I allow you some days to recover.”

Then he told Zhang Luo: “Take him back for now.”

Soon after, the first general amnesty of the Zhenning era was proclaimed throughout the realm.

In the Northern Command prison, the jailer removed the shackles from Deng Ying’s hands and feet and handed him new clothes.

Deng Ying took off his prison garb and shook out the new clothes, immediately recognizing Yang Wan’s stitching. Holding the sleeve, he suddenly felt disoriented. Half a year had passed, with no sense of seasons in the prison. He had not dared think too much of Yang Wan, fearing time would drag even more slowly.

The jailer led him out through the prison’s main gate.

Yesterday’s rain had settled the yellow haze, and leaves carpeted the city. Dried leaves mixed with dust clung to the ground along the road.

“Hey!”

A clear voice suddenly called from behind.

Deng Ying started.

“Over here, little Deng Ying.”

Deng Ying turned toward the voice and saw Yang Wan sitting on a stone platform by the prison wall, smiling at him.

“It’s really ugly.”

“Do I look that bad?”

“No.”

Though she was smiling, her voice trembled slightly, “This clothes I made – it’s really ugly.”

Deng Ying said gently: “But I like it very much.”

Yang Wan reached out to him, “Come here.”

Deng Ying walked to her as asked, extending his arm for her to hold. The post-rain breeze gently stirred Yang Wan’s slightly damp hair.

“Did you eat properly?”

“Yes.”

“Did you sleep well?”

“Yes.”

“Did you miss me?”

“Yes… ah?”

“Ha…”

Yang Wan laughed, but her eyes were already moist. She looked up at Deng Ying and said: “Deng Ying, I missed you every single day, but I didn’t tell anyone. I acted perfectly calm. I didn’t want anyone to pity us. I just waited for this day, to be the first to see a free little Deng Ying, wearing the clothes I made, happily coming home with me.”

Deng Ying crouched down so she could hold his hand more comfortably.

“I’m sorry, Wan’er, I…”

“What’s wrong?”

“I…”

Yang Wan interrupted him, “You haven’t spent a single coin on me, haven’t bought me anything, and nearly died. You’re such a scumbag.”

Deng Ying looked up at Yang Wan, “What… is a scumbag?”

Yang Wan reached out her other hand to touch Deng Ying’s cheek, her voice growing softer, “It’s a man who isn’t good to his wife.”

Deng Ying’s back stiffened. After so long without physical contact, her temperature was still warmer than his. Her gentle voice brought him peace.

“Do you know you were wrong?”

Deng Ying nodded.

“I know I was wrong.”

“Do you know what to do from now on?”

“I know.”

Yang Wan laughed, “You’re lying, you don’t know anything.”

Deng Ying had no response and could only lower his eyes to look at Yang Wan’s knees, “I’m sorry, Wan’er.”

Yang Wan gazed at Deng Ying’s face. Half a year of imprisonment had worn away most of his spirit, and his injuries had compounded – there was no way he had truly eaten and slept well as he claimed. Yang Wan recalled Yang Lun’s words, “Though his face remains as yesterday, seven-tenths of his soul has worn away.” She couldn’t help but wrap her arms around Deng Ying’s waist.

Deng Ying’s whole body stiffened. Yang Wan said in a muffled voice, “Deng Ying, don’t you know you’re supposed to speak comforting words when I’m holding you and crying?”

Deng Ying responded helplessly: “Don’t cry. Let me think about how to properly apologize to you when we get back.”

“Are you going to ask Chen Hua again?”

“I won’t ask him. I’ll think of it myself.”

Yang Wan held back tears, “You’re just simple-minded.”

This comment made Deng Ying relax a bit. He looked down at Yang Wan and simply admitted: “Yes, I am simple-minded. Wan’er, take me home and teach me, will you?”

“You promise?”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan looked up, “His Majesty has allowed you some days to recover.”

“Ten days.”

“Then you belong to me for these ten days. No getting out of bed, no taxing your mind. You’ll eat whatever I give you. I’m going to treat your old leg injury and the illness you caught in prison.”

Chapter 115: Moon Spring and Starry River (Part 4)
Deng Ying was stripped of his official position, with the Eastern Investigation Bureau temporarily transferred to the control of the Directorate of Ceremonial. His official robes and seal were returned to the Directorate.

He had thought that upon his return, Li Yu and Chen Hua would treat him “differently,” but the quarters by the city moat were livelier than he’d expected. Li Yu, his face smudged with soot, was picking through the charcoal basket by the door. Chen Hua, accompanied by two young eunuchs, was busy preparing meals. Seeing Yang Wan supporting Deng Ying, he quickly abandoned his tasks to welcome them: “Finally back.”

Deng Ying raised his hand in greeting, “Seal-bearer.”

Chen Hua hurriedly steadied him, “No need, no need, you’ll shorten my life doing that!”

Deng Ying straightened up, “It’s according to protocol.”

Chen Hua said, “Haven’t you helped us advance enough before? If I put on airs just because you’re in trouble, wouldn’t that make me heartless?”

Deng Ying nodded with a smile.

As the two stood talking at the door, Yang Wan watched Li Yu diligently tending the fire. She took out a handkerchief to wipe Li Yu’s face, “Thank you for helping me clean up.”

Li Yu brushed away Yang Wan’s hand, “Don’t touch my face, I’m not a child.”

Chen Hua laughed from the side, “Song Sizan scolded him this morning, he’s in a bad mood.”

Yang Wan asked, “Where’s Yun Qing?”

Chen Hua sighed, “You know how strict the rules are at the Clothing Bureau, it wouldn’t be appropriate for her to come.”

“True.”

Yang Wan nodded while speaking, “I’ll go see her tomorrow.”

She looked up at Chen Hua and said, “I’ll help him to bed first, then come out to help you all.”

Chen Hua replied, “You take care of Deng Ying. We’re used to this work, we’ll manage efficiently.”

Yang Wan supported Deng Ying into the room.

The indigo bedding was laid out neatly on the wooden bed frame. Yang Wan helped Deng Ying sit on the edge, then turned to get his undergarments from the cabinet.

As the cabinet door opened, a faint soap fragrance wafted out. Deng Ying lifted his head, watching Yang Wan’s back as she crouched before the cabinet. To come to receive him, she hadn’t worn palace clothes, her entire outfit was plain, and her hair was done simply. She went through Deng Ying’s clothes one by one, asking in an even voice, “Shall we use the old ones? They’re softer.”

“Any is fine.”

Yang Wan gave a small laugh, pulling out a silk garment that had been starched until soft, then turned to look at Deng Ying’s feet.

“Take off your shoes.”

“Oh… all right.”

In their private moments, he had grown accustomed to her somewhat forceful manner, how she managed every aspect of his life. Though she wasn’t a particularly meticulous woman, she knew exactly when and how to treat Deng Ying, giving him the courage to follow his heart and move forward fearlessly, while also allowing him to quietly be an obedient man by her side. In other words, she seemed to have known Deng Ying for a very long time, familiar with his unconscious temperament, to the extent that even her tone of voice could timely soothe Deng Ying’s heart.

So, Deng Ying didn’t want to think about anything else. He docilely placed his feet on the ground, waiting for Yang Wan to continue her “nagging.”

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying’s feet planted on the ground, his big toes shyly pressing against each other, as if wanting to be seen yet ashamed of their ugliness, appearing hesitant.

“All dirty.”

Speaking thus, she smiled and crouched down, brushing the dust off his feet with her hand.

“Wan Wan, don’t touch them, I’ll do it myself.”

Yang Wan pinched his toes and looked up, “Now you won’t let me touch you?”

Deng Ying winced at her pinch, unconsciously gripping his trouser legs. Looking down at Yang Wan, he said softly, “It’s not that I won’t let you, I’ve always been afraid to.”

Yang Wan stood up, crossing her arms, “Get up there.”

“What?”

“Sit on the bed.”

As she spoke, she lifted a corner of the blanket, “Quickly.”

“All right.”

Deng Ying lifted his legs onto the bed, while Yang Wan tucked in the blanket, saying, “Since we haven’t changed the bedding yet, you can lie there all dirty if you want, but after I help you change it, you’ll have to bathe before getting in, and you’re not allowed down without reason.”

She placed his undergarments beside the bed, “Same for these, change after your bath.”

Just then, Chen Hua called from outside, “Miss Wan, could you come here a moment?”

Yang Wan rose and walked to the door. Chen Hua handed her a surcoat, saying, “Song Sizan asked me to bring this to you. I couldn’t say it earlier with Deng Ying present… Sizan says the one you made is fine for wearing at home, but if you’re seeing others, it’s rather… ugly.”

Yang Wan laughed, “That person, making you speak such blunt truths.”

Chen Hua also laughed, “Yes, this is the first one you ruined, she partly took it apart and altered it. The stitching isn’t done yet, she says to take your time with it, the general shape won’t be spoiled.”

Yang Wan shook out the surcoat and said to Chen Hua, “Really thank you both, and Li Yu too. I can’t easily use people from Chengqian Palace, if not for you all, with my clumsy hands, I really couldn’t manage.”

Chen Hua smiled and asked Li Yu, “You’ve been dawdling so long, is the water hot yet?”

Li Yu, squatting by the stove, said, “I’m not dawdling, it’s been ready ages ago, you told Yang Wan to bring the basin to carry it.”

Chen Hua scolded him, “Can’t even call her Miss Wan.”

Li Yu stood up angrily, “I’m leaving.”

“Hey, you…”

Chen Hua couldn’t stop Li Yu, and looked embarrassedly at Yang Wan, “I’m really sorry, even his sister can’t control him sometimes, let alone me.”

Yang Wan lowered her head with a laugh, “It’s fine, his temperament is just right for dealing with the one inside.”

Hearing this, Chen Hua couldn’t help but laugh, nodding, “Miss Wan speaks true.”

After speaking, he took his leave: “We’ll be going too. Thank you for your trouble, Miss Wan. If you need anything, send Li Yu to find me at the Fuel Office, or you can go to the Clothing Bureau to find Sizan yourself.”

Yang Wan bowed to him, “I understand, thank you.”

After seeing Chen Hua and the others off, a wind suddenly rose.

Yang Wan returned to the inner room, closing the doors and windows.

Deng Ying still sat quietly on the bed, lifting his arms and repeatedly fretting over the sleeves of his garment. Seeing Yang Wan enter, he quickly hid his hands under the covers.

Yang Wan leaned against the door, “Stop looking, it’s just that I made mistakes when sewing, it’s not the wearer’s problem.”

She sat down beside Deng Ying’s bed and pulled out his hidden hands, “I’ll help you wash up in a bit, keep it for wearing at home when you’re cold. Take it off now, have a bath, and we’ll eat.”

“Wan Wan.”

“Mm?”

Deng Ying seemed at a loss, “I… where do I bathe…”

Seeing his helpless expression, Yang Wan spoke gently, “Originally wanted Li Yu to take you to the communal bath, but I accidentally upset him earlier. Fortunately, he heated the water, I’ll bring it in and let you bathe in the room.”

Deng Ying’s fingers gripped slightly, he didn’t speak, just unconsciously curled up his legs.

Though he and Yang Wan had been intimate before, she had never truly seen this body he despised. The half-remaining cartilage from his punishment years ago had now sprouted anew, making him increasingly self-loathing. He pressed his knees tightly together, unconsciously reaching toward the punishment scars.

However, before he could touch them, Yang Wan grabbed his hand through the blanket.

“You’re a patient, you can’t.”

She pulled his hand out, joining it with the other, holding both together.

“Everyone has moments of wretchedness, places they’d rather not show. Deng Ying, even if I see your wounds, I’ll only love you more, and cherish you more. Though you don’t know it, I’ve revered you alone, presumptuous as it may be, for many years. I’m so grateful that now I finally have the chance to comfort you with my own hands.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, looking at his wrists held in Yang Wan’s hands.

“That place is really…”

“Is it as ugly as the clothes I made?”

Yang Wan laughed, bending down close to his face, “Little Deng Ying, stop talking, your ear is already twitching.”

“What?”

Just as Deng Ying was about to raise his hand to touch his ear, Yang Wan pressed it down, “You’re very afraid, aren’t you?”

“I’m not.”

“Did you know that when you’re uneasy, one of your ears moves?”

Deng Ying’s palms lay flat on his knees, awkwardness leaving him speechless, yet feeling compelled to cover it up, he could only helplessly ask her, “Which… which ear moves?”

“Can I stay here?”

Yang Wan interrupted him, softly repeating, “Little Deng Ying, can I stay and help you while you bathe?”

Deng Ying lowered his head, remaining silent for a long while.

Yang Wan also stopped speaking, quietly holding his wrists and waiting.

Outside, the water on the stove had boiled, the lid rattling with bubbling sounds.

“Wan Wan.”

Deng Ying called to Yang Wan.

“Mm.”

Deng Ying hesitated, then looked up at Yang Wan, “Didn’t you… tell me to listen to you?”

Yang Wan’s eyes curved in a smile as she took his hand, “Good, come down, I’ll go get the water.”

That day, through the warm water, Yang Wan saw for the first time the most substantial harm the Ming Dynasty had inflicted upon Deng Ying.

It wasn’t a hideous place, but it was enough to discipline him into a humble and lonely man.

Deng Ying closed his eyes and soaked silently in the water, each of Yang Wan’s touches on his body almost triggering a fine tremor.

Yang Wan leaned on the edge of the tub, gently gathering his hair that lay scattered on his shoulders.

“Let me tie it in a bun for you.”

She stood up, taking out her own hairpin, gathering Deng Ying’s hair while saying, “Deng Ying, I’ve seen it now, it’s just as I imagined. From now on, you’re not allowed to say those things anymore.”

Deng Ying’s voice was slightly unsteady, “Wan Wan, what you’ve given me is no longer just pity for a servant.”

Yang Wan turned her wrist, inserting the hairpin into Deng Ying’s hair.

“It never was. Deng Ying, since I woke up by the lake, I’ve never been afraid of anything, except you.”

She looked down at Deng Ying’s neck, “The only thing I feared was not being able to save you. At first, I feared not being able to save your life, then I feared not being able to protect your dignity, but now…”

She looked at Deng Ying’s “bun” and laughed, “I think heaven wasn’t blind in sending me to find you. Deng Ying, thankfully I came, really, thankfully I came.”

Chapter 116: Moon Spring and Starry River (Part 5)
At night, Yang Wan also took a bath and lay in bed with Deng Ying.

Deng Ying had injuries on both his hands and feet. Yang Wan, fearing she might hurt him while sleeping restlessly, deliberately pressed herself against the wall, maintaining some distance from him.

However, halfway through the night, Deng Ying was awakened by a hand slapping his face. Opening his eyes, he saw Yang Wan curled up facing him, one hand pressed against his face, the other clenched into a fist against her chest.

Deng Ying reached out from under the covers and gently returned the hand that Yang Wan had placed on his face back under the blanket. But she remained restless, and before long, her hand found its way to his waist.

Deng Ying dared not move again, allowing Yang Wan to inch closer into his embrace.

Though Yang Wan was asleep, her rest was far from peaceful.

Deng Ying could faintly hear her calling his name in her dreams, her voice panicked and distressed, as if witnessing some terrible scene. But he couldn’t bear to wake her, only able to slowly comfort her by stroking her hair.

After spending time together, Deng Ying gradually becomes aware of the fear hidden in this woman’s heart.

Even though she never actively showed it, whenever she was with him, lying together with nothing between them, she would unconsciously reveal her vulnerability. That vulnerability had existed since her torture at the Zhengfu Court, yet, as if to suppress it, her resistance had grown increasingly fierce. Sometimes, she would even harm herself like Deng Ying did.

However, compared to Deng Ying’s self-discipline and submission to imperial power, Yang Wan’s resistance always carried a sharp edge. She didn’t accept Deng Ying’s fate, nor her own, nor even the fates of Yang Lun and Zhou Muyi. She always stood behind everyone, desperately trying to pull them away from the torrent of destiny.

History hadn’t changed, but hearts were changing.

Deng Ying couldn’t step outside himself to perceive the specific changes in his heart. But he discovered that he dared to let his body rest against hers when wearing thin clothes.

He dared to expose his imperfections before her.

He dared to embrace Yang Wan.

Outside the window, the wind rose, and cold seeped through the window cracks.

Rain pattered against the eaves.

Autumn sounds began rising from the moat as Deng Ying held Yang Wan, allowing her knee to rest between his legs.

“Wan-wan.”

Yang Wan’s spine trembled.

Deng Ying stroked her back repeatedly, softly saying, “For you, I’ll never absolve myself of guilt. Don’t be afraid, I’ll follow you.”

Yang Wan hadn’t heard these words clearly, but her nightmare dispersed.

For the next five days, Deng Ying was confined to bed by Yang Wan.

Yang Wan brought her own quilt from Chenqian Palace, its satin surface extremely soft, thick, and warm, carrying a faint feminine fragrance.

Deng Ying spent his days quietly in bed, mostly sleeping. When awake, he sat on the couch studying the construction plans for Cloud Cliff Hall.

Zhang Zhanchun’s construction notes had been lost, and Deng Ying began gradually redrawing the single-pillar structure based on his memories and the plans in hand. The official from the Ministry of Works responsible for reconstruction was Xu Qi, who had just returned from the Jingzhou river embankment. Having rebuilt the Hall of Supreme Harmony with Deng Ying before, they were quite familiar with each other. He came once in person to tell Deng Ying the details of Cloud Cliff Hall’s collapse. As Deng Ying listened and modified his drawings, within just two or three days, he had sketched out most of the crucial aspects of the single-pillar structure.

During this time, Yang Wan embarked on a terrifying enterprise—preparing medicinal meals.

She borrowed recipe books from the palace kitchen’s female officials and sat beside Deng Ying to “research” with him.

Just like when she took notes, once she focused on written materials, she became extremely concentrated. Deng Ying noticed she liked to draw diagrams with many framework lines, first establishing the baselines before adding text. Yang Wan called it a “mind map.” Though it looked intimidating, the final results didn’t quite match her serious attitude.

After drinking Yang Wan’s black fish soup for two days, Li Yu finally couldn’t help asking Deng Ying, “Can you sleep at night after drinking Yang Wan’s soups?”

Deng Ying smiled and said, “I’ve been taking so much medicine these days that my taste is ruined. It tastes better than medicine.”

Li Yu rolled his eyes, “Who prescribed you medicine anyway?”

“Imperial Physician Peng.”

Li Yu clicked his tongue, “So Lady Jiang still gives Yang Wan a face nowadays?”

Deng Ying just smiled without speaking.

Though Lady Jiang hadn’t appeared personally, she had tacitly allowed Yang Wan to use her name to request Imperial Physician Peng to treat Deng Ying.

The torture wounds Deng Ying received had mostly healed in prison, but the critical issue was the old injury on his ankle. It had been severely damaged before, and now with new injuries on top, when Imperial Physician Peng examined Deng Ying, even slight pressure made him frown in pain.

Yang Wan bent down, covering Deng Ying’s legs with the quilt, and said to Imperial Physician Peng, “Please be gentle, he’s in pain.”

Imperial Physician Peng smiled, “Of course, it hurts. I’m only touching where the blood is stagnant. Once we apply medicine to disperse it, it will improve. The most painful spot is here.”

As he spoke, he reached to squeeze, but Yang Wan quickly said, “Ah, don’t squeeze it, it hurts…”

Imperial Physician Peng looked up and said, “I’m squeezing his foot, Miss Wan, why are you the one saying it hurts?”

Yang Wan started, unconsciously tucking her hair behind her ear, saying somewhat embarrassedly, “I… I’m just nervous watching.”

Deng Ying held Yang Wan’s hand, pulling her to stand straight, “Wan-wan, just sit and watch. I’m not really in pain, it just looks very swollen.”

Imperial Physician Peng said, “Don’t make up lies to deceive her. If this doesn’t hurt, then nothing in this world would hurt.”

Yang Wan sat beside Deng Ying, looking at his ankle, “What else can be done to treat it?”

Imperial Physician Peng looked up and asked Deng Ying, “Can you walk normally?”

Deng Ying nodded.

“When you walk, are you constantly enduring pain?”

Deng Ying secretly glanced at Yang Wan.

Yang Wan said irritably, “Why are you looking at me? Can’t you be honest in front of the Imperial Physician?”

Deng Ying quickly turned his head back, truly answering honestly, “When I walk for a long time, it does hurt quite badly, but these past few days I haven’t left the bed, and I feel it’s gotten much better.”

Imperial Physician Peng lifted Deng Ying’s leg and looked up, “I’ll try lifting your ankle, tell me when it starts to hurt.”

“Gentle…”

“I understand, I understand!”

Yang Wan hadn’t even finished saying “gentle” before Imperial Physician Peng interrupted her.

He then looked at Yang Wan, saying impatiently, “Miss Wan, previously when I treated him, you knew to wait outside. Now you won’t leave, sitting beside him, and you’ve become quite noisy.”

Yang Wan stuck out her tongue, “Sorry, sorry, I’ll be quiet.”

Then she reminded Deng Ying, “You must speak up when it hurts, don’t stubbornly endure it.”

Imperial Physician Peng couldn’t help saying, “Miss Wan, I think in the future when you find me to treat his injuries, you should still wait outside.”

Yang Wan’s face fell as she stood up, “I really won’t make noise anymore, please don’t send me out.”

Imperial Physician Peng looked at Deng Ying, “Can’t you control her?”

“I…”

Deng Ying reached out to take Yang Wan’s hand, “Wan-wan, sit back down.”

“Okay, I’ll sit back down.”

She immediately sat beside Deng Ying, hands folded obediently on her knees.

During these days of recovery, Yang Wan rarely listened to Deng Ying, only yielding when the Imperial Physician was present.

Seeing Yang Wan’s behavior, Deng Ying couldn’t help but smile, lowering his head to say to Imperial Physician Peng, “Thank you for your trouble, Imperial Physician.”

Only then did Imperial Physician Peng hold Deng Ying’s heel and slowly twist it upward. Deng Ying bit his lip, trembling in pain, while Yang Wan beside him dared not make a sound, finally closing her eyes rather than watching.

Imperial Physician Peng released Deng Ying’s foot, dusted off his hands, stood up, and said to Deng Ying, “Alright, you can sit up now.”

Then he said to Yang Wan, “I’ll go write a prescription, but you can’t get the medicine from the Imperial Pharmacy anymore. Miss Wan, you’ll have to find your way.”

Yang Wan said, “Alright, write it for me, I’ll find someone to buy it outside.”

Imperial Physician Peng said, “I heard your Chenqian Palace had its salary cut.”

Yang Wan smiled, “That’s not a problem, I still have some savings.”

Hearing this, Imperial Physician Peng looked at Deng Ying sitting on the bed and laughed, “I’ve been in this palace so long, I’ve never seen a palace maid willing to support a eunuch. You truly have great fortune.”

Seeing Deng Ying lowering his head without speaking, Yang Wan quickly supported him toward the door, saying as they walked, “You’re always being improper here. Come out, Lady Jiang has words for me to relay to you.”

After sending Imperial Physician Peng away, Yang Wan closed the door, walked to the bedside, and sat down, “Don’t listen to Imperial Physician Peng’s nonsense. He’s become familiar with me lately and increasingly informal.”

Deng Ying smiled at Yang Wan, “What he said was right.”

Yang Wan adjusted the bun on the back of Deng Ying’s head, changing the subject, “The bun is loose, I’ll help you tie it again, sit up.”

Deng Ying complied, sitting straight and allowing Yang Wan to fiddle with his hair from behind.

“Wan-wan.”

“What?”

“I don’t know how to save money to buy things for you. I’m now just a servant in the Twenty-four Offices, my salary is much less than before. Why don’t… I do like Chen Hua and give you all my salary. You can use it to buy things you want.”

Yang Wan took out Deng Ying’s hair tie and bit it between her teeth, speaking somewhat unclearly, “Does that mean you’ll eat whatever I give you in the future?”

“Yes, I’ll eat whatever you give me.”

Yang Wan finished arranging Deng Ying’s hair and tied it back with the hair tie, “Alright, then give it to me.”

She finished speaking and sat down to face Deng Ying, “Today’s hairstyle is quite good, it won’t block your eyes at all. Do you want to continue looking at the Cloud Cliff Hall construction plans?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll get them for you.”

“Wan-wan…”

Deng Ying lifted the quilt, “You don’t know which one it is, I’ll get it myself.”

Yang Wan turned around and said, “What did I say before? No, getting out of bed, sit back down.”

Deng Ying hurriedly covered himself back up with the quilt.

Yang Wan walked toward the desk while saying, “I didn’t dare disobey you when Imperial Physician Peng was here, but now that he’s gone, you must listen to me. Only four or five days of recovery, and you’re restless again, were you born from a moth? Really… giving me no peace of mind, I think…”

She crouched by the desk, searching while chattering.

Deng Ying leaned back in bed and said softly, “Wan-wan, it’s right by your hand, under that thick book.”

Yang Wan found the plans following his instructions, and brought them over while still chattering, “You can only look for one more hour, after I finish cooking and we eat, you must rest.”

“Alright.”

Chapter 117: Moon Spring and Starry River (Part 6)
By the end of the eighth month, the dust storms gradually subsided.

On the day of the Cabinet meeting, officials from the Six Bureaus gathered in the Cabinet’s court chamber. Bai Huan, the First Minister of the Cabinet who had recently recovered from a serious illness, was also present.

Since Bai Huan’s imprisonment in the Eastern Depot, the Six Bureaus officials hadn’t seen him for a long time. Seeing him today, they came forward one after another to pay their respects.

“Has the Minister’s health improved?”

Bai Huan smiled, supporting himself against the table, “I can still struggle on for a few more years.”

A supervising secretary from the Revenue Bureau said, “We originally thought His Majesty would surely execute that person to avenge the Minister, but who knew this recent dust storm would collapse Cloud Cliff Hall and spare his life.”

Bai Huan waved his hand, “We won’t discuss that matter today.”

Hearing this, the man quickly said, “Indeed, Minister has recovered well, we shouldn’t mention that person anymore.”

Yang Lun helped Bai Huan sit down, then straightened up and walked to the front of the table, raising his voice to address everyone, “Today isn’t the regular meeting day. We’ve troubled all officials to come because we wanted to hear your opinions before submitting a memorial to the throne.”

An official from the Rites Bureau said, “We heard a few days ago that the Cabinet was coordinating with the Ministry of Rites to propose establishing a Crown Prince. We’ve been waiting for news from the Ministry, but haven’t heard anything definite. Director Yang, are you bringing this up today because His Majesty’s illness has worsened?”

Yang Lun replied, “This concerns state affairs, not just His Majesty’s illness, though His Majesty’s recent throat condition has indeed worsened, developing into moth-throat disease.”

“Moth disease?”

The officials below began discussing among themselves.

“Oh my, I remember, the Late Emperor’s Worthy Consort passed away from this disease last year.”

“Yes, at first it seemed like just a cold, but somehow later her throat became blocked, obstructing her airway. She passed away within half a month.”

Bai Huan coughed once and said evenly, “We’ve invited you all here not to discuss this illness, but to unite our efforts in proposing the establishment of a Crown Prince.”

The Rites Bureau official who spoke earlier said, “Then there’s nothing else to say. His Majesty has only two sons and one daughter. The second prince is young and weak, and still cannot speak – how could he be positioned in the Eastern Palace? Only the eldest prince is worthy of selection.”

As soon as these words were spoken, the crowd below immediately agreed.

Only Cabinet Minister Chen Tang Xian Ji said, “Minister Bai, have you explored the Directorate of Ceremonial’s thoughts on this?”

Bai Huan replied, “This matter cannot be explored, we can only discuss it with them.”

Tang Xian Ji said, “The second prince has always been raised by the Empress’s side, with people from the Directorate of Ceremonial attending to his daily needs, while the eldest prince was raised by his aunt Yang Wan. Though this woman was previously deeply connected with Deng Ying, after Deng Ying’s conviction, the eldest prince lost all support in the inner court. Although the Cabinet can propose establishing a Crown Prince since this involves the inner court if the Directorate of Ceremonial and Eastern Depot don’t express their intentions, submitting this memorial would be very risky.”

Bai Huan nodded in agreement, “Minister Tang speaks truly, but we must take a position to negotiate with the inner court’s Directorate of Ceremonial. Although Deng Ying has been convicted, the Eastern Depot has temporarily been placed under the Directorate of Ceremonial’s control as a result. This brings no benefit to the eldest prince.”

The Rites Bureau official asked, “May I ask the Minister, what do you mean by this? Deng Ying tortured you so severely in the Eastern Depot, surely you don’t want him to be reinstated? Where would the law be in that?”

Bai Huan remained silent, but Yang Lun raised his voice, “Why are you so agitated? Don’t speak lightly of ‘the law.’ Deng Ying was sentenced to eighty strokes and exiled to Nanjing as a slave. The sentence will be carried out once Cloud Cliff Hall is rebuilt. How is that not upholding the law?”

“Director Yang, isn’t His Majesty’s intention clear enough? Historically, general pardons never pardoned corruption. His Majesty changed the death sentence to beating and exile and ordered him to rebuild Cloud Cliff Hall. Once the hall is complete, won’t additional mercy be granted? I expect by then, he won’t just avoid the beating and exile, but might even return to the Directorate of Ceremonial.”

“Would his return to the Directorate of Ceremonial be so bad?”

Bai Huan suddenly interrupted the man’s words.

Everyone in the room fell silent and looked at Bai Huan.

Bai Huan lifted his tea for a sip, then looked up earnestly, “I know you hate this person, and his crimes indeed deserve punishment, but as officials, we cannot hang ourselves on the term ‘pure stream,’ holding principles so rigidly that we dead-end ourselves. A circular official must be brave enough to reform and create new situations. I am already an old man, but you are still young. You must not put personal reputation before state affairs.”

After these words, several young officials from the Six Bureaus were moved, “Minister can for…”

Bai Huan raised his hand to signal them to stay quiet momentarily, slightly composed his tone, and continued, “I say this not to have you see me as someone who forgets personal grudges for public duty, I merely hope that as officials, you can see further ahead.”

He sighed and said, “Although it’s not the regular meeting day, since we’re all here, if the Six Bureaus have anything to discuss, let’s continue. I still have enough energy today.”

After two rounds of tea in the court chamber, the Six Bureaus officials finally took their leave one after another.

The Cabinet Ministers like Tang Xian Ji also departed through the meeting gate.

Yang Lun supported Bai Huan as he stood up, “Let me escort you home, teacher.”

Bai Huan looked at the sky outside and asked, “Have you seen Fu Ling since his release these past few days?”

Yang Lun shook his head, “On the day he left the imperial prison, I wanted to see him, but my sister…”

He hesitated to speak directly in front of Bai Huan, then continued, “My sister wouldn’t allow…”

Bai Huan stood up, “Is he still living in that duty room by the moat?”

“Yes, he hasn’t moved since entering the palace.”

“Oh.”

Bai Huan responded and waved at Yang Lun, “You go home first, I’ll walk over to see him.”

Yang Lun quickly took a step forward, “Let me accompany you there.”

Bai Huan smiled and nodded, “That would be good.”

The two walked toward the moat, late autumn leaves rolling past their feet, everything desolate and cold.

But Deng Ying’s room was quite lively. Today two young eunuchs had come to see him, helping Li Yu brew medicine outside while teaching him to read. Li Yu looked up and saw Yang Lun and Bai Huan, startled greatly. As a guard at the palace gate, he recognized these two Cabinet Ministers’ faces but never expected them to come here personally. After a moment’s stupor, he hurriedly stood up from beside the medicine stove and awkwardly bowed.

Yang Lun asked him, “Is Deng Ying inside?”

“Yes… but, but, but… let this servant go in first to tell him, let him put on… proper clothes and get up. Yang Wan hasn’t let him leave bed, he’s sitting… sitting in bed.”

He spoke incoherently, making Bai Huan laugh, “No matter, we’re just going in to see him.”

Then he gestured for Yang Lun to go forward and open the door.

Deng Ying was sitting in bed wearing a robe and looking at construction plans.

Yang Wan had applied medicine to his ankle and wrapped it in two layers of blankets, making it almost immobile. Hearing the door open behind him, he thought it was Li Yu and casually asked, “Li Yu, can you hand me the water from the table? I’d like a drink.”

Yang Lun looked at the table and saw two cups, asking, “Which one?”

Deng Ying started, turned around to see Bai Huan and Yang Lun standing behind him, “Teacher…”

He quickly got out of bed and knelt beside it to bow to Bai Huan, “Teacher… please forgive Deng Ying’s impropriety.”

Bai Huan reached out to support his arm, “Get up, sit back on the bed, I came to see you, not to trouble you.”

Yang Lun took over from Bai Huan, helping Deng Ying sit back on the bed, glancing at his ankle, “This wouldn’t be that medicine Yang Wan bought for twenty taels of silver per package, would it?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer him, only saying to Bai Huan, “I’m sorry, teacher, I don’t have good seating here. Please take my chair, Zi Xi, help me get my robe to cushion it for the teacher.”

Yang Lun said, “Fine, today I’ll take orders from you, the patient.”

He brought over the chair, helped Bai Huan sit down, and then lifted his robes to sit on the edge of Deng Ying’s bed.

Seeing Yang Wan wasn’t there, he casually asked, “Where’s Wan’er?”

Li Yu came in with tea and answered Yang Lun, “She’s cooking by the moat.”

“Cooking?”

Yang Lun laughed and said to Bai Huan, “My sister used to know how to make a few dishes.”

Li Yu’s hand trembled, “Is what you say true, sir?”

Yang Lun made a sound of agreement, “Mother taught her some…”

Before he could finish speaking, they heard Yang Wan calling Li Yu from outside, “I told you to watch the medicine, why did you go inside? Come out quickly and help me carry the dishes, and set the table so we can eat.”

Li Yu hurried to the door and said, “Minister Bai and Director Yang are here.”

Yang Wan paused, “Since when?”

“For a while now.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan quickened her steps, entered the room, put down the food tray, and bowed to Bai Huan, “Teacher Bai.”

Bai Huan smiled kindly and responded, “Please rise, miss.”

Yang Wan stood up and smiled at Yang Lun, “Brother is here too.”

Yang Lun was about to speak when he heard her say, “You get up and stand, I need to check the medicine on his foot.”

“What…”

Yang Lun had barely spoken two words when Yang Wan unceremoniously pulled him up from the bedside.

Yang Wan half-knelt beside Deng Ying, lifted half the quilt, and reached out to feel the medicine pack on his foot, “Did you move around just now?”

Deng Ying glanced at Yang Lun and lowered his voice, “Wan-wan, I was bowing to the teacher.”

“Oh, then never mind, I’ll rewrap it for you.”

Yang Lun stood watching Yang Wan deftly tighten the medicinal cloth on Deng Ying’s ankle, and couldn’t help saying, “Who taught you this?”

“I learned it myself, isn’t it wrapped nicely?”

Yang Lun rolled his eyes, “You used to cry over the smallest scrape at home and wouldn’t let the servants apply medicine, now you’re playing doctor.”

Yang Wan looked up smiling, “His long illness has made me a doctor.”

After speaking, she tucked the quilt around Deng Ying’s legs, got up to wash her hands at the door, and turned back to address Bai Huan, “Teacher Bai, my cooking is really quite bad, only Deng Ying and I can eat it. I’m embarrassed to have you eat with us, but… brother, that pork bone soup is drinkable, would you like… to try a bowl?”

Hearing this, Yang Lun didn’t stand on ceremony but ladled himself a full bowl and took a big drink.

“No… what you’ve made is…”

Yang Wan walked up to Yang Lun with wet hands, saying somewhat embarrassedly, “It’s still very hard to drink, isn’t it?”

Yang Lun couldn’t find the right expression for a long time, “You used to be very good at cooking.”

Yang Wan said, “I fell before, and forgot.”

Yang Lun was speechless and turned to ask Deng Ying sitting on the bed, “She’s been cooking for you these past days?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Yes.”

Yang Lun turned to Yang Wan, “He’s recovering from illness, and you won’t even let him eat well.”

Yang Wan said, “It’s much better than before, though the taste still isn’t great, but everything is good for his health. You and Teacher Bai came to see him, not to scold me. I’ll take the food out, and after you leave, we’ll eat together. You sit down and discuss important matters with him.”

Chapter 118: Moon Spring and Starry River (Part 7)
Bai Huan smiled as he watched the siblings Yang Wan and Yang Lun bicker, then turned to Deng Ying and asked, “Are you confident about rebuilding Cloud Cliff Hall?”

Deng Ying clasped his hands on his knees and nodded, “Yes, teacher.”

“How long will it take approximately?”

Deng Ying replied, “I’ve been recovering and haven’t yet seen the collapse site, but based on Xu Qi from the Ministry of Works’ description, I estimate it will take about one month.”

“Is that timeframe accurate?”

Yang Lun pulled up a stool to sit beside Bai Huan and said to him, “Teacher, his estimates are usually quite accurate.”

Bai Huan sighed and looked up at Yang Lun, “We still don’t know how long His Majesty can hold on.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan couldn’t help saying, “All six palaces and the princes are attending to his illness. I privately asked Imperial Physician Luo, who said this Moth disease has reached an untreatable stage.”

Yang Lun quickly interrupted her, “Don’t speak of such things.”

Yang Wan sat beside Deng Ying and looked up at Yang Lun, “I’m just stating facts. The new tax policy in Hangzhou is at a critical point now. Brother, you know who’s hindering you. The government in Jiangnan is even more complex than in the capital. That minister in Zhejiang has always relied on the Directorate of Ceremonial’s connections. To move against him means moving against He Yixian. If His Highness ascends the throne, then He Yixian can be dealt with.”

Yang Lun remained silent, and Deng Ying continued, “Teacher, the Directorate of Ceremonial still has Her Majesty and the Second Prince.”

Bai Huan said, “Tang Xian Ji also mentioned this. Currently, we can’t hear the Directorate’s voice. Even in public discussion, we might not hear the truth. His Majesty writes edicts, they hold the seal – establishing the heir is extremely dangerous. If the Second Prince succeeds, he’ll surely be controlled by the Directorate of Ceremonial, and this eunuch disaster… will be unstoppable.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, gently pinching the corner of the construction plans, “Teacher, Zi Xi, please let me think about this some more.”

Yang Lun said, “What can you think about? Once Cloud Cliff Hall is complete, you’ll be exiled to Nanjing as a slave.”

Yang Wan interjected, “I have a way to keep him here.”

She stood up, her gaze moving from Yang Lun to Bai Huan, “But I want to ask, if in the end he becomes universally condemned due to the succession struggle, what will you do?”

Bai Huan bent down and gripped Deng Ying’s wrist, “Fu Ling, perhaps going to Nanjing would be better…”

Yang Lun agreed, “Yes, I think the same as the teacher. Going to Nanjing would be better than your current situation.”

Deng Ying said softly, “What’s better about it? I’d still be a criminal slave, unable to rise above my station.”

He raised his head, “It’s all the same. Teacher, don’t worry about me. Wan-wan, tell us your plan.”

Yang Wan said, “Delay the construction of Cloud Cliff Hall, don’t build it so quickly.”

She then turned to Yang Lun and Bai Huan, “Teacher Bai, brother, where is Daoist Cao now?”

Yang Lun replied, “At Qingtian Temple.”

Yang Wan nodded, “You can have the Ministry of Justice arrest and interrogate him.”

“What?”

Yang Lun asked doubtfully, “His Majesty has always trusted the Qingtian Temple people greatly. We’d need a reason for such an arrest.”

“I heard from Consort Chen that even while ill, His Majesty continues to take the pills from Qingtian Temple. They’re just a bunch of heavy metals… anyway, those things are doing His Majesty’s illness no good at all. The Imperial Pharmacy knows this too, but they dare not report directly because His Majesty protects Qingtian Temple.”

Yang Lun continued, “Then what? What happens after the arrest? This crime carries a death sentence.”

Yang Wan said, “That’s exactly right – question him as if it’s a capital crime. We need him to be afraid. Only when he’s afraid will we be able to tell him what to say before His Majesty? His Majesty is gravely ill. If anything happens, he’ll need the Cabinet to survive. With his life in your hands, he’ll listen.”

Yang Lun stood up, “Good, I think I understand your meaning. When the time comes, we’ll need to discuss exactly what to make him say.”

Yang Wan replied, “It’s not difficult. Just connect Cloud Cliff Hall with His Majesty’s longevity, and His Majesty will allow Deng Ying to stay in the Directorate of Ceremonial.”

Yang Wan then looked at Deng Ying, “Deng Ying, you must build the hall well, but slowly, to give the Ministry of Justice time, while ensuring there are no mistakes.”

Deng Ying nodded, “Alright, I understand.”

Yang Wan made a sound of agreement, then turned to Yang Lun, “You and Teacher Bai still haven’t answered my earlier question.”

“…”

Deng Ying sat up straight and took Yang Wan’s hand, “Wan-wan, don’t force the teacher and Zi Xi.”

Yang Wan didn’t turn around, looking directly at Yang Lun, “I must.”

She squeezed Deng Ying’s hand in return, “I want justice, justice that outweighs all common suffering.”

Yang Lun remained silent after hearing her words.

After a long while, Bai Huan finally spoke, “Throughout my official career, I’ve always followed the principle that for the greater good, even one’s child can be sacrificed. The justice you seek, I cannot give. But as a teacher…”

He looked at Deng Ying, “I also won’t stand by and watch my student remain forever unredeemed. I said going to Nanjing would be better. Fu Ling, you’ve done enough. No matter what you choose, you’ll always be mine and Zhang Zhanchun’s best student.”

Yang Wan interrupted Bai Huan:

“But you still haven’t answered me – will you give him justice?”

Yang Lun couldn’t help saying, “Wan’er, you can’t speak to the Minister like this.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “I’m sorry, Teacher Bai, I was disrespectful, but…” she lowered her head with a small smile, “it doesn’t matter. If you won’t give it, I will.”

Yang Lun said, “What nonsense are you talking about? How could you give? You…”

Bai Huan raised his hand to interrupt Yang Lun and supported himself on Deng Ying’s bed to stand up, “Enough, let him eat. Let him rest well after eating. Let’s go.”

After Bai Huan and Yang Lun left, Yang Wan remained silent for a long time.

She ladled a bowl of rice for Deng Ying, then added one for herself, poking at it lightly with her chopsticks without eating.

Deng Ying held his bowl, not daring to eat alone. Seeing him holding the bowl without moving, Yang Wan finally said, “Oh… go ahead and eat.”

Deng Ying asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I…”

Yang Wan placed her bowl on her knees, “I’m not very happy.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t do well.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “It has nothing to do with you. I couldn’t control my emotions. I knew some things couldn’t be won no matter how hard I fought, but I still wanted to fight. Actually… I should have been calmer, then I wouldn’t have been disrespectful to your teacher, but I couldn’t help it…”

She lowered her head and sniffled, “I’m sorry, Deng Ying, I should apologize. I shouldn’t have spoken to Teacher Bai and brother that way in front of you.”

Deng Ying put down his rice bowl and asked, “The justice that outweighs all common suffering you spoke of, what is it?”

“It’s an evaluation, an evaluation of you.”

She paused, then added, “It’s the voice of contemporary people, the ink of future generations.”

Deng Ying raised his hand and gently dabbed at Yang Wan’s eyes with his inner robe sleeve.

“You know, I don’t care about how contemporary or future generations evaluate me. I only worry whether I’ve made you angry.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “You’ve been so obedient these ten days, sitting quietly in bed, eating, and taking medicine conscientiously. What do I have to be angry about? Deng Ying, no matter what you choose, I won’t say anything. Remember what I said – I’ve lived long enough to have seen everything. Go ahead and risk your life, I’m here for you.”

Deng Ying asked softly, “Just how old are you?”

“Twenty-one.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “But it feels like I’ve lived too long already.”

She handed the bowl and chopsticks to Deng Ying, “Let’s eat. After eating, you soak your feet, and I want to write in my notebook for a while.”

After they finished eating together, Deng Ying sat on the edge of the bed soaking his feet while Yang Wan sat at the desk and opened her notebook.

Autumn of the 14th year of Zhenning – this notebook recorded all historical facts of the past two and a half years. It had grown so thick that the original thread binding had broken. The copy she now held had been rebound by workers at Qingbo Hall.

Yang Wan turned to the newest page and picked up her brush to write the date.

Late eighth month of Zhenning’s 14th year – just over three months before Emperor Zhenning’s death, and less than two years before Deng Ying would be tried and convicted by the Three Judicial Offices.

Historically, the second year of Jinghe was a crucial period for scholars studying eunuch politics during the Zhenning and Jinghe reigns.

It was the year Deng Ying was executed by lingchi (death by a thousand cuts). His cruel death symbolized young Emperor Jinghe’s determination to eliminate the eunuch’s influence and not repeat the previous dynasty’s mistakes. It was also a watershed moment in the Great Ming’s resurgence.

Most researchers highly praised Yi Lang’s punishment of Deng Ying. When Yang Wan was studying, she had read over a hundred related papers. In these papers, Deng Ying floated as light as an insignificant feather, yet paradoxically supported all their arguments.

Yang Wan held her brush and looked up at Deng Ying.

He had rolled up his sleeves and was bending down to massage his injured ankle, his shoulder bones visible through his thin inner robe.

This warm body would carry his soul for two more years.

The Ming History recorded many major events during these two years. Near the year’s end, the Emperor passed away, followed quickly by Second Prince Zhu Yi Jue’s sudden death from illness. Yi Lang succeeded to the throne, Directorate of Ceremonial Seal-holder He Yixian fell from power, and Deng Ying was promoted to Seal-holder of the Directorate of Ceremonial and Superintendent of the Eastern Depot. Though he seemed to have reached the pinnacle of power and glory, by the end of Jinghe’s second year, he faced joint impeachment from the Cabinet, was imprisoned, and was tried by the Three Judicial Offices. What happened during this time was recorded in just a few hundred characters in Ming History. Afterward, all his alleged “crimes” were brought forth, the heaviest being “conspiracy against imperial relatives,” but this relative remained unnamed in both the Record of Hundred Crimes and Ming History.

Such a bloody charge fell lightly on him, hiding some unspeakable secrets.

Many researchers, reviewing the Record of Hundred Crimes and late Zhenning palace historical materials, connected “conspiracy against imperial relatives” with Second Prince Yi Jue’s sudden death, but this remained speculation without conclusion.

So what exactly happened during this period, and what did Deng Ying do? Yang Wan had originally wanted to know. But at this moment, looking at Deng Ying sitting before her, she suddenly wished time would stop right here.

However, this thought only flashed briefly through Yang Wan’s mind. Her respect for Deng Ying was also her respect for the course of history.

“Deng Ying.”

“Mm?”

“I’m a bit cold. I want to soak my feet with you.”

Deng Ying looked down at his feet, “The water… I’ve made it dirty.”

“You’re not dirty at all.”

Yang Wan stood up and removed her hair tie, “Hold out your hands.”

Deng Ying was confused but complied.

Yang Wan gathered his wrists and gently bound them with her hair tie.

Deng Ying watched her actions and asked softly, “Wan-wan, why are you binding me like this?”

Yang Wan said, “Listen, this is the crime I’m charging you with. Any charges others make against you later don’t count.”

Deng Ying looked down at his wrists, “What crime?”

“The crime of being a scoundrel.”

She pressed her lips together and said evenly, “Deng Ying, in your entire life, perhaps I’m the only person you’ll ever wrong.”

Chapter 119: Moon Spring and Starry River (8)
In early September, the shadow of Emperor Zhenning’s grave illness fell over the nine palace gates. Throughout the capital’s various government departments, officials were arranged on duty shifts, with many bureau officials eating and sleeping within their offices. Yang Lun hadn’t returned home for half a month, and his official robes had long since become rank. When Xiao Wen brought clothes from home to his office, seeing his haggard face, she said with sympathy, “You couldn’t even spend your birthday at home. These pastries I brought today are freshly made – at least let me watch you eat some.”

Yang Lun rebuked her, “Have you no sense? Who would dare celebrate birthdays in times like these?”

After being scolded, Xiao Wen said nothing and lowered her head, tears falling.

Yang Lun felt some regret and softened his voice, “I didn’t mean anything by it – why are you crying?”

Xiao Wen said, “Mother at home only has these few days left. She keeps talking about your three siblings. Now, the Princess is imprisoned in Jiao Garden, Wan’er is in the palace, and you can’t come home. I’m the only one by Mother’s side. Although I’m extremely careful in attending to her, I’m ultimately not the one she yearns for. Seeing Mother so restless day and night, my heart…”

She raised her head and wiped away tears, “My heart just aches. I didn’t mean to show such sorrow before you.”

Hearing her words, Yang Lun felt a mixture of emotions. Constrained by being in public, he couldn’t show his feelings and could only say evenly, “Thank you for your hard work.”

Xiao Wen looked up, “How dare I speak of hard work as a daughter-in-law? You work much harder as an official outside. I can see it’s dangerous – I know I shouldn’t ask, but my lord, what exactly is happening in the capital now? Yesterday, Madam Song was taken away by the Censorate along with her husband, disheveled. Their servants were all tied up by the roadside, and treated worse than animals. I was originally going to visit her, but seeing this scene, I couldn’t help but ask, and nearly got arrested by the Censorate myself. Fortunately, their commander came at the right time and questioned it, allowing me to be released. I was terrified. My lord, I fear something might happen to you too. When you have time, please come home and stay with Mother and me for a few days.”

Though she was trying to hold back tears, her voice became increasingly choked.

Being in the office, Yang Lun couldn’t speak intimately, and could only soften his tone to comfort her, “Nothing will happen to me, I’m quite safe. If you have no urgent matters these days, don’t go out. Stay home and look after mother peacefully.”

“Yes, I won’t dare ask again.”

Xiao Wen curtsied to Yang Lun, “The Song family… was arrested for improper discussion of the crown prince succession. You…”

“I said don’t think too much. You’re a woman of the household, remember not to ask about such matters.”

“Yes…”

Xiao Wen dared not ask further. She quickly turned away to wipe her tears, gave a few more reminders about food and daily care, and then left with the household servants.

After sending Xiao Wen away, just as Yang Lun was about to walk into the ministry building, he heard someone calling his official title from behind.

“Vice Minister Yang.”

Yang Lun stopped and turned around to see Zhang Luo sitting on horseback.

Yang Lun lifted his robes and descended the steps, bowing deeply before Zhang Luo’s horse.

Zhang Luo dropped his reins and looked down, “What does the Vice Minister mean by this?”

Yang Lun straightened up, “Thank you, Deputy Commander Zhang, for releasing my wife.”

Zhang Luo dismounted, “No need, it was a mistaken arrest.”

He stepped closer to Yang Lun, “I have something to ask you today.”

“Please speak.”

Zhang Luo clasped his hands behind his back, “This matter, our Censorate does not plan to interfere, so I shouldn’t formally inquire with the Ministry of Justice.”

Hearing this, Yang Lun asked in return, “You want to ask about the Ministry’s investigation of Daoist Master Cao?”

“Yes.”

Zhang Luo continued, “Why would the Ministry of Justice choose this time to investigate people from the Qingtian Temple?”

Yang Lun was silent for a moment, “Deputy Commander Zhang, if this is an inquiry between two departments, please formally visit the Ministry of Justice.”

“This is not an inquiry.”

Zhang Luo raised his head, “This is my personal question. The last time the crown prince succession was discussed, His Majesty executed Huang Ran and imprisoned the Crown Prince. This time, though the situation made succession discussion inevitable before the cabinet could submit their memorial, the Ceremonial Office had already petitioned His Majesty to have our Censorate arrest officials privately discussing succession. For the Ministry of Justice to investigate Daoist Master Cao from Qingtian Temple at this time – as Northern Censorate Commander, I must secretly investigate whether the Ministry’s actions carry any intent to coerce the sovereign.”

Yang Lun turned and walked down the steps, “You judge according to the law, there should be no doubts. Why privately ask me?”

Zhang Luo looked into Yang Lun’s eyes and said gravely, “I fear wrongful persecution, and lie sleepless at night.”

Yang Lun started, then cupped his hands and said:

“Having heard Deputy Commander’s words, my heart is settled beyond measure. I, Yang Lun, swear on my family’s fortune that the cabinet’s actions carry no intent to coerce the sovereign. Deputy Commander may investigate secretly and report truthfully.”

Zhang Luo said, “In that case, I will order the Censorate to investigate.”

He leaped onto his horse and, restraining his mount’s hooves, said to Yang Lun, “Vice Minister Yang, having come this far in your career, have you ever had doubts?”

Yang Lun looked up, “Yes, but to this day I still do not consider retiring.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to lose to a classmate.”

Zhang Luo lowered his head, “Do you consider Deng Ying a mere career official?”

Yang Lun was silent for a moment, then asked in return, “Deputy Commander, what causes your doubts?”

Zhang Luo’s Adam’s apple moved as he answered Yang Lun directly, “Because of the two men Yang and Deng.”

After speaking these five words, he cupped his hands on horseback, “Farewell.”

With that, he raised his whip and galloped away, leaving only dust.

Before the Ministry of Finance, the vegetation showed touches of autumn yellow, and the stone steps were slick with moisture.

Yang Lun lifted his robes and walked toward the entrance, pondering the phrase “the two men Yang and Deng.” Looking at the clothes Xiao Wen had brought, he found it quite meaningful.

No matter how complex court politics became, clothes still needed changing, food still needed eating.

Yang Wan was mostly like Xiao Wen, keeping watch over the food and drink in Deng Ying’s humble quarters, concerned with his clothing and shoes. But the meaning behind her actions was different from Xiao Wen’s. She wasn’t simply indulging in the details of daily life; in matters of food and living arrangements, she infused a humanity that neither Deng Ying nor Yang Lun could articulate, yet could naturally sense.

She told Deng Ying that when she read books or worked, she needed to brew a cup of flavored water and eat her “daily nuts.” Before bed, she always had to soak her feet in hot water.

Just as she said, she was like someone who had lived past the end, turning to tell someone who wasn’t living so happily, “Look, this is how we live. Would you like to try it too?”

When she said these things, she didn’t consider herself superior.

On the contrary, she immersed various modern concepts and ideologies, as well as her own body, completely into Deng Ying’s humble fate, protecting his heart from within and his skin from without, struggling alongside him. Even covered in wounds, she could still say to him on his sickbed, “Deng Xiaoying, go ahead and court death – you have me.”

“The two men Yang and Deng,” when placed in historical textual research, was indeed an inseparable phrase.

Unfortunately, Zhang Luo only said it once and never put it to paper.

If Yang Wan could read the phrase “the two men Yang and Deng” in historical documents six hundred years later, she would surely be startled and hesitant.

However, there was no need to regret this.

Although Yang Wan didn’t yet realize how much her return to see Deng Ying six hundred years later had changed this cruel and bloody history, she had gradually lived out a modern person’s courage and attitude toward life in the Zhenning era.

When Deng Ying went to Qingtian Temple, she sat in Chengqian Palace peeling nuts and arranging dried fruits. After preparing them, she divided them in two – half to be sent to Deng Ying through Chen Hua, half left for Yi Lang.

To pray for his father’s health, Yi Lang had reduced his meals to once a day, attending to the illness in Yangxin Hall without changing his clothes. Each time he returned, his eyes were dark with exhaustion, unwilling to say much, only silently leaning against Yang Wan. When Yang Wan offered him nuts, he would take them and eat them.

“Is Your Highness very tired?”

Yi Lang shook his head and looked up at Yang Wan, “Aunt takes care of me every day, and also takes care of the Factory Official. Isn’t that very tiring?”

Yang Wan smiled and touched Yi Lang’s nose, “He’s not a Factory Official anymore.”

“Oh, then can he no longer protect Aunt in the future?”

Yang Wan hugged Yi Lang and raised her head, “Aunt doesn’t need anyone’s protection. Aunt will protect all of you.”

Yi Lang said, “Aunt, what will happen to me if Father passes away?”

Yang Wan looked at the young man in her arms. Though the lecturers in Wenhua Hall dared not explicitly tell him about the current situation in the inner court and government, he seemed to have some awareness.

Yang Wan lowered her head and asked softly, “Is Your Highness afraid?”

Yi Lang shook his head, “I’m not afraid of what might happen to me, but I fear I might implicate my teachers and uncle.”

“They won’t be implicated.”

“Why?”

“Because…”

Because in the end, only Deng Ying would die.

Yang Wan coughed and said gently, “There will be people protecting Your Highness and your teachers.”

Yi Lang scratched his head, “Who?”

Yang Wan remained silent, and Yi Lang continued asking, “Then who will protect him?”

Hearing Yi Lang’s words, Yang Wan felt a chill in her heart, and a surge of bitter emotion filled her nose. She nearly cried and had to tilt her head back to hold back tears.

“Aunt, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Your Highness needn’t worry. In this world, someone will surely protect him. Your Highness, Aunt will watch over you. Sleep now.”

“Alright.”

After speaking, Yi Lang happily curled up under the blanket. Yang Wan tucked him in and leaned against the couch to rest herself.

Unexpectedly, she truly fell asleep.

She had a terrifying dream where Deng Ying was stripped naked and tied to the execution frame at Wumen Gate. That body she treasured so dearly was exposed before countless eyes. Deng Ying closed his eyes in despair on the frame, unable to speak a word, surrounded by unbearable curses.

This was a passage from the final chapter of “The Biography of Deng Ying” that she had written herself, based on records from the Ming History and other corroborating historical documents. Yang Wan remembered that when she wrote this section, her heart felt only infinite desolation. But now, awakening from this nightmare, her heart felt as if it had been snowed upon – the down-covered grass beneath the snow was both fragile and warm.

She put on her clothes and stood up, pushing open the door to walk into the autumn courtyard.

Leaf shadows danced gracefully on the ground, and the cold autumn wind entered her sleeves, and then freely flowed out.

Yang Wan retrieved her notebook from her room and spread it across her knees under the light of the corridor lanterns. She raised her hand to firmly massage her temples, closed her eyes, and whispered to herself, “Yang Wan, fear is normal. Don’t sink into it. These are two completely different books. When a scholar takes up the pen, they must continue writing.”

Chapter 120: Returning My Lord’s Robes (1)
The succession dispute of the previous court had not yet fully cleared its clouds and mist, but a corner of it could be glimpsed.

By mid-October, the Northern Censorate had arrested twelve people in the capital for “improper discussion of succession.”

Yang Lun stood before Yunyai Hall, where a central cedar pillar ran straight to the top. Four eave pillars stood around the central pillar, with pavilion pillars between the eaves. Starting three meters out from the central pillar’s base, four levels were carved, with cross-beams connecting the horizontal center pillar, eave pillars, intermediate pillars, and corner pillars into one unit. The structure was so complex that a single error would cause the entire building to tilt.

Wearing gray robes, Deng Ying stood in the autumn wind’s fine dust, looking up at the roof tiling work, raising his hand to point at the eaves while speaking with the craftsmen. As his sleeve fell back, the marks left by shackles were visible on his wrist.

“Master Deng, the food has arrived from the kitchen.”

“Good, everyone come down to eat.”

After speaking, he lowered his arm and turned to walk back, raising his head to see Yang Lun.

After their eyes met, they tactfully avoided each other’s gaze.

“You’re here,” Deng Ying casually greeted.

Yang Lun nodded, glancing at the scaffolding before him.

“Almost finished?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying replied, “Just these two days left.” They stood side by side, looking up at the hall’s roof.

The deep autumn wind swept down from above, stirring their robes.

Yang Lun spoke sideways, “I came today to inform you that the Ministry of Justice has concluded the investigation of the elixir case at Qingtian Temple. His Majesty has summoned Cao Peilin for questioning.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “What did he say?”

“He said the central pillar of Yunyai Hall reaches heaven above and connects to underground rivers below, securing the emperor’s longevity and stabilizing the realm. These words touch upon His Majesty’s vital point.”

Deng Ying silently lowered his head.

“What did His Majesty say?”

Yang Lun brushed the dust from his robes, saying lightly, “Wait here for the imperial edict. It’ll be just a day or two.”

Deng Ying didn’t ask anything more, just nodded and said, “Alright.”

Yang Lun looked up at the hall’s roof again and said evenly, “After the Tongjia tragedy, you climbed to the position of Eastern Factory Superintendent over those people’s corpses. The officials of the Censorate and Six Bureaus hate you to the bone. Now you’re walking the old path again – don’t you want to tell me anything beforehand?”

Deng Ying smiled slightly.

“What is there to say?”

His face was somewhat pale, but his voice was calm.

“What could you do even if I told you?”

“Hmph.”

Yang Lun snorted coldly and turned his back.

Deng Ying’s voice came from behind, “Zixi, this path is one I chose to walk. I’ve walked it steadily. Coming to this point, you’ve accepted me as a friend, and the teacher is willing to call me Fuling. What I once dreamed of has become reality – I have no regrets left.”

Yang Lun stopped walking.

“What about my sister?”

He turned to face Deng Ying, “She’s twenty-one now, her reputation ruined because of you, never having seen a single good day.”

Deng Ying didn’t answer immediately. He stared at the dust on the ground in silence for a while before saying, “Zixi, after the castration, the only thing I could make sense of was that, being a servant from then on, I could be subservient to Yang Wan.”

Yang Lun’s hands clenched.

Deng Ying had mentioned “subservience” – at that moment, Yang Lun didn’t know whether Deng Ying or Yang Wan was more tragic.

As they stood in silence, a supervisor from the Ministry of Works came looking for Deng Ying, saying someone from the Ceremonial Office had arrived to summon him back to the palace to receive an imperial edict.

Deng Ying turned and replied evenly, “I understand. I’ll go after changing clothes.”

Then he said to Yang Lun, “The cabinet can submit their memorial now.”

“I don’t need you to tell me that.”

Deng Ying was silenced by the rebuke and could only smile awkwardly.

The two parted before Yunyai Hall. Deng Ying followed the Ceremonial Office staff into the palace to hear the edict outside Yangxin Hall.

The Emperor, citing his merits in rebuilding Yunyai Hall, pardoned his punishment of exile to Nanjing as a slave and also waived the eighty strokes of the heavy bamboo, keeping him in the Ceremonial Office as Vice Director. After Deng Ying received the edict, Yangxin Hall ordered him brought inside for questioning. Entering the inner hall, he saw Emperor Zhenning reclining weakly on the imperial couch.

Deng Ying knelt on the couch, and Emperor Zhenning extended a hand toward him, “Is Yunyai Hall secure?”

“In reply to Your Majesty, your servant has reinforced the cross-beams on the foundation built by the teacher. Now all the eave pillars, intermediate pillars, and horizontal center pillars are embedded in the cross-beams.”

Emperor Zhenning said, “Guard it well… and you guard Us well.”

“Yes.”

“Deng Ying…”

“Your servant is here.”

“Have We not treated you well?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying prostrated himself, “Your Majesty has twice pardoned your servant’s capital crimes. Your servant’s entire being will never forget Your Majesty’s grace.”

The Emperor coughed several times and said hoarsely, “Though the cabinet hasn’t submitted their memorial yet, We know their thoughts. They’ve taught Our son for over ten years, and they think they’ve taught him well enough. But…”

Emperor Zhenning propped himself halfway up, “But We’re not dead yet!”

After saying this, Emperor Zhenning’s internal breath churned, and he fell into a violent fit of coughing.

All the servants in the hall who attended to his daily needs knelt upon hearing their master speak thus.

Deng Ying straightened up and glanced at the servants in the hall, “One must not show sorrow before His Majesty.”

Hearing these words, the servants all forcefully suppressed their grief.

Deng Ying crawled forward two steps on his knees, approaching the imperial couch, “Your Majesty is ill; the Crown Prince can only feel anxiety and fear.”

“We know…”

He spoke while pushing against the couch surface, forcing himself to sit up with a held breath.

“We have tolerated the cabinet for decades, thinking they too are full of patriotic fervor. What We Could Pardon… We’ve pardoned. But Our family, We must still support it, We must still be in charge! Can’t let them scatter it to the winds. Deng Ying, the Eastern Factory… We still entrust to your control…”

Deng Ying raised his head, “May your servant ask Your Majesty one question?”

Emperor Zhenning swallowed a mouthful of burning bile, “Ask…”

“Why is Your Majesty willing to use your servant again?”

Emperor Zhenning looked down at the kneeling Deng Ying, “Because you’re willing to endure. In the Xuetian case, We had you bear a death sentence while continuing your duties – you said nothing. When the prison tortured you during interrogation, you still didn’t speak. We’ve watched you for two years; you, as a servant, value ‘stability’ above all. Just this one thing – among all the servants the Ceremonial Office manages, not one understands it so clearly. We know that those who serve Us should have some wealth and face. We remember their hard work, how they often think of Us and haven’t punished them severely. However, while We live, We can still maintain Our reputation. After We die, these servants could utterly ruin Our name!”

After speaking this, Emperor Zhenning had almost exhausted his spirit. The breath in his throat mixed with old phlegm he couldn’t cough up, making a wheezing sound.

He recovered for quite a while before saying to Deng Ying, “Return to the Ceremonial Office, and think well on what We’ve told you…”

“Yes, your servant takes his leave.”

Deng Ying left Yangxin Hall and went straight to the Ceremonial Office.

By the time he returned to his quarters by the city moat, it was nearly dusk.

When Deng Ying changed into his Eastern Factory Superintendent’s uniform, Li Yu almost didn’t recognize him at first glance, holding his broom and staring for a long while before running over joyfully.

“You’ve been reinstated?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying nodded with a smile.

Li Yu clasped his hands, “That’s wonderful! A few days ago, Manager Chen and I were worried those eighty strokes might take your life. Who would have thought you wouldn’t have to be beaten or go to Nanjing? We can gather around the stove to eat together again, right?”

Deng Ying smiled slightly and said evenly, “I’m somewhat tired. I’ll go sleep for a while.”

Li Yu blocked him with his broom, “Eh, wait.”

“Hmm?”

Li Yu glanced inside the room, “Yang Wan is inside. I haven’t heard any sound for a while; she might be asleep.”

Deng Ying asked, “When did she come?”

“She came at the chen hour [7-9 AM]. She’s been helping clean your room all this time, and hasn’t even eaten.”

Deng Ying looked toward the city moat, “What did you eat for lunch?”

Li Yu said, “We stir-fried some vegetables to eat with rice.”

“Is the stove out?”

Li Yu said, “Not yet. I secretly saved an egg, wanting to make egg custard for sister.”

After speaking, he hesitated for a moment, then took the egg from his chest, “Give it to Yang Wan.”

Deng Ying took the egg, smiling as he said “Thank you.”

Li Yu waved his hand, “I’m going on duty.”

Deng Ying pushed open the door and entered his quarters. The floor had been sprinkled with water and was still somewhat wet.

The books on the shelf were stacked very neatly, and the positions of the writing brushes, ink, paper, and inkstone had also been arranged. Yang Wan lay wrapped in a blanket on his bed, with the candle at the bedhead almost burnt out.

She was lying on her side facing outward, her arm resting outside the blanket, pressing down on a book.

Deng Ying crouched down, originally intending to pull the book out, but as soon as he pulled at one edge, his body suddenly went rigid.

The book was Chen Hua’s, and its contents were unspeakable.

Chen Hua said the book’s author was a eunuch from the Founding Emperor’s reign who, old and destitute after leaving the palace, drew his intimate encounters with women in the palace, added text, and sold it to private publishers. In this erotic book, Deng Ying saw the fundamental nature of his identity – most scenes depicted eunuchs kneeling or lying back, pleasuring women intimately, raising thin arms to support women’s bodies, their expressions melancholy yet somehow at peace.

This was a delicate eunuch’s aesthetic reflection on his sexuality – for Chen Hua, it was boundless fantasy; for Deng Ying, it was introspection. When alone, he had lit a lamp and sat at his desk reading it many times.

Now Yang Wan had opened the inner pages, stopping at a page where Deng had inserted paper slips with “annotations.” Feeling somewhat guilty, he wanted to quickly pull the book away, but Yang Wan applied pressure, pressing the book down. She leaned against the pillow, opened her eyes, and smiled at Deng Ying.

“You’re back?”

“I…”

Deng Ying unconsciously stood up.

Yang Wan sat up on the bed, reached back to gather her loose hair that had fallen over her shoulders, then closed the book and placed it on her knee.

“Where are you going? Bring a stool over and sit down.”

“Wan-wan, I…”

“Take off your official robes too, and put on the shirt I made for you.”

“Wan-wan…”

“What’s wrong? I didn’t say I was going to scold you.”

Deng Ying stood up and, beside Yang Wan, raised his hands to undo the ties of his official robes, took off the outer robe, folded it on the bed, then took the shirt Yang Wan had made from behind the door and put it on.

Yang Wan propped her chin up watching Deng Ying’s movements and asked evenly, “You’ve changed into your official robes – did His Majesty summon you?”

Deng Ying lowered his head tying the strings, not daring to speak.

“At least make a sound, let me feel at ease.”

Deng Ying nodded while facing away from Yang Wan, “He summoned me.”

“That’s wonderful. When Qin Wende and the others hear about this, they’ll surely be happy for a while.”

“Mm.”

He was still answering very reluctantly, his movements becoming increasingly slow.

Yang Wan watched his back – even wearing the padded garment, he still looked thin-shouldered in those gray clothes.

Yang Wan tapped the book on her knee, and Deng Ying’s hands suddenly stopped.

“You’re waiting for me to ask what book this is, right?”

“No…”

“What book is this?”

Yang Wan interrupted Deng Ying, “The pages are worn thin from your reading.”

“I won’t read it anymore.”

“Put on your clothes and come sit down.”

Deng Ying helplessly brought the stool before Yang Wan, lifted his robes to sit, and placed both hands on his knees, with his gaze fixed on Yang Wan’s hand.

Yang Wan spread the book on Deng Ying’s knee and looked up to ask, “Do you want to be like this too?”

Deng Ying shook his head, then fell silent.

Yang Wan straightened up, “Deng Ying, I’m not forbidding you from this. I just can’t let you live like Chen Hua.”

She held up the pages as she spoke, “This book is beautifully drawn, but both its artist and readers are pitiful people. Deng Ying, you’re not sick anymore – you don’t need to hide alone to read secretly. I’ll teach you.”

Deng Ying quietly nodded.

“Return the book tomorrow.”

“I’ll go return it now.”

He started to stand up, but Yang Wan grabbed his sleeve, “Wait.”

Deng Ying stopped and turned back to see Yang Wan smiling helplessly at him, “I’ve only read half of it too, Deng Ying.”
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Deng Ying lifted his robes and sat down again before Yang Wan, the book still resting on his knees.

Sometimes Yang Wan would ponder: in this world, during the first intimate encounter between man and woman, was it the woman who guided the man, or the man who led the woman? Or to pose a different question – in an age before civilization imposed concepts of “shame” and “love” upon intimacy, which gender derived more pleasure from these pure physical sensations?

Lost in thought, she looked at Deng Ying.

Deng Ying clearly couldn’t answer questions that even history and sociology struggled to trace. He sat silently before Yang Wan, tree shadows from outside the window falling across his body. At this moment, Yang Wan saw in him a conceptual “purity.” She found herself asking without thinking.

“Deng Ying.”

“Mm?”

“When a man and woman are together, who do you think is happier?”

Deng Ying’s fingers tightened on his knee.

“By together, you mean…”

“Intimate relations.”

Deng Ying hesitated for a moment, looking down at his hands clasped on his knees, and replied, “The man.”

“Why?”

“Because the man doesn’t feel pain.”

As he said this, his brows furrowed slightly.

Yang Wan’s heart suddenly clenched, “Deng Ying…”

Deng Ying didn’t respond.

Yang Wan called his name again more loudly, and only then did he look up at her.

“What is it?”

“Deng Ying, do you feel pain?”

“What?”

“Do you feel pain?”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan in bewilderment. She sat hugging her knees on the couch, head slightly tilted, brows furrowed, waiting for his answer.

“Yes.”

After uttering this word, he unconsciously lowered his head.

That pain came from scars left by the wound, where scar tissue had grown. Along with sensations of pleasure came an unusually acute pain. No normal man would experience such needle-like pain during intimacy. Recalling his own experiences, Deng Ying’s hand quietly slipped from his knee.

Yang Wan looked at Deng Ying’s lowered hand, her throat tight.

He had simply and directly answered a question that Yang Wan considered difficult to trace, yet he belonged to neither gender.

Yang Wan had thought her previous research on Deng Ying had already broken new ground beyond her predecessors. But now, she discovered another entry point in understanding this person’s physical existence.

His self-pity, self-blame, and self-destruction stemmed from the destruction of his gender identity.

“Come lie down.”

As she spoke, she moved inward to make room.

Deng Ying obediently took off his shoes and lay down beside Yang Wan.

Yang Wan looked at the damp marks on the wooden beams above, gently grasping Deng Ying’s arm.

Deng Ying turned his head to look at Yang Wan, submissively extending his arm toward her, “Wan-wan, let me wash my hands…”

“Don’t go.”

Yang Wan held Deng Ying’s hand, “I don’t want to do anything else, just want to lie here with you for a while.”

Deng Ying didn’t resist Yang Wan further, straightening his legs to lie quietly.

Yang Wan leaned against Deng Ying’s shoulder, silently closing her eyes.

The wind stirred shadows of withered trees on the window, filling the room with autumn shadows, while leaves rustled against the window frame.

“Are you asleep?”

“Don’t you want to eat something? Li Yu gave me an egg.”

“Not hungry.”

Yang Wan turned over, curling up entirely under the blanket, “Deng Ying.”

“Here.”

“I won’t read that book anymore.”

“Why?”

Yang Wan curled up tighter, “That book can teach you what to do, but it can’t teach me.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan’s hair exposed outside the blanket and said softly, “You don’t need to do anything.”

He turned over to face Yang Wan’s back, “I will serve…”

Before he could finish saying “you,” Yang Wan pinched the back of his hand hard. Deng Ying furrowed his brows and swallowed the rest of his words.

“Don’t talk while sleeping.”

After speaking, she released his hand and curled herself into a ball.

Deng Ying moved more than half the blanket over to Yang Wan, softly responding “Alright.”

With Deng Ying back in control of the Eastern Factory, the cabinet immediately submitted a memorial jointly signed by the Wenhua Hall lecturers and cabinet members, requesting the formal appointment of the Crown Prince.

In the main hall of the Ceremonial Office’s inner court, He Yixian and several secretarial eunuchs were processing imperial edicts on behalf of the emperor.

Emperor Zhenning’s illness often left him confused, and nearly all state affairs had fallen to the cabinet and Ceremonial Office.

Since Yangxin Hall no longer used the imperial seal, He Yixian had it brought directly to the Ceremonial Office.

That day, Hu Xiang stood at the document desk, moistening and turning pages of memorials, attending to He Yixian’s use of the seal.

He Yixian rubbed his waist, temporarily setting down the seal and smiling, “I’m getting old.”

Hu Xiang smiled along, “Your Grace must stay strong, otherwise who could handle these important matters?”

Just then, the door was suddenly pushed open, and Secretary Li hurried in.

Hu Xiang looked up, “What’s wrong? Why so disheveled?”

Secretary Li adjusted his hat and said to He Yixian, “Your Grace, we can’t hold back the Ministry of War’s memorial any longer.”

He Yixian straightened his back, “Did you tell the Minister of War what I asked you to?”

“I did.”

Secretary Li walked to He Yixian, accepted tea from an attendant, and took a sip, “Minister Liu Xian and Vice Minister Song Ge are both Bai Huan’s disciples. Your Grace asking them to remove their signatures from the Crown Prince’s memorial – how could that be easy?”

He Yixian laughed and gestured for Hu Xiang to turn the memorial, “Then keep holding it back.”

“Your Grace, listen to me – we can’t hold it back anymore!”

Secretary Li grew anxious, dropping to his knees before He Yixian, “If we keep holding it back, I fear they’ll kill our people in the northern army.”

He Yixian signaled Hu Xiang to continue passing memorials, saying evenly, “You worry for your descendants?”

“Your Grace…”

He Yixian raised his other hand, cutting off Secretary Li’s words, and lifted the seal, straightening up to say, “How could I not worry for them? All these years, guarding the desert frontier, listening for news from the north for me, little money, much hardship, but…”

He bent down close to Secretary Li, “If we old bones cannot preserve ourselves, how can we protect our descendants outside?”

Secretary Li’s throat tightened, his hand clenching into a fist on the ground.

He Yixian sighed, “These past years, you’ve been good to the children below you, I’ve seen it all. They’re filial to you too. Seeing everything going smoothly, you’ve forgotten our situation.”

“Your servant is ashamed…”

He Yixian shook his head, “Once the Crown Prince ascends the throne, we’ll immediately be stripped of our positions and dragged to the execution ground by Yang Lun and his kind. Having our heads fall would be merciful – what’s frightening is being chopped to pieces, with no remains to collect.”

At these words, even Hu Xiang standing nearby trembled.

Secretary Li said, “His Majesty wouldn’t do this to Your Grace.”

“Who can be sure?”

He Yixian laughed, “No matter how much the master cares for us, this realm belongs to his family. If we want to live, we can only please the master, but if the next master hates us, ten thousand pardons won’t help.”

Secretary Li said, “But Your Grace, the succession ultimately depends on His Majesty’s wishes, how can we…”

“Why panic? Why has the master always avoided discussing succession? The cabinet only knows how to lecture about grand principles at the palace gates – when have they ever considered the master’s feelings? How could the master not hate them? Surely you see now – we’re just struggling to survive in the gap between these officials and the master. As long as the succession remains undecided, our path isn’t dead yet.”

Secretary Li lowered his head, “Your Grace, why can’t we take a path to survival like Factory Official Deng?”

“Path to survival?”

He Yixian forced a laugh through clenched teeth, which gradually grew louder as his expression became somewhat fierce.

“You think he’s walking a path to survival? Little do you know, that’s truly a path to death – missing two ounces of flesh, yet presuming to stand alongside those people. What’s the outcome? Yang Lun, Bai Yuyang – which of them isn’t afraid of being tainted by his stench?”

As his words fell, everyone in the room fell silent.

He Yixian rubbed his waist and said to Hu Xiang, “Continue turning.”

The setting sun gradually faded as the cabinet office’s charcoal fire was replenished again and again.

Yang Lun walked in from outside, removing his robe while saying, “I went to see Liu Xian from the Ministry of War and temporarily pacified him.”

Bai Huan watched the sparks continuously bursting from the charcoal basin, “How many days has their memorial been held back?”

Yang Lun said, “Seven days. If we delay any longer, the Gu and Qian armies in the north will run out of provisions.”

Bai Yuyang slapped his knee, “Never mind Liu Xian being anxious – my heart burns like these coals. Though the six ministries’ affairs haven’t stalled, the Ceremonial Office is holding back crucial memorials from the Ministries of War and Revenue, as well as our memorial requesting the Crown Prince’s appointment. Sooner or later, there will be chaos.”

Yang Lun said, “They want to see chaos. Yesterday Liu Xian almost stormed Yangxin Hall. With His Majesty gravely ill, the Ceremonial Office can easily apply the charge of disturbing imperial peace, and the Northern Censorate waits on the steps to arrest people. How many officials from the six ministries can withstand such losses? Minister Bai, we’ve learned enough lessons in dealing with the Ceremonial Office. Before His Majesty, one move affects everything. Huang Ran and Zhou Congshan are warnings from the past. If it were for private gain, death would be acceptable, but if our deaths hand this bright realm to the eunuch faction, I, Yang Lun, cannot accept it!”

Bai Yuyang said nothing, throwing his teacup down.

Porcelain shards scattered everywhere.

Yang Lun glanced at the mess on the floor, secretly sighed, and stood up saying, “Teacher, I’ll go see Deng Ying.”

He walked toward the door, but just as he reached it, heard the attendant say, “Sir, the Factory Official is outside, and has been standing there for a while.”

Yang Lun looked up to see Deng Ying standing before the main gate.

Yang Lun unconsciously let out a breath and walked toward him.

“You know about the Ministry of War’s situation?”

“I know.”

His voice wasn’t loud but was steady, “Stabilize the Ministries of War and Revenue. I’ll submit the memorial.”

After hearing this, Yang Lun nodded unconsciously, then immediately asked, “How will you submit it?”

Deng Ying looked up, “As Eastern Factory Superintendent, I’ll investigate the Ceremonial Office and retrieve the held memorials.”

Yang Lun said, “You’ll use the Eastern Factory to confront the Ceremonial Office in the inner court?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying lowered his eyelids and said evenly, “Zixi, once these memorials are submitted, there are two possible outcomes: either the Empress will punish me for disturbing His Majesty’s recovery, or His Majesty will punish He Yixian for delaying state affairs. My punishment is inevitable, but it only involves palace rules – it won’t touch the root. But as for He Yixian’s punishment…”

Yang Lun continued, “His Majesty might not punish him at all.”

Deng Ying took a deep breath, “No, His Majesty will punish him. But, Zixi, if this time He Yixian isn’t sentenced to death, then this succession struggle will see blood.”

“What do you mean…”

Deng Ying said, “Do you remember the ‘Red Pill Case’ from the previous reign?”
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Yang Lun froze.

The Red Pill case remained a mystery involving the Emperor’s life. After the Emperor’s sudden death, various factions repeatedly tried to reopen the case – from the Imperial Cabinet to Daoist powers, and even the palace consorts. Countless people were entangled in it.

When Deng Ying brought up this case now, it wasn’t to debate the truth with Yang Lun, but rather to touch upon the critical matter of the Emperor’s life and the undercurrent of political forces behind it.

“Do you think… the Imperial Household Department would…”

Yang Lun left his words unfinished.

Deng Ying didn’t respond either. Their silence carried mutual caution about the current political situation.

The autumn wind swept up fallen leaves and billowed Deng Ying’s official robes. He lowered his head and coughed softly, “Zixie, do you know what’s most dangerous?”

“What?”

“When servants harbor thoughts of killing their master, yet the master refuses to guard against them. His Majesty previously intended to establish the Crown Prince as his heir, but the civil officials’ support for the Prince made His Majesty suspicious. That’s why during the succession debate two years ago, Huang Ran met with a tragic death. It’s the same now. You are outside officials who have studied the classics and follow the great way. You believe the Emperor should be like the sages, but that’s not the case. Unlike me, wearing these robes and walking in the imperial city, you can’t see His Majesty’s true desires. Only servants know what their master is thinking. That’s why His Majesty has always refused to punish the Imperial Household Department, even though he knows in his heart these people are Great Ming’s political catastrophe.”

Yang Lun frowned.

“Are you saying you agree with His Majesty’s behavior and instead blame the cabinet officials for not knowing their place?” He stepped forward, “If private desires lead to allowing servants to harm the court, what becomes of the suffering of scholars throughout the land and our pledges to serve the people?”

“Yang Zixie, I don’t agree!” Yang Lun’s throat tightened as Deng Ying raised his voice, “But watching you all die, what does that make me?”

He raised his head, “I know when rulers err, ministers have only one clear path – to submit honest counsel.”

“Then what about you?” Yang Lun’s words came through gritted teeth, “What path do you walk?”

Deng Ying replied evenly: “Aren’t all paths that spring from a scholarly heart clean?”

Upon hearing these words, Yang Lun felt as if thorns were pressing into his back. He pressed his forehead and took two steps to the side, lowering his voice: “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said these things to you anymore. Earlier at the Ministry of War office, I heard some unpleasant words and became confused.”

He turned around, “In the current situation, with He Yixian conspiring with the Empress and us knowing nothing of His Majesty’s daily care, if as you worry, servants harbor thoughts of killing their master and will surely attempt to seize power, how can we protect the Crown Prince?”

Deng Ying said: “Let’s wait and see how His Majesty handles these memorials submitted today.”

“Alright.” Yang Lun relaxed his clenched hand, “I’ll wait for news in the duty room.”

Past noon, the courtyard wind wouldn’t cease.

The doors creaked in the wind. Yi Lang hadn’t returned from attending the Emperor in the Hall of Mental Cultivation. Yang Wan was feeling drowsy and had just laid down to rest when Heyu frantically pushed open the door: “Aunt Wan, something’s happened to the Prince!”

Yang Wan quickly sat up, “What happened?”

Heyu said anxiously: “Qingmeng who followed the Prince returned saying the Empress berated the Prince in the Hall of Mental Cultivation for ‘not caring about his father’s illness’…”

Yang Wan interrupted, “Did the Prince do something?”

Heyu shook her head: “We don’t know either. Qingmeng’s account was confused. I was worried and didn’t keep him to explain details to you, Aunt. I told him to go back to the Hall to listen for news.”

Just as she finished speaking, a young eunuch timidly announced from outside: “Aunt Wan, the Empress summons you immediately.”

Hearing this, Heyu twisted her sleeves anxiously, “This…”

Yang Wan stood up and said to Heyu: “I should go than have Qingmeng there. Don’t panic, guard this place well.”

Heyu pressed her lips together and nodded.

Yang Wan changed into palace attire and followed the messenger from the Hall of Mental Cultivation. At the entrance, she saw Yi Lang standing silently. He didn’t speak even upon seeing her.

Before him stood Wang Zhong, the head eunuch from the Empress’s palace. Seeing Yang Wan approach, he stepped aside to reveal a stone threshold at the Hall’s entrance.

Yang Wan glanced down at the threshold, then looked up at Wang Zhong: “Is this the Empress’s will?”

Wang Zhong replied: “They say Aunt Wan is very perceptive. Indeed, we need not say more.”

After Wang Zhong’s words, Yi Lang suddenly raised his head and glared at him. Though Wang Zhong was experienced in palace affairs, Yi Lang’s gaze still made him unconsciously step back.

Yang Wan said evenly: “Besides punishing me, is there any punishment for the Prince?”

Wang Zhong replied: “The Empress has shown mercy, considering the Prince’s youth, there will be no additional punishment.”

“Very well.”

Yang Wan lifted her skirts and looked down at the stone threshold. Pressing her lips together, she knelt along its edge.

“Aunt, get up.”

Yi Lang turned his back to Yang Wan and stared up at Wang Zhong, “Why won’t the Empress let me attend to Father Emperor? I deeply worry for Father’s illness – where is my error?”

“Your Highness…”

“Even if I erred, why must Aunt be punished in my place?”

Wang Zhong lost his nerve and didn’t know how to respond.

Li Bingbi, standing nearby, hurriedly advised: “Your Highness, this is already the Empress’s mercy. You are a prince of golden noble status – your dignity cannot be damaged. It’s just the time of one incense stick; she can endure it. These days you’ve seen His Majesty’s illness isn’t good. At this time, if you’re not harmonious with the Empress, how can His Majesty rest easy?”

Yi Lang turned and said: “Then why won’t the Empress see me?”

“Her Majesty… is attending to His Majesty…”

“Relay my message – I request an audience with the Empress.”

“This…”

The servants standing at the Hall entrance all hesitated upon hearing this. Li Bingbi glanced at Wang Zhong and said: “Why don’t you go ask Her Majesty if she might show more mercy?”

“This isn’t about mercy.”

Yi Lang said directly: “I wish to question the Empress.”

Wang Zhong nearly lost his balance hearing this. Yang Wan endured her pain and called to Yi Lang: “Your Highness, come back.”

Yi Lang’s shoulders moved but he didn’t turn around.

Yang Wan pressed her lips together and reached out to grasp Yi Lang’s sleeve, saying in a trembling voice: “Your Highness, come back. This servant has something to tell you.”

Yi Lang finally turned back, “Aunt, I did nothing wrong. You shouldn’t be punished for me.”

Yang Wan nodded and said softly to him, “Aunt understands, but Your Highness, if you question the Empress in your position as Crown Prince, are you confident you can protect this servant’s life when Her Majesty becomes enraged?”

“I…”

Yi Lang’s ears reddened, “I don’t want to implicate Aunt…”

Yang Wan said firmly: “This isn’t implication.”

“But…”

“This isn’t implication.”

Yang Wan looked into Yi Lang’s eyes and repeated it once more.

“Does Your Highness understand?”

Yi Lang nodded with partial comprehension.

Yang Wan released Yi Lang’s sleeve, “Your Highness, stand properly and don’t speak.”

Seeing Yang Wan had calmed Yi Lang, Wang Zhong finally relaxed and gestured for someone to check the incense. He lowered his head and said to Yang Wan: “His Majesty’s illness is severe and the Empress is worried. Today when she came in and saw the Prince dozing by His Majesty’s bed, how could she not be angry? We all advised her, and that’s why she showed mercy, only punishing the attending servant for kneeling for one incense stick and temporarily suspending the Prince’s attendance. Your Highness and Aunt Wan should slowly consider and properly receive the Empress’s benevolence.”

Yang Wan didn’t respond.

Kneeling on the stone threshold was a common punishment for palace servants. Yang Wan had seen Li Yu endure it, but she didn’t know that though the threshold seemed not high when one’s full body weight pressed down, it felt like knives cutting into the knees.

She reached out to support herself on the doorframe, trying to ease the pain in her knees. Wang Zhong saw her improper posture and said darkly: “Aunt Wan, this shows disrespect to Her Majesty.”

Yang Wan raised her head to look at him and suddenly called his name directly, “Wang Zhong.”

Wang Zhong started.

Yang Wan’s voice suddenly turned cold.

“Don’t push your luck with me.”

Wang Zhong was speechless again.

Yang Wan straightened up, “Don’t stand before me and the Prince.”

Wang Zhong instinctively looked toward Yi Lang and saw him coldly staring back. He couldn’t help but cough and slowly moved behind the door.

Yang Wan closed her eyes, trying her best to distract herself from the pain.

The cold rose from the ground. Yi Lang stood behind her and quietly supported her arm.

“Your Highness, just stand properly.”

Yi Lang shook his head, pressing his lips together as he watched Yang Wan.

Yang Wan smiled at him and said nothing more.

Qingmeng and the others stared anxiously at the incense. The strong wind made it burn quickly.

When the final section of ash fell into the burner, Qingmeng hurried over to help Yang Wan up.

The stagnant blood in her knees suddenly rushed forth, making Yang Wan’s vision go dark with pain. She managed to stand straight and said to Wang Zhong: “Please relay to the Empress that this servant will take good care of the Crown Prince.”

She then took Yi Lang’s hand and said gently: “Come, let’s return with Aunt.”

“Mm.”

Yi Lang nodded, and together with Qingmeng and the others, supported Yang Wan as they slowly walked toward Chengqian Palace.

Far from the Hall of Mental Cultivation’s entrance, Yi Lang finally said softly: “Aunt… I didn’t do anything wrong today.”

Yang Wan lowered her head and said: “I know. Your Highness has always been a child who shows proper reverence.”

Yi Lang looked up, “Then why did the Empress today…”

“Because everyone has fears, and Your Highness is also someone who inspires fear in others.”

Yi Lang didn’t fully understand these words.

Just as he was about to ask further, they suddenly saw a group from the Eastern Depot approaching from the direction of the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

Seeing Yang Wan walking with difficulty, Deng Ying quickly signaled the others to stop, and walked alone to Yang Wan, looking down at her legs: “What happened?”

Yang Wan shook her head and said directly: “The Empress has suspended the Prince’s attendance on the Emperor.”

Deng Ying looked down at Yi Lang, then raised his head to ask: “When did this happen?”

Yang Wan replied: “Just today. Not only can the Prince no longer enter the Hall, but the Six Palaces’ attendance was also suspended yesterday. Deng Ying, you understand what I’m saying, right?”

Deng Ying nodded.

“I understand.”

Yang Wan looked behind Deng Ying, “What is that?”

Deng Ying said: “Cabinet memorials.”

“It will be difficult to submit them now.”

“Yes, but they concern northern frontier military matters and must be submitted.”

“Then wait here a while. I’ll return to Chengqian Palace first, and you come over in half an hour.”

“What are you going to do?”

Yang Wan limped forward a step, “Learn from mistakes – we can’t both suffer losses, can we?”
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“What are you planning to do?”

Yang Wan coughed once and replied: “While the Six Palaces cannot attend to His Majesty, there is still one palace outside of the six.”

Deng Ying heard these words and lowered his head in silence for a moment, then suddenly said, “You mean the Empress Dowager?”

Yang Wan nodded, “Whether the Empress is personally attending to His Majesty, or using attendance as a pretext to conspire with the Imperial Household Department to privately confine His Majesty – these are two entirely different matters. The Empress Dowager may not see this now, but as long as we can make her suspicious, we can help the Eastern Depot and the Cabinet create an opening in the Hall of Mental Cultivation.”

Deng Ying asked: “You’re going to see the Empress Dowager?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Not me. Someone else is in a better position.”

“Yang Wan.”

Deng Ying suddenly lowered his voice, calling Yang Wan by her full name.

Yang Wan didn’t continue, lowering her gaze and gripping her arm.

Dark clouds pressed down from above, and the wind carried the scent of earth. The fragrance of the Christmas cactus grew stronger.

An attendant behind Deng Ying stepped forward, “Director, it’s going to rain.”

Deng Ying turned back and said: “You all take shelter first.”

He then turned back to look at Yang Wan, opened his mouth, but hesitated to speak.

Yang Wan waited a while, and hearing no response from Deng Ying, simply smiled and said, “I know what you want to tell me, but it’s too late.”

She looked down at the silent Yi Lang beside her, “I once advised you to be more open-minded, to avoid doing things that would harm yourself, but now… I’m the one who can’t let go.”

Her throat tightened, her voice carrying a slight tremor, “I want to be like you, to live up to the meaning of my life. Deng Ying, and Your Highness, neither of you should be afraid.”

Black clouds pressed down, and dead leaves swirled past the palace walls.

When Yang Wan returned to the entrance of Chengqian Palace, Heyu and others immediately came out to meet her.

Yang Wan endured her knee pain as she crossed the threshold, telling Heyu: “Help me prepare some cold water, nothing else is needed.”

Heyu anxiously asked Qingmeng, “How did Aunt Wan get hurt? What exactly did the Empress decree?”

Qingmeng glanced at the threshold below.

Heyu paused briefly, then understood.

“The stone threshold punishment?”

“Yes.”

Though Heyu felt distressed hearing this, she still let out a long sigh of relief, “At least… at least it was just that method…”

“But it still harms the body.”

Yang Wan looked up to see Noble Lady Chen stepping out from the side hall, walking towards her with concern.

“These seemingly minor punishments are often the hardest to recover from. What did you do to deserve such punishment?”

Qingmeng said tearfully: “Aunt took the punishment in place of the Prince.”

“In place of the Prince…”

Yang Wan raised her hand to stop Qingmeng from continuing, and said to Noble Lady Chen: “It’s fortunate that it was the Prince attending in the Hall of Mental Cultivation today, not you, Noble Lady Chen.”

Noble Lady Chen started, then said: “I just received the imperial decree that attendance from all Six Palaces has been suspended. They say anyone who disturbs His Majesty’s recovery will be severely punished. What logic is this? We barely see His Majesty a few times a year as it is, and now that His Majesty is gravely ill, how can they block our sincere concerns outside?”

Yang Wan coughed once, straightening up despite the pain, “Don’t worry, the Empress Dowager will understand the feelings of all the consorts.”

“The Empress Dowager… yes, you’re right. I hadn’t thought of it – we can still seek the Old Master’s help in this matter.”

Yang Wan swallowed and said, “Noble Lady Chen, please listen to this servant’s advice.”

“Speak.”

Yang Wan struggled to release herself from Heyu’s support and bowed to Lady Chen.

“His Majesty is gravely ill, and the Old Master’s mood must be unsettled. Speaking too much before her would not benefit you.”

Noble Lady Chen lowered her gaze, “I understand that, but…”

“Please tell the Old Master that with the Empress alone bearing all the worry and labor, oversights are inevitable. The entire palace and court know nothing of His Majesty’s condition – how can we not be anxious in our concern?”

Noble Lady Chen asked: “Speaking this way, will the Empress Dowager grant us permission to see His Majesty?”

Yang Wan neither confirmed nor denied, only saying hoarsely: “Your Ladyship should try.”

After Lady Chen left, Yang Wan slowly moved to sit in the side hall. Heyu brought cold water and knelt to roll up Yang Wan’s trouser legs.

Yang Wan pressed her hand down saying: “It’s fine, I’m alright. To accompany the Prince to rest, I’ll handle this myself.”

Heyu stood and answered “Yes.”

But Yi Lang refused to leave. He stood before Yang Wan, and though he didn’t speak, his presence made Heyu and the others dare not approach.

Yang Wan looked up and said softly: “What is it, Your Highness?”

Yi Lang said: “I have something to ask Aunt. Aunt Heyu, you may withdraw.”

“Your Highness…”

Heyu felt uncertain and instinctively looked to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan nodded to Heyu, “Go on.”

Heyu acknowledged and closed the door. Yi Lang waited until the footsteps outside had faded before walking a few steps toward Yang Wan.

“Palace servants who privately involve themselves in political factions commit a capital offense.”

Yang Wan felt as if a thin, soft thorn had pierced her throat, but she showed no outward emotion.

“Yes, it is a capital offense. Aunt accepts this.”

As she started to stand, Yi Lang suddenly threw himself into Yang Wan’s arms, grabbing her arm. Yang Wan was pushed back several steps by Yi Lang’s impact and, unable to keep her balance, fell sitting onto the couch.

“Don’t accept it…”

Yi Lang’s voice trembled, “I don’t want Aunt to die.”

Yang Wan steadied herself on the couch, looking down at the half-exposed neck above Yi Lang’s collar, and said softly: “Your Highness wouldn’t have spoken this way before.”

Yi Lang remained silent.

Yang Wan stroked the back of Yi Lang’s head, “Does Your Highness remember? The year Zhou Congshan died, it was here that Your Highness discovered the notes this servant had written. At that time, Your Highness told this servant…”

“It’s different now.”

Yang Wan’s heart trembled, and she tentatively asked: “What… what is different?”

Yi Lang raised his head, his eyes red but tearless, “Aunt, I understand now. You and the Director are the same – you both don’t want to be drawn into the succession struggle. What you’re doing now, it’s all because of me.”

“Not just because of you.”

Yang Wan embraced Yi Lang, “Succession struggles have existed throughout every dynasty. Some indeed fight for personal gain, but others, as Your Highness says, act out of necessity. They don’t seek to place someone in a supreme position; they simply hope for a wise ruler, who wants to see a better world. Does Your Highness remember how the Director explained political factions to you?”

Yi Lang nodded, “I remember. The Director spoke very similarly to Aunt. He said factions are inevitable and told me not to be afraid, just to choose from their political views what would benefit both country and people.”

Yang Wan made a sound of agreement.

“He spoke very correctly. Your Highness need not be afraid. The Director and I are also part of these factions. Your Highness can boldly choose from our viewpoints.”

After saying these words, Yang Wan couldn’t help but startle herself.

In the past, she had always hoped this future emperor would show some benevolence to Deng Ying, but now she felt Deng Ying didn’t need this pity – and neither did she.

The spiritual pride of six hundred years hence wouldn’t allow her to beg for “mercy” as in feudal times. The meaning of her life was to live in Deng Ying’s era, and to bring him along, living together with dignity and pride.

The downpour suddenly began.

Deng Ying stood in the corridor of the Hall of Mental Cultivation, where rain fell like pillars from the eaves.

Wang Zhong bowed to Deng Ying and straightened up saying: “Director, His Majesty can no longer review ‘draft memorials.’ Master He of the Imperial Household Department knows this matter. Director Deng, please return.”

Deng Ying turned to look into the hall, where the heavy medicinal scents mixed unpleasantly with the rain.

“The Eastern Depot has the right to submit special matters directly, without requiring the Imperial Household Department’s approval.”

Just as these words fell, Palace Ritual Officials Jiang Min and Song Yunqing came walking through the rain from the moon terrace. Wang Zhong hurried to meet them, “Why has Official Jiang come?”

Official Jiang bowed to Deng Ying, then straightened and said: “By decree of the Empress Dowager, Wang Zhong is to receive forty strokes of the rod.”

“What…”

“Take him away. I will personally report back to the Empress.”

Hearing Jiang Min say this, Wang Zhong knew speaking further would only get him beaten to death. His legs trembling, he was led away by the Imperial Guards.

Jiang Min looked down at the steps and said: “Drag him to the Imperial Household Department for punishment. Do not disturb His Majesty here.”

She flicked the rain from her clothes and turned to look at Deng Ying.

“Director Deng, the Old Master has issued a clear decree restoring the transmission of important draft memorials from the Six Ministries and Cabinet. However, His Majesty’s health remains paramount. If His Majesty cannot bear the strain, then the Cabinet and Imperial Household Department shall meet to discuss matters – there must be no more holding back of documents.”

“Yes, this servant understands.”

Jiang Min watched as Deng Ying bowed deeply before her. After he straightened, she said evenly: “Though this decree wasn’t sought by those in Chengqian Palace, it was prompted by them. What Lady Chen said before the Empress Dowager seemed innocent at first, but upon careful thought was quite clever – not something said without purpose.”

Deng Ying said: “If the Official has something to say, please speak directly to Deng Ying.”

Jiang Min said: “I had always hoped Yang Wan could be like Yunqing, avoiding involvement in matters within my Department of Palace Ritual. But ever since Noble Consort Ning fell ill and moved palaces, she has managed Chengqian Palace as a palace maid, and I haven’t been able to protect her as before. Fortunately, she has always been clever and known where the boundaries lie, so the Imperial Household Department hasn’t targeted her. But this time, she has made her position clear. Though this decree from the Old Master proves she has won against the Empress and the Imperial Household Department, for her it’s no different from a death warrant. You must make her careful.”

Deng Ying bowed again. “On Yang Wan’s behalf, Deng Ying thanks the Official.”

“I have one more thing to say, though it’s quite shameless, I must still say it to the Director.”

Deng Ying straightened up, “Please speak.”

Jiang Min said in a low voice: “If the Director eventually takes control of the Imperial Household Department, I hope the Director will look after my Department of Palace Ritual, for Yang Wan’s sake.”

“Deng Ying also has shameless words to say.”

“If anything happens to me, please find a way to help Yang Wan leave the palace.”

Jiang Min shook her head, “I, Jiang Min, have been in the palace for over a decade and never involved myself in dangerous matters. The Director is asking the wrong person.”

As she turned to leave, Song Yunqing couldn’t help calling out, “Official…”

Jiang Min turned and said: “Yunqing, come here.”

As Song Yunqing walked over, she said: “Haven’t you always been fond of Yang Wan? How could you just…”

Jiang Min stopped walking, “You’ve always agreed with the principles I taught you.”

She looked up at Deng Ying, remained silent for a moment, and then said: “There are already enough people in this palace who don’t value their lives. We don’t need one more. Come, return with me.”

Song Yunqing looked back at Deng Ying. He said nothing, only bowed to her.

Song Yunqing gently squeezed the jade bracelet Yang Wan had given her, wanting to say something, but ultimately couldn’t speak.

She released her hand, curtseyed to Deng Ying in return, and turned to follow Jiang Min.

Chapter 124: Returning My Lord’s Robes (Part 5)
When Deng Ying saw Emperor Zhenning in the Hall of Mental Cultivation, the Emperor could barely sit up. A large swelling had formed at his throat, with pus and blood pressing against his windpipe. The imperial physicians frequently had to lift the Emperor’s neck to prevent him from suffocating.

Deng Ying knelt before the bed to present the memorials. Emperor Zhenning glanced at them but could hardly keep his eyes open, managing only to breathe out the word “read.”

Following the command, Deng Ying read aloud the memorials from the Ministries of War and Revenue, as well as the Cabinet’s proposals.

The Emperor slightly raised his head and asked hoarsely, “When… when were these memorials submitted?”

Deng Ying reported while kneeling, “Seven days ago.”

“Hu Xiang…” The Emperor opened his eyes. “Why… why hasn’t the Directorate of Ceremonial stamped them yet?”

Hu Xiang quickly responded, “The matter is of great importance, the Keeper of the Seal… is still deliberating.”

The Emperor’s face flushed as he began coughing. The four physicians waiting in the adjacent chamber hurried over with snuff, holding it under the Emperor’s nose.

The Emperor laboriously lowered his head to inhale for a moment. When his breathing steadied somewhat, he raised his eyes and called out again, “Hu Xiang…”

“This slave is here.”

“Tell He Yixian, he is a slave!”

As the word “slave” left his mouth, the Emperor’s shoulders suddenly jerked. He began coughing again, so severely that sparks appeared before his eyes. The physicians quickly helped him sit up as palace servants came forward to pat his back and help regulate his breathing.

Everyone in the hall knelt. Hu Xiang trembled as he spoke, “Master… please don’t upset yourself. Take your anger out on us slaves instead, we know we were wrong…”

Hu Xiang kowtowed repeatedly, while the other palace servants didn’t dare make a sound.

Deng Ying silently watched Hu Xiang, waiting for the Emperor’s next words.

“Deceiving your sovereign, how dare you deceive me! Beat you… will that make you remember?”

Hearing these words, Hu Xiang’s whole body shuddered. He quickly crawled on his knees to the Emperor’s feet. “Master, your slaves’ ears are connected to your heart. We wouldn’t dare forget a single word you say. We deserve punishment for our poor service, but when you accuse us of deceiving you, we cannot accept that even in death… Please look into our hearts, even if you must tear them out…”

“Enough…”

The Emperor lowered his head and drew up his legs. “Drag him out, let him and He Yixian receive the mandarin duck beating.”

Hu Xiang collapsed and was dragged out like a corpse by the Imperial Guards.

“Deng Ying…”

“This slave is here.”

“Come closer.”

Deng Ying straightened up and walked to the bedside, bending down close to the Emperor.

The Emperor’s breath was very hot, mixed with medicinal and metallic smells that entered Deng Ying’s nose.

“Tomorrow… bring me the Cabinet’s memorial on choosing an heir… I will read it myself…”

“Yes.”

The Emperor nodded, “Go… oversee the punishment.”

“Yes.”

“One more thing…”

“This slave is listening.”

The Emperor tilted his neck back, trying to make his voice flow more smoothly, “Tell He Yixian, if he harbors improper ambitions again, he won’t be needed to preside over my funeral rites…”

The funeral rites naturally referred to the grand ceremonies after the Emperor’s death.

With these words, the Emperor had essentially given He Yixian a pardon from execution.

Deng Ying stood up and walked out into the rain. He pointed to an Eastern Depot official eunuch to relay a message to Yang Lun at the palace gate.

By the time he returned to the Eastern Depot, the heavy rain had just stopped, with water from the puddles gurgling through the drainage ditches outside the compound.

Qin Wende was dragging He Yixian and Hu Xiang toward the inner courtyard.

Two white cloths were laid out at the bottom of the steps, with eight guards securing the corners. As if venting his anger, Qin Wende took out two heavy canes about three inches wide and threw them onto the white cloth with a “thwack” that immediately made Hu Xiang wet himself.

As Deng Ying walked toward the entrance, Qin Wende hurried a few steps to meet him. “The messenger didn’t specify the number, Supervisor. How many strikes?”

Deng Ying glanced at the white cloths on the ground and said evenly, “One cloth is enough.”

“Huh?”

Qin Wende scratched the back of his head. “Beat one person? Weren’t both supposed to be beaten?”

Deng Ying said, “Mandarin duck beating.”

“What?”

“Do as ordered.”

Deng Ying turned around. “These are His Majesty’s orders.”

Then he said to the guards holding He and Hu, “Untie their bonds.”

Qin Wende was somewhat dissatisfied and lowered his voice to say to Deng Ying, “What’s the point of a mandarin duck beating? Isn’t this just letting them put on a show?”

Deng Ying remained silent.

He Yixian laughed as he knelt on the ground. “I never thought I’d see the day when you would discipline me.”

The guard pulled the ropes from his body and barked, “Stand up!”

He Yixian stood, removed his official robe, and walked a few steps toward Deng Ying. “The master must have a message for you to relay.”

Deng Ying said, “After the elder receives his punishment, I will relay it.”

“Very well.”

He Yixian finished speaking and looked down at the white cloth on the ground. “You see, even when the master shows mercy to us, he strips away our dignity just as easily. You’re just a slave who dared to act like an official. When the time comes, you’ll lose more than just your dignity.”

Having said this, he trembled as he lay down on the white cloth, stretched out his legs, and clasped his hands above his head.

Qin Wende picked up the cane from the ground and threw it in front of Hu Xiang. “What are you standing there for? Get up and start.”

Hu Xiang had wet himself and his steps were unsteady as he rose. It took him a long while to pick up the cane Qin Wende had thrown on the ground.

The so-called mandarin duck beating was a merciful punishment in the inner court, where the punished would beat each other, thus giving them considerable leeway.

Hu Xiang was already terrified by Qin Wende’s demeanor. Now stripped to his undergarments and barely able to stand under everyone’s gaze, he raised the cane and brought it down weakly, making Qin Wende very anxious to watch.

Yet despite the lightness of the strike, He Yixian couldn’t help but arch his back.

Hearing He Yixian’s groan, Hu Xiang dropped the cane and fell to his knees: “Elder… your son… cannot bring himself to do this… cannot do this…”

He Yixian raised his head. “Enough, hurry up. The quicker we finish, the less face we lose.”

“Yes… yes, yes…”

Hu Xiang struggled to his feet again, biting his lip as he raised the cane once more.

After twenty strokes, He Yixian caught his breath for a long while before finally getting up. Hu Xiang quickly threw down the cane and lay down. “Elder, beat your son hard, beat hard…”

Instead of immediately taking up the cane, He Yixian took his official robe and covered Hu Xiang’s lower body.

Hu Xiang turned back with tears in his eyes. “Elder…”

He Yixian straightened up while holding his waist and sighed, “Turn around.”

Hu Xiang bit his sleeve and turned around, his face covered in tears.

Deng Ying turned away and walked toward the compound gate. Qin Wende followed a few steps and asked, “Supervisor isn’t staying to watch?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “You watch. I’m leaving.”

With that, he had already walked out of the inner compound gate.

He Yixian’s desire to preserve Hu Xiang’s dignity seemed similar to how Yang Lun had once preserved Deng Ying’s dignity. However, He Yixian could do it openly, while Yang Lun could only do it in secret, though this was better for Deng Ying.

If Yang Lun had acted like He Yixian, openly preserving Deng Ying’s dignity, wouldn’t that have been another form of humiliation?

Scholar-official and eunuch.

Eunuch and scholar-official.

In this world, only someone who had experienced similar circumstances could preserve his dignity without wounding his pride, like Zheng Yuejia.

But he was already dead.

At this thought, Deng Ying suddenly felt something wasn’t quite right.

Besides Zheng Yuejia, there was one other person – that person who was the source of his shame, yet before whom he would willingly remove his clothes and stand naked.

At this moment, Deng Ying very much wanted to see her.

The lamps were already lit in Chengqian Palace.

After the autumn rain, flickering lamp shadows covered the ground.

Yang Wan sat with her feet on the chair edge, hugging her knees as she pondered her notes under the lamplight.

Yi Lang was reading in the study, his recitations occasionally drifting out. Heyu, Qingmeng, and others sat across from Yang Wan reviewing accounts while roasting sweet potatoes over the charcoal fire.

Yang Wan held up her notes and leaned back against the chair.

Less than a month remained until Emperor Zhenning’s death, yet he still hadn’t issued the edict naming his heir.

Yang Wan closed her eyes, trying her best to recall the documents she had read and related research papers.

From Emperor Zhenning’s death until the Second Prince Yi Jue’s death by illness and Yi Lang’s ascension to the throne, only a few months passed.

However, the history of these few months concealed many mysteries and remained a hot topic in Ming Dynasty research.

Was this final edict ever issued? If so, what did it contain?

Why wasn’t it proclaimed through the Cabinet, and for what reason was it eventually hidden away somewhere?

If it wasn’t issued, then why didn’t they follow the Great Ming Code as they had after the Red Pill Incident when the Cabinet drafted an edict in the absence of an imperial decree when the emperor died?

The Ming History records that the Second Prince died of illness, but many historical materials compiled later by Qing scholars mentioned that in Zhenning’s final years, the Empress took extremely careful care of the Second Prince, and his illness was gradually improving. If so, why did the Second Prince suddenly die of illness after the Emperor’s death?

Any one of these questions pointed to the mainstream view that the Second Prince died in the struggle for succession.

And the perpetrator was likely an inner court eunuch.

Later, someone studying Yi Lang’s Hundred Crimes Record written to Deng Ying extracted a crime that had never been corroborated by historical materials – harming imperial clan members.

This discovery later became evidence supporting the Second Prince’s death.

Yang Wan straightened up, tucking back her loose hair as she organized the logic of this information in her notes.

The nearby lamp had nearly burned out its wick. Just as she was about to get up to change it, she saw Heyu and Qingmeng stand up. “Supervisor.”

Deng Ying nodded at the doorway but didn’t enter.

Heyu and Qingmeng quickly withdrew.

Yang Wan put down her brush and smiled at him while hugging her knees. “Did His Majesty see the memorials?”

“He did.”

“You didn’t end up like me, did you?”

“No.”

“That’s good. What about the Ceremonial Office staff, did His Majesty deal with them?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Yes, but they weren’t executed.”

Yang Wan tilted her head, “How could it be easy to execute them? If they were executed, who would guard the funeral funds His Majesty set aside for himself?”

Her words cut straight to the core of the matter, but they reminded Deng Ying of what Jiang Min had told him, and he fell silent.

Seeing him not speaking, Yang Wan slowly lowered her legs from the chair, limping as she walked toward Deng Ying.

“Did you oversee the punishment today…”

Before she could finish speaking, she stumbled and nearly fell.

Deng Ying quickly reached out to support her. “Did you hurt yourself?”

Yang Wan put her hand on Deng Ying’s shoulder and smiled, “If your foot wasn’t injured, I’d make you carry me to bed today.”

Deng Ying looked down at Yang Wan’s knee. “My foot doesn’t hurt. I can carry you.”

“Who are you trying to fool?”

“I’m not fooling you.”

Yang Wan pinched Deng Ying’s arm. “Alright, you’re unhappy, aren’t you?”

“I’m not unhappy…”

“Ouch…”

Yang Wan frowned, “Wrong way, the bed’s over there.”

Chapter 125: Returning My Lord’s Robes (Part 6)
Deng Ying helped Yang Wan to the bed, turned to move the lamp closer, and bent down to roll up her trouser leg. “Have you applied medicine?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No, but I’ve applied cold water several times. I’m afraid of pain – this kind of injury hurts too much to rub medicine on it, I don’t dare.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan’s knee in the lamplight. Though the compressed area hadn’t broken skin, an alarming patch of blue and purple had spread from the point of impact. He wanted to reach out and touch it but didn’t dare.

“Wan-wan.”

“What?”

“Let me help you leave the palace, while I still hold this position.”

“Who will take care of you if I leave?”

Yang Wan rolled down her trouser leg, cutting him off directly.

Deng Ying was stunned, momentarily speechless.

Yang Wan shifted her legs, inching closer to Deng Ying. “If I leave, what will you do when you pick up those messy books to read again?”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Without you here, how would I dare read those books again?”

He paused, then continued, “Wan-wan, wherever you go, I will be but dust beneath your feet. Even without you, I will live a quiet life. But… knowing my reputation is tarnished, though I seek a peaceful end it cannot be attained. So, before I am completely ruined, I want to send you away.”

“It’s too late for that.”

Yang Wan curled her legs, her toes gently pressing against Deng Ying’s thigh. She propped her cheeks with her hands, giving Deng Ying a calm and gentle smile. “Deng Ying, don’t you dare be dust beneath my feet.”

“Am I not worthy?”

Yang Wan raised a hand, tucking a loose strand of hair behind Deng Ying’s ear, and looked up, “No, it’s because I’ve always wanted to be your legacy.”

She withdrew her hand, folding it on her knee, and spoke sincerely: “Deng Ying, hundreds of years from now, people will gradually understand your life – your illnesses during the Zhenning years, your ups and downs, your contributions to the dynasty, and your sincerity toward the scholars of the realm – none of it will be erased.”

Deng Ying remained silent.

Yang Wan asked, “You don’t believe me, do you?”

Deng Ying neither confirmed nor denied.

Yang Wan gripped Deng Ying’s slightly cold hand, “Deng Ying, even hundreds of years from now, people will still find you after searching through piles of old documents. How much more so now that I’m by your side – don’t send me away.”

Deng Ying still didn’t speak.

“Did you hear me?”

“I heard you.”

As Deng Ying spoke, Yang Wan’s voice became lighter. She pulled the blanket over both their legs and asked, looking up:

“Then tell me, if people hundreds of years from now could hear your voice, what would you want to tell them?”

“Me?”

“Yes, say what you want to say.”

Deng Ying’s fingers gently squeezed, and he said softly, “I don’t know.”

“Think about it now?”

Yang Wan tugged at Deng Ying’s sleeve gently as she spoke.

Deng Ying obediently raised his hand, accommodating Yang Wan, and responded warmly, “Alright, I’ll think about it now.”

After speaking, he leaned back against the bedframe.

Yang Wan fell silent too. She released Deng Ying’s sleeve, turned to pull a pillow behind her waist, and leaned back opposite him, waiting quietly for his answer.

The lamp in the inner chamber flickered, and Deng Ying raised his head, clearing his throat softly.

“Have you thought of something?”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

Deng Ying’s gaze fell tenderly on Yang Wan, “Though I bear a thousand sins and countless wrongs, with no way to defend myself, only my private longing for Yang Wan is true. For this sin alone, I have no regrets about any punishment I’ve received in life.”

Yang Wan’s throat caught at his words.

This answer was both sad and amusing.

Later studies of Deng Ying, whether praising or criticizing, would thoroughly cover his official career and social connections, but his romantic history would remain ethereally invisible. Yet Deng Ying himself wanted to fill in this part.

A thousand thoughts ran through Yang Wan’s mind, but all she could manage to say was “Fool.”

“Fool…”

In the final month of Zhenning’s fourteenth year, heavy snow fell for days. In Hebei, the snowstorm collapsed many homes, with countless people and livestock freezing to death on the roads. Days later, the south began reporting disasters too, with rivers and lakes in Jiangsu freezing over, closing the ports. Meanwhile, in the Hall of Mental Cultivation, Emperor Zhenning lay on his deathbed.

Though the new year approached, none of the palace’s twenty-four departments prepared for the festivities.

The palaces were quiet, their gates tightly shut. Only the East Prosperity Gate saw constant traffic of coal-bearing carts, even busier than usual.

Chen Hua at the Fuel Conservation Office barely dared to close his eyes, working to heat the Hall of Mental Cultivation and other palaces.

That noon, Li Yu trudged through the snow into the office, finding Chen Hua pacing worriedly inside, with ten baskets of charcoal on the ground, none filled.

Seeing Li Yu enter, Chen Hua hurriedly said, “Quick, take a basket.”

Li Yu was carrying food and couldn’t free his hands.

“Why such hurry? Let me eat first before moving it. Sister spent all morning making this for you, and the coal’s so heavy – how can I move it without help?”

Chen Hua finally noticed the food Li Yu was carrying.

He quickly cleared the desk, saying, “There’s no one to help you today, everyone’s too busy. This is all the coal we have left, and we still need to pay respects to the Directorate of Ceremonial. They’ll be coming to collect soon – hurry and take some to your sister, or there won’t even be scraps left later.”

He washed his hands as he spoke and sat down to eat.

Li Yu sat down and said, “I’ve never seen your office in such chaos before.”

Chen Hua spoke with his mouth full, somewhat unclear. He jerked his chin toward the window, “Look at the snow outside, does it look like it’s going to stop? People are dying all over Hebei, and now even people in the palace are freezing to death.”

Li Yu said, “No wonder we can’t get any coal.”

Chen Hua put down his chopsticks, “Tell Yun Qing not to cook for me anymore. The master’s matter is about to come to a head, everything’s in chaos. Their Ceremonial Office has important connections – they’ll probably be even busier than us then. I can’t help them much, I shouldn’t add to their troubles here.”

Li Yu nodded and was about to speak when the office door suddenly opened. An attendant eunuch from the Directorate of Ceremonial entered, and Chen Hua hastily put down his chopsticks and stood up. “Attendant Zhao…”

Attendant Zhao glanced at the coal baskets on the ground and immediately slapped Chen Hua, “You’re getting better at this, aren’t you? The elder is sick and graciously gave you three days, and this is all you prepared?”

Though struck, Chen Hua didn’t dare argue, but he instinctively stood in front of the table, using his body to protect the food Li Yu had brought.

Li Yu couldn’t help saying, “Even this much was difficult. Attendant Zhao, surely the elder doesn’t want to drive the Fuel Conservation Office to death? Besides, the elder only has one room and one person – even for ten people and ten rooms, this would be enough.”

“Heh…”

Attendant Zhao rolled up his sleeves and walked toward Li Yu. Chen Hua quickly grabbed him, “Attendant Zhao, he’s young and doesn’t understand. For his godfather’s sake, please don’t hold it against him. I’ll gather more coal for the elder right away.”

Attendant Zhao stopped and asked those nearby, “Who’s his godfather?”

A servant replied, “This is Li Yu, who works at the gates. He’s the brother of the Ceremonial Office’s Assistant Director and was accepted as a godson by Secretary Li, who kowtowed before the elder.”

Hearing this, Attendant Zhao lowered his sleeves, “In that case, let it go.”

He turned to Chen Hua, “We’ll take these first and come back tomorrow.”

“Yes, yes… let me see you out…”

“See what?”

Attendant Zhao glanced at him, “You’re bad luck.”

“Yes, yes.”

The group emptied the office of coal.

Chen Hua watched them leave, then wiped his face, went outside to wash his hands again, returned to the table, and silently picked at his food.

Seeing him eating in silence, Li Yu couldn’t help saying, “Let’s tell Supervisor Deng.”

Chen Hua shook his head, “Don’t say such useless things. Deng Ying isn’t the Eastern Depot Chief just for our sake.”

His voice caught as he finished speaking. Li Yu quickly handed him a bowl of soup. Chen Hua took a big gulp, finally catching his breath, and looked up with red eyes, “It’s good you have a godfather in the Directorate of Ceremonial, otherwise your sister would hate me to death today.”

When Li Yu left, his heart was heavy with frustration. He didn’t follow Chen Hua’s advice – after leaving the Fuel Conservation Office, he headed straight for the Eastern Depot, only to find Deng Ying had gone to the prison and wasn’t in the office. Li Yu then turned back toward the Hall of Mental Cultivation to find his godfather.

The snow was heavy and the wind fierce, its edges cutting like knives against faces. Palace servants hunched their limbs, walking unsteadily.

Before the Hall of Mental Cultivation, the Palace Service Department had dispatched over forty servants, divided into four shifts, taking turns sweeping snow from the imperial path. In the vast imperial city, this seemed to be the only clean road.

Li Yu shivered as he climbed the stone steps behind the Hall of Mental Cultivation to the moon terrace.

Li Bi was standing at the door and immediately said when he saw him, “Quick, go back. Whatever you have to say, tell me at my quarters after my shift.”

Only then did Li Yu notice that besides Li Bi, several other senior scribes from the Directorate of Ceremonial were standing outside, and eight imperial physicians from the Imperial Medical Academy stood with lowered hands in the snow below the moon terrace.

The snow-laden wind whipped their clothes and hats, making sounds like tearing silk and brocade. Under the eaves, the carved golden dragon with its six claws extended seemed about to come alive.

The wind and snow drove Li Yu’s words back. He turned to look at the brocade windows of the Hall of Mental Cultivation, where lamps were lit but no shadows could be seen.

Inside the hall, Emperor Zhenning sat alone behind the imperial desk. He wore a goose-yellow damask inner robe covered by a large bearskin coat. Paper and brushes lay on the desk, with freshly ground ink that hadn’t yet been touched by a brush.

He Yixian knelt beside the Emperor, massaging his knees.

His punishment wounds hadn’t healed, and he hunched his back, occasionally using his hands to support himself against the ground.

“Has the swelling and pain in Your Majesty’s legs improved?”

The Emperor looked down at He Yixian’s back and suddenly replied, “Much better.”

He Yixian froze, then suddenly prostrated himself, “This old slave doesn’t know how much longer he can serve the master.”

“Heh…”

The Emperor gave a hoarse laugh, “You can serve me until I return to the west.”

“Master mustn’t speak so. This is a digestive illness, it can’t harm your divine body. Look, weren’t you much better when you woke this morning?”

“Is that so…”

The Emperor coughed once, raising his hand to pull up the coat that had slipped to his shoulders.

“I am divine, but what are you?”

He Yixian buried his head at the Emperor’s feet, “This old slave is still like when he was young, just a ball of dung and dirt. When the master had nothing to do and didn’t mind the filth, you’d let this slave roll on the ground and kick him for fun.”

“Yes…”

The Emperor lowered his hand to rest on He Yixian’s shoulder.

“You raised me from childhood, you were my close companion. Whenever I had headaches, fevers… sores or illnesses, you worried more than my mother consort, I saw it all…”

“Master…”

He Yixian’s whole body trembled. The Emperor suddenly pressed down hard on his shoulder with such force that He Yixian’s shoulder collapsed, and he sprawled on the ground unable to rise.

The Emperor raised his voice, “In my youth, there were many things I couldn’t tell my ministers, but I told my companion. Later when I took power, you were still my most intimate confidant, and now…”

The Emperor paused, “What do you think you are?”

He Yixian lifted his neck slightly, “Master, this old slave knows that while the master has been ill these days, this slave has done many wrong things, angering master. Even if beaten to death, it would be deserved.”
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Emperor Zhenning found strength from somewhere unknown and managed to lift the teacup himself, lowering his head to take a sip.

The warm tea seeped into his throat sores, but he felt no pain – instead, it seemed almost cooling.

He tried clearing his throat and said evenly, “Companion, I’m not asking you to beg forgiveness. I’m asking you: what do you think you are?”

What did he think he was?

This seemed like a question that needed no answer.

After all, these two had lived in their master-slave relationship for decades.

But interestingly, the Emperor asking this now wasn’t born from a superior’s instinct to trample the lowly, but rather seeking peace of mind.

Seeking comfort in the care of a slave.

The Emperor might not have understood his own question’s true meaning, and He Yixian could think of it even less.

His cane wounds were still unhealed, prostrated for so long, his whole body trembled, cold sweat soaking the hair beneath his headcloth.

During the Emperor’s illness, both the servants and the Emperor himself wore thin, soft casual clothes. Now, with the charcoal fumes and burning incense, the room’s humid air carried a faint animal musk that made He Yixian feel nauseous.

“This old slave… has always considered himself Your Majesty’s servant…”

He replied, prostrated.

“Heh…”

Emperor Zhenning laughed, throwing his head back, then suddenly changed the subject.

“My companion… you’ll miss me too, won’t you?”

That “miss me” carried a sigh. He Yixian’s bones seemed to dissolve, his whole body nearly collapsing at the Emperor’s feet. Forgetting that showing grief before the throne was forbidden, his shoulders shook with sobs. His aged, rotting joints crackled with his body’s movements, saliva dripping to the ground in sticky strands. He tried to wipe it away but couldn’t move.

“Why cry? I’m not dead yet.”

“Master… master… grant this slave a rope, let this slave follow the master.”

Emperor Zhenning looked down at him, “My mausoleum stones aren’t sealed yet. Taking you down with me, I wouldn’t rest easy… How about it, you must serve me as I ascend to heaven, watch them debate my posthumous title, discuss…”

He Yixian wept, “This slave understands… understands everything.”

“Good that you understand…”

The Emperor spoke while using his foot to lift He Yixian’s chin, “Get up, grind ink for me. I want to write… the edict naming my heir.”

A sheet of raw paper was spread on the purple sandalwood imperial desk.

Vermillion ink, soft lake brush, Duan inkstone, a thick, lingering incense…

The person holding the brush was a dying emperor.

Did he write anything, and if so, what did he write?

Among the sounds of snow, none could know.

Outside the hall, daylight faded as the snow ran wild in the howling wind.

In the Hall of Mental Cultivation, witnessed only by master and slave, the greatest mystery in Ming history was slowly buried under accumulating snow, not a ray of light penetrating through.

Li Yu stood on the moon terrace, suddenly hearing a weak laugh from within the hall.

Then came the sound of something rolling on the ground – listening closely, it seemed like a person rolling.

He Yixian began singing a childish rhyme with indistinct words, stopping abruptly halfway through. The inner hall fell silent, only the flickering of lamps remaining. Suddenly, a heart-wrenching cry came from before the door. The snow wind pierced through the entire corridor, everyone’s clothes suddenly blown in one direction, all the wooden frames of doors and windows trembling.

Li Yu raised his head beside Li Bi, seeing He Yixian tumbling out, collapsing onto the moon terrace. The Directorate of Ceremonial staff hurriedly surrounded him to help him up, discovering his clothes covered in dust, and his forehead, arms, and knees covered in bruises.

Li Bi called out “Elder,” but He Yixian suddenly vomited blood, frightening several young servants weak in the knees.

Leaning in Li Bi’s arms, he forced out several blood-stained words: “Master… is failing…”

The attending imperial physicians froze momentarily, then reacted, lifting their official robes as they rushed into the Hall of Mental Cultivation.

In Chengqian Palace, Yi Lang still wrapped in a thick blanket, lay sleeping on his desk.

Yang Wan left Heyu to attend inside while she went alone to the side hall, wrapping her coat around her.

On this snowy day when no one could leave, the six palaces’ inhabitants could only stay confined inside. Moreover, with the Emperor gravely ill, all palaces kept their doors closed, not daring any activities.

Song Yunqing happened to be off duty that day and brought some wool yarn, joining Beauty Chen in teaching Yang Wan needlework.

Yang Wan remained restless.

This day was the third day of the twelfth month of Zhenning’s fourteenth year. Historical records gave several dates for Emperor Zhenning’s death: some said the fourth day of the twelfth month, others the twenty-seventh of the eleventh month, and some the tenth of the twelfth month.

These multiple accounts existed because, after Emperor Zhenning’s death, the Directorate of Ceremonial and the Cabinet had major disagreements over the Emperor’s funeral regulations, leading to different historical texts recording varying dates. Yang Wan had waited through the end of the eleventh month, growing increasingly anxious as the fifth of the twelfth month approached.

“What’s wrong with you? You’ve gotten up to walk around three times in just this short while.”

Song Yunqing pushed aside the yarn before her and poured a cup of hot tea for Yang Wan. “Sit down first.”

Beauty Chen also set aside her work and said to Song Yunqing, “Don’t blame Aunt Wan, the Crown Prince hasn’t been well these past few days, sweating at night.”

Hearing this, Song Yunqing sighed too, lowering her eyes, “It’s truly too cold this year. Chen Hua says the coal supply was already insufficient before, and the coal officials had to go more than ten li outside the city. If this continues, palace inhabitants falling ill from cold will far exceed previous years.”

Yang Wan, holding her tea, asked, “Does your Ceremonial Office have enough coal to burn?”

Song Yunqing shook her head, “We’re barely managing. I’m worse off than Li Yu – the little bit his godfather picks from between his teeth is more than what I get. Don’t laugh at me, but I’ve been relying on his help these past few days. I’ve been thinking lately, that it’s fortunate I listened to Consort Jiang back then and sent him to accept such a godfather. Otherwise, Chen Hua and I alone couldn’t have protected him so well.”

Beauty Chen said, “These aren’t the Emperor’s twenty-four departments anymore, they’re the Directorate of Ceremonial’s twenty-four departments.”

After speaking, she realized her indiscretion and lowered her head, changing the subject to cover it up.

“Director Song, having your brother accept a servant as a father… doesn’t it pain your heart?”

Song Yunqing smiled, “Your Grace is privileged and doesn’t understand our servants’ circumstances. Though we often disapprove of the Directorate of Ceremonial’s ways, these are men without sons. Once they have a child to care for them in their final years, they love them more than real fathers would. Li Yu has always been straightforward, prone to trouble, and has suffered many verbal humiliations. Before the Eastern Depot Chief’s protection, whenever he got into trouble, it was his godfather who saved him.”

Beauty Chen said, “I see the Eastern Depot Chief is different from the Directorate of Ceremonial people.”

Yang Wan remained silent, and Song Yunqing fell quiet too.

The wind rattled the doors and windows, and the three unconsciously moved closer to the charcoal brazier.

Just as Yang Wan reached out her hand, she heard the sound of palace gates opening.

Beauty Chen wondered aloud, “Weren’t the gates closed? How are they opening without announcement…”

Yang Wan stood up, “This slave will go look.”

Yang Wan left the side hall, crossed the courtyard, and saw Li Bi from the Directorate of Ceremonial at the gate.

Seeing Yang Wan emerge, he stopped talking to the gate servants and walked straight to her, “Quickly invite the Prince to come out, to the Hall of Mental Cultivation.”

Yang Wan stopped in her tracks, “Has His Majesty taken a turn for the worse?”

Li Bi said, “He can no longer speak. It will likely be today. The matter must be settled – the Empress has already taken the Second Prince over.”

Just then, Song Yunqing and Beauty Chen followed out. Beauty Chen, forgetting propriety, grabbed Li Bi’s sleeve, “When did His Majesty worsen? Didn’t they say just days ago his spirits had improved somewhat?”

“Your Grace, this is the imperial physicians’ judgment. How would this slave dare speak falsely? Please change quickly and come too.”

Hearing these words, Beauty Chen suddenly swayed backward, collapsing weakly to the ground.

Song Yunqing quickly crouched to support her, looking up at Yang Wan, “Don’t worry about this, hurry to call the Prince to change clothes. I’ll have someone attend to Beauty Chen.”

Yang Wan turned and hurried to the study.

Yi Lang had already been awakened by the voices outside and was walking toward the door barefoot.

Yang Wan quickly crouched down to wrap him properly, telling Heyu, “Bring His Highness’s clothes, shoes, and hat.”

Yi Lang looked at Yang Wan, “Where is Aunt taking me?”

Yang Wan took a breath, trying to keep her voice steady, and looked at Yi Lang seriously, “To the Hall of Mental Cultivation.”

Yi Lang first froze, and then his eyes reddened.

“Your Highness, listen to this slave…”

“I know.”

Yi Lang interrupted Yang Wan, raising his hand to wipe his eyes, “I won’t cry now, it’s not yet time for me to cry.”

“Yes…”

Yang Wan held Yi Lang’s cold hand, “Your Highness understands.”

“Aunt…”

Yi Lang’s voice trembled slightly, “After Father Emperor passes, what will happen to me?”

Though he was trying his utmost to control his emotions, he couldn’t help but grind his teeth, his face pale.

Yang Wan quickly embraced him.

“Nothing will happen. Your Highness will live well.”

“Aunt… I wished Father Emperor could reign longer, let me grow up more.”

As he spoke, he still cried, his tears soaking Yang Wan’s shoulder.

“Aunt knows, Your Highness shouldn’t cry.”

Yi Lang hugged Yang Wan’s neck, sobbing, “If I were a bit older, I could protect Aunt and Mother Consort, and Uncle and the Eastern Depot Chief too.”

Hearing these words, Yang Wan’s nose also began to sting.

The child in her arms, though unable to clearly articulate his current situation and the circumstances between the Cabinet and Directorate of Ceremonial, truly understood everything.

If his political sensitivity came from Zhang Cong, Huang Ran, and others from those years,

Then his care for human relationships was taught by Yang Wan.

When these two aspects merged in him, his maturity became heartbreaking.

“Aunt, don’t cry.”

“I’m not crying.”

“Don’t cry.”

He raised his sleeve to wipe Yang Wan’s tears.

“Aunt, I’m not crying anymore, see? I’m not afraid…”

Looking at Yi Lang desperately holding back his tears, Yang Wan suddenly realized that no matter how times change, human fears and vulnerabilities are always connected – the punishments that terrified Deng Ying, the palace struggles that frightened Yi Lang, and the historical truths that scared her… each falling blow could shatter one’s soul. Yet human endurance effortlessly wrapped up all the fragments, continuing forward with apparent fearlessness.
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Great drifts of snow were blown by the wind toward the sole swept path before the Hall of Mental Cultivation.

The six palaces blazed with light, countless ceremonial lanterns flowing like a river of light surging toward the hall’s entrance, converging into a massive formation of radiance before its doors.

The sky had not fully darkened; at the western horizon, a thread of dying light still struggled against the gathering dark.

Deng Ying had just returned from the Eastern Depot prison and was presenting his ivory tablet at the East Prosperity Gate. The snowy wind made his robes snap and flutter. In the bitter cold, his leg wound had been acting up severely these past two days, and even standing in the wind for just that brief moment was truly difficult to endure.

“Director, sorry for the delay.”

As Deng Ying raised his hand to take back his ivory tablet, he suddenly heard shouts carried on the snowy wind: “Lock the city gates! Lock the city gates!” The cries grew louder and louder as they approached.

The guards atop the gate towers heard the sound and immediately echoed the command in unison—”Lower the bars…”

Deng Ying turned his head. The heavy city gates were being pushed closed by the guards’ combined strength. At the same time, Li Da, the general of the night watch of the Imperial Guard, had also rushed to East Prosperity Gate.

“Who dares enter the palace at this hour? Seize them and take them to the Commander’s office for questioning!”

The Imperial Guards who had followed him immediately moved to make the arrest.

The gate guards hurriedly blocked them, saying, “General, it’s the Director of the Eastern Depot.”

Li Da narrowed his eyes, finally making out the figure through the snowy shadows. He clasped his hands and bowed, “Director, forgive my offense. This humble officer’s eyes failed him.”

Deng Ying asked directly, “Why are the gates being locked at this hour?”

General Li replied, “We received orders from the Commander’s office to seal all four gates. Once they’re sealed, the moat outside will also be placed under strict guard.”

Early gate closure and heightened moat security were measures only implemented when the capital fell or when an emperor passed away.

After hearing this, Deng Ying quickly asked, “When did the Commander’s office issue the order?”

Li Da answered, “At the hour of shen (3-5 PM).”

Deng Ying asked, “Has the Hall of Mental Cultivation announced the death notice?”

Li Da hesitated for a moment. “Director, we dare not speak carelessly. When we received our orders, we had not yet heard the death announcement, but all the imperial consorts had gone there, and several princes from outside the palace entered earlier.”

After hearing this, Deng Ying asked no more questions. Enduring the pain in his foot, he hurried through the snow toward the Hall of Mental Cultivation.

Halfway there, he suddenly saw Li Yu running toward him, who abruptly fell to his knees before Deng Ying and said, “Master… He has passed…”

“When?”

Li Yu choked out, “Just now…”

Deng Ying raised his head to look toward the hall’s entrance. Behind the doors, the formation of lanterns stood in silence, the sound of flames battling against the howling snow-laden wind. Only human voices remained caught in their throats, stammering and faltering as they waited for the signal to begin the mourning wails. He bent down to help Li Yu up and was about to continue forward when suddenly a deep voice came from behind.

“Director Deng.”

Deng Ying turned around to see it was Zhang Luo who had called him.

Zhang Luo wore armor today with a sword at his waist, each step crunching the accumulated snow beneath his feet.

He walked up to stand before Deng Ying, also glancing inside the doors, and said evenly, “There’s something I need to tell you. The Empress Dowager has fainted from grief, and now inside the Hall of Mental Cultivation, it’s the Empress leading the Second Prince in viewing the body.”

Deng Ying was silent for a moment before asking, “What of the Crown Prince?”

“He kneels outside with Princess Imperial Jiayi.”

“Has the final edict been issued?”

“Not yet. The Ceremonial Office has stated directly that the edict won’t be presented to the Cabinet for discussion until tomorrow.”

“Has anyone in the Cabinet questioned the matter of the edict?”

Zhang Luo withdrew his gaze from inside the doors. “Not yet, but though the edict hasn’t been issued, allowing the Second Prince to view the body—the intention is already quite clear.”

“Indeed.”

Zhang Luo gripped his sword hilt. “Let me ask you first: if someone questions the edict today, what will the Eastern Depot do?”

Deng Ying replied, “You and I need to have an understanding—whether it’s the Eastern Depot or the Embroidered Uniform Guard, we both watch coldly and don’t touch the officials who raise questions.”

Though Zhang Luo didn’t verbally acknowledge these words, he turned his back and nodded slightly.

“Deputy Commander Zhang.”

Deng Ying called out to him.

Zhang Luo stopped walking and raised one hand to indicate he should speak.

Deng Ying took a step after him and asked, “When did you first have doubts?”

Zhang Luo turned around and said directly, “In front of Clear Wave Pavilion, when she said I wasn’t worthy—that’s when I began to doubt.”

At this time, imperial consorts, royal relatives, and several close ministers of the Cabinet were kneeling from the hall’s entrance all the way to the Imperial Road.

The hall doors were locked from within, and those outside could only see faint shadows of figures through the doorway.

The Head Eunuch of the Ceremonial Office, Hu Xiang, stood before the hall and called out in a loud voice: “Begin the mourning!”

Immediately, wailing shook the heavens outside the hall.

Consort Chen and other consorts without children, knowing they couldn’t escape the fate of following their lord in death, were filled with boundless grief. One after another they beat their chests and struck the ground, crying until they fainted.

Attendants immediately came forward to carry away these unconscious consorts, leaving a trail of fallen hairpins and jewelry as they were dragged away.

However, apart from these women of “true feeling,” the remaining royal relatives and close ministers mostly produced sounds of crying without visible tears.

Yi Lang knelt at the very front, completely silent. His aunt, Princess Imperial Jiayi, seeing he wasn’t crying, wiped her tears while embracing his shoulders, saying, “Your Highness, you must cry… join your aunt…”

Yi Lang gently shrugged his shoulders, avoiding Princess Imperial Jiayi’s hand, lowered his head, and still made no sound as he pressed his lips together.

Princess Imperial Jiayi could only turn to look at Yang Wan, saying softly, “Quickly, won’t you persuade His Highness.”

Yang Wan knelt behind Yi Lang and couldn’t see his face, but she could see his hands resting at his sides, gripped so tightly the knuckles had turned white.

She was about to speak when suddenly a weak voice cut through the crying: “I… White Huan, Prime Minister of the Cabinet… request to receive His Majesty’s final edict!”

The crowd’s crying faltered as they all turned to look at White Huan.

They saw White Huan dragging his sick body forward on his knees, using all his strength to raise his voice: “I… White Huan, Prime Minister of the Cabinet… request to receive His Majesty’s final edict! I! White Huan, Prime Minister of the Cabinet, request to receive His Majesty’s final edict!”

After speaking these words, he vomited a mouthful of fresh blood onto the ground, instantly melting the snow before him.

Seeing the Prime Minister cough blood, the kneeling officials were suddenly inflamed.

Yang Lun stood up directly, walked to White Huan’s side, and knelt, kowtowing as he called out loudly: “I, Yang Lun, Minister of the Cabinet, request to receive His Majesty’s final edict!”

Once these words were spoken, voices requesting the final edict rose one after another.

Hu Xiang became flustered at this sight and hurriedly said, “What are you all standing there for? Quickly carry the Minister away!”

The Ming armor guards were about to step forward but were blocked by Qin Wende, who said, “Those who abandon their posts before the hall will be executed immediately.”

Hu Xiang raised his head to look at Deng Ying standing before the Hall of Mental Cultivation and shouted, “Deng Ying, is your Eastern Depot rebelling? Deputy Commander Zhang… Deputy Commander Zhang!”

Zhang Luo said coldly, “If you didn’t understand Captain Qin’s words, I’ll say them once more: those who abandon their posts will be executed immediately!”

Hu Xiang’s legs weakened and he couldn’t help stumbling back several steps. “You… you all…”

The hall doors suddenly opened and Li Head Scribe walked out from within, casually helping Hu Xiang steady himself, then bowed to Yi Lang saying, “Crown Prince, the Empress permits Your Highness to enter the hall and view the body.”

Then he raised his voice to add, “Announce the death to Banana Garden.”

These last words were meant for Yi Lang to hear. At the words “Banana Garden,” Yang Wan saw Yi Lang’s body sway slightly.

He slowly stood up, ascended the steps to the moon terrace, and at the hall doors lifted his robes to kneel, kowtowing as he said: “I, Zhu Yi Lang, once showed great disrespect at my royal father’s sickbed. Knowing my guilt, I dare not view the body.”

The snowy wind carried these words to the ears of all the officials.

White Huan struggled to raise himself and opened his mouth but could produce no sound. Yi Lang stood up, walked down the steps, came before White Huan, and knelt again.

Seeing this, the officials hurriedly prostrated themselves and pleaded: “Your Highness must not do this!”

Yi Lang said, “I implore all the ministers to perform the mourning rites and send my royal father’s soul to rest.”

Then he turned and called to Yang Wan: “Aunt, let us return to change into mourning clothes.”

Night had fallen.

Yang Wan held a snow umbrella as she followed Yi Lang toward Chengqian Palace, but halfway there, Yi Lang stopped walking. Yang Wan crouched down with the umbrella, “Your Highness, if you want to cry, then cry. You can cry now.”

Yi Lang shook his head, “I want to see the Director.”

“I’ll go find him to come here.”

“No need, I’ll go see him.”

With all four gates locked, Yang Lun and the others could not leave the palace. White Yuyang supported White Huan as they went to the Cabinet’s chambers.

Yang Lun and Deng Ying stood in the snow before Huiji Gate.

“The teacher’s body can’t hold out much longer.”

“Yes. Tomorrow after the hour of Mao (5-7 AM), I’ll have Eastern Depot guards escort him out of the palace. You should go with him.”

Yang Lun shook his head and said, “I won’t leave. With the teacher gone, the Cabinet needs someone to remain in the palace keeping watch. White Yuyang has such an explosive temper, and now I’m the only one who can still hold him back a bit.”

Deng Ying smiled slightly.

Yang Lun said, “What are you smiling at on this day of national mourning?”

Deng Ying lowered his head and said, “Nothing.”

Yang Lun didn’t pursue it further and changed the subject: “Fu Ling, do you think His Majesty left a final edict?”

“Yes, but the Ceremonial Office won’t produce it.”

Yang Lun continued, “They might even write a false one.”

Deng Ying raised his head and said, “Whether true or false, tomorrow the Cabinet will certainly receive an edict. Have you discussed it beforehand? If His Majesty passes the throne to the Second Prince…”

“Reject it.”

Yang Lun spat out one word. Then he added, “The Cabinet has the right to reject and remonstrate. Even though this is a final edict, I can risk death to try.”

Deng Ying said, “And after you try?”

“Draft a new edict, supporting the Crown Prince’s ascension.”

Deng Ying interrupted him, “If the Empress doesn’t permit it, you’ll have died in vain. Can you rest easy leaving the Cabinet to Minister White?”

Yang Lun fell silent, and after a long while finally said, “You’re right. Today when the Empress led the Second Prince to view the body, making the Crown Prince kneel outside with us—just this one thing is enough to prove the Empress will not allow the Crown Prince’s ascension.”

“So, Zi Xi, rejecting the edict is not the best method.”

Yang Lun clenched his fist and said, “But persuading the Empress will be no easy task.”

Just then, Qi Huaiyang came running over, “Minister Yang, Minister White has awakened, but there’s no more charcoal in the chamber.”

Deng Ying said, “Get some from the Inner Eastern Depot.”

After speaking, he suddenly furrowed his brow and looked down at his ankle.

Yang Lun asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, an old injury from last year.”

Yang Lun said, “The charcoal still needs to be burned. Wan’er fought desperately to treat your injury, don’t make yourself out to be a prisoner.”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “I’m not.”

“Whether you are or not, you know in your heart.”

“Enough.”

Deng Ying turned around. “This isn’t the time to argue with me. I’ll return to the Inner Eastern Depot first to change into mourning clothes and get charcoal for the teacher.”

After speaking he walked into the snow, then after a few steps turned back and said: “Yang Zi Xi, your life is more important than mine. Don’t act rashly in rejecting the edict, let me think more on it.”

“Who says your life is worth more than mine, stop talking such bullshit!”

“Fine, I’m talking bullshit.”

With that, Deng Ying cupped his hands in the snow and said, “But please be cautious, and leave a path for me.”
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The snow fell heavier and heavier, accumulating knee-deep where few people walked.

Deng Ying walked back to the Inner Eastern Depot office, where the Ceremonial Office had already sent someone to deliver mourning clothes.

Deng Ying lit a candle and sat behind his desk to rest for a moment before removing his shoes and bending down to roll up his trouser legs.

His frost-bitten ankle was almost too painful to touch. Deng Ying endured the pain as he stood up, intending to move the charcoal fire closer to his feet when he heard Yi Lang’s voice at the door.

“Director.”

Deng Ying started, looking up to see Yi Lang standing in the doorway, his face red from the cold, his whole body trembling.

He hurriedly moved to add charcoal to the brazier, but then remembered the formal greetings hadn’t been performed, and found himself suddenly awkward, not knowing what to do.

“You stand there and perform your greeting, I’ll add the charcoal.”

Yang Wan’s voice came from behind Yi Lang. She walked in rubbing her hands, speaking while closing the door, and turned to go toward the charcoal basket.

Only then did Deng Ying kneel to perform the greeting, his shoes not yet put on, the old wound at his ankle exposed outside his mourning robes.

Yi Lang looked at Deng Ying’s injury and asked Yang Wan, “Why won’t the Director’s foot injury heal?”

Yang Wan picked up the charcoal basket and said, “Because the Director never listens.”

Deng Ying hurriedly responded, “Your Highness, forgive this servant’s impropriety.”

Yi Lang shook his head, “I came suddenly, the Director has committed no fault. Rise.”

Deng Ying stood up, supporting himself against the ground.

Yang Wan moved the brazier to his feet and said softly, “Let me take a look, has it swollen again from the cold?”

Deng Ying said, “His Highness is present.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “All right then, put your shoes on.”

Then she said to Yi Lang, “Your Highness, come warm your hands.”

Yi Lang obediently crouched by the fire basin, joining Yang Wan in warming themselves.

Only then did Deng Ying bend down to put on his shoes, lowering his head to ask Yang Wan, “Why did you bring His Highness here?”

Yang Wan watched the firelight and said, “I didn’t bring His Highness here, he wanted to see you himself.”

Hearing this, Deng Ying turned sideways, “Does Your Highness have questions for this servant?”

Yi Lang gripped his hands but didn’t speak.

Yang Wan turned her head and said, “What’s wrong? You come here but don’t speak.”

“I’m thinking… whether I should ask.”

Yang Wan was about to speak when she heard Deng Ying say, “Your Highness, please ask. This servant is listening.”

Yi Lang nodded and stood up, “Director, I want to know, what happens to those who lose in factional struggles?”

“Death and disgrace.”

Yi Lang raised his head, “Will Minister White and Uncle suffer this fate too?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Yes.”

Yi Lang lowered his eyes, “I am still young and don’t know how to bear the responsibility for all the empire’s subjects, but before I grow up, I cannot let subjects die for my sake. Director, if Father Emperor names my second brother as successor, please tell the Ministers and Uncle that I am willing to leave the capital. Guarding peace in one region is also guarding the realm; I will not disappoint them either.”

After hearing these words, Deng Ying prostrated himself, performing a full kowtow to Yi Lang.

Yi Lang looked down at him and said, “Director, why do you do this?”

Deng Ying straightened up, “Does Your Highness trust this minister?”

He had switched to using “minister” as his form of address, causing Yang Wan to start slightly.

She raised her head to look at Deng Ying. His hand was pressed against the ground, fingers slightly curved, and unlike before, he didn’t lower his head before Yi Lang, but rather gazed at him calmly.

Yang Wan knew that Deng Ying, who had been castrated in his twenties, had never in his life demanded recognition of his status. This unconscious use of “minister” was his greatest secret aspiration. And hearing this word, Yang Wan suddenly understood why, in history, he had eventually walked to the execution platform to be dismembered.

With a scholar’s heart making a vow, unwavering for life.

He certainly didn’t want to live as a servant. Perhaps it was the grinding of various political forces that pushed him onto the stage, but the one who stepped up was himself.

Thinking this, Yang Wan felt both sorrow and warmth in her heart.

She realized she hadn’t tried to hold him back, to keep him from ascending. Instead, she began to accept the historical inevitability of Deng Ying, though this didn’t mean she had to compromise with this era.

As a historian who had crossed through time, after experiencing division, struggle, and integration… Yang Wan was grateful that she had respected Deng Ying’s life while not abandoning Yang Wan’s life.

“I trust the Director.”

Yi Lang nodded in response to Deng Ying.

Yang Wan rested her chin in her hand and added with a smile, “I trust you too.”

Then she adjusted Yi Lang’s fur cloak, “After seeing the Director, does Your Highness feel better?”

“Yes.”

“Then this servant will return with you.”

“All right.”

Yang Wan took Yi Lang’s hand as they stood up, and said to Deng Ying, “Deng Ying, fight for them. Don’t think about the consequences. However long or short your life may be, I’ll take care of it all.”

On the fifth day of the eleventh month in the fourteenth year of Zhenning.

Inside and outside the capital, temples and monasteries struck their bells thirty thousand times. Civil and military officials in the capital, along with ladies of rank third grade and above, all entered through the West Prosperity Gate to mourn at the Sixian Gate.

Overnight, the empire was clothed in white mourning.

Outside the main hall of the Ceremonial Office, Cabinet ministers, the Six Ministries’ ministers, and the left and right censors of the Censorate all stood outside the main hall. Except for Yang Lun, everyone was shivering from the cold. The Minister of Rites, Jiang Peng, said, “With the Second Prince and Empress attending the first shrouding ceremony, the succession portion of the final edict should be clear, shouldn’t it?”

No one responded to his words.

Jiang Peng looked around, feeling somewhat embarrassed himself, and tucked his hands back into his sleeves, hunching his neck even more.

Yang Lun brushed the snow from his shoulders and looked up at the hall doors of the Ceremonial Office. A eunuch attendant came out from the doors, and bowed to the officials, “Ministers, please enter. The ancestral lords are already seated.”

Yang Lun lifted his robes and stepped into the hall, with the others hurriedly following.

The inner hall of the Ceremonial Office was as warm as spring. He Yixian used a silver hammer to break open a block of aged tribute tea, ground it with a cloth, and handed it to Hu Xiang, “Go brew this.”

Only then did he rise to greet the officials, “The final edict awaits on the incense table. Please, ministers, receive the edict.”

Emperor Zhenning’s final edict was only about a hundred characters long, and quite brief. The first half arranged his funeral matters, with phrases showing concern for the people’s hardships and calling for simple funeral rites. The second half declared the appointment of Second Prince Zhu Yi Jue as successor to the imperial throne.

After the Minister of Rites finished reading it aloud, none of the Cabinet ministers spoke.

He Yixian coughed and raised his voice, “Please, ministers, receive the edict.”

Bai Yuyang said, “This edict was written during His Majesty’s illness. If it was written to consult the Cabinet, we must deliberate on its wording. The proclamation should be delayed.”

He Yixian looked at Yang Lun and said, “Is this the Cabinet’s opinion, or the Prime Minister’s opinion?”

Yang Lun replied, “This isn’t anyone’s opinion, it’s the procedure for proclaiming edicts.”

He Yixian nodded, “If it’s a procedure, then the Ceremonial Office has no objection. However, how shall the palace ceremonies proceed? The late Emperor’s grand shrouding is imminent. Without the edict proclaimed, who will lead the sacrifices?”

Yang Lun said, “During the grand shrouding, the Cabinet will present the deliberated edict to the Empress again.”

He Yixian lightly tapped the tea hammer in his hand, “In that case, I shall report the Cabinet’s intention to the Empress.”

As he finished speaking, the tea was served.

Yet none of the officials had any mind to drink the Ceremonial Office’s tea.

Yang Lun walked out of the Ceremonial Office with Bai Yuyang, who said, “I understand your meaning in not immediately rejecting it, but this cannot last long.”

Yang Lun turned and said, “I understand, but delaying the edict’s proclamation prevents us from reaching a dead end.”

Bai Yuyang said, “What about the grand shrouding in seven days?”

Yang Lun said, “During these days, the Cabinet will draft a new edict, writing on behalf of the late Emperor, establishing the Crown Prince as successor.”

Bai Yuyang started, “What’s the purpose of this?”

Qi Huaiyang, behind Yang Lun, said, “You mean to force the Empress to acknowledge our Cabinet’s edict and discard the one presented by the Ceremonial Office? How could that be easy? Unless we can prove this edict wasn’t written by His Majesty himself.”

Yang Lun said, “We can’t prove it. In His Majesty’s final moments, only the Ceremonial Office people were by his side.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Then what are our chances of success?”

Yang Lun said, “Do you have any other feasible methods?”

Both Bai and Qi remained silent.

Yang Lun exhaled, “Since there are none, we’ll proceed with this plan. But once we begin writing, the Cabinet must be of one mind, otherwise, we don’t have even a single chance of success.”

Qi Huaiyang sighed and turned to look toward the Hall of Mental Cultivation, saying softly, “His Majesty didn’t trust his ministers, didn’t trust his son, only trusted servants. These faults can’t be written in the edict—what’s left that can be written?”

Yang Lun listened to his words while looking toward the Hall of Mental Cultivation. The sacrificial smoke couldn’t condense in the snowy wind but was carried far away. Even from here, he could smell the scent of premium sandalwood.

The entire funeral arrangements, contrary to the edict’s call for simplicity, were extravagantly wasteful.

Yang Lun withdrew his gaze and strode forward, “I’m leaving first.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Why leave so quickly?”

“It’s stifling.”

In the Ceremonial Office duty room opposite the Hall of Mental Cultivation, Li Head Scribe had finally managed to withdraw from the funeral altar.

He rubbed his neck as he walked into the room and saw a steaming bowl of meat in wine lees on the desk. He smiled, guessing his godson Li Yu had been by. So he made do with washing his face with cold water, and just as he was about to sit down to eat, Hu Xiang came in saying, “You’ve returned too early, the ancestral lord still wants you to attend the Second Prince.”

Li Head Scribe stood up and said, “Will the Second Prince still attend the mourning today?”

“Even if he doesn’t attend the mourning, you still need to be there to serve him.”

As he spoke, he closed the door, “The Cabinet refused to receive the edict today, so variables have appeared. The ancestral lord is a cautious person. At this time, we need to be crystal clear about the situation with the Empress and Second Prince.”

Li Head Scribe said, “I’ve always felt we shouldn’t have written that false edict…”

“Aiya!”

Hu Xiang interrupted him, “The ancestral lord has said repeatedly, keep these words in your belly. What false edict? That was the edict written by His Majesty himself, establishing Second Prince Zhu Yi Jue as Emperor. He’s the one we raised—how could he mistreat us in the future? You’ve been clear-headed all your life, don’t die over this now.”

Li Head Scribe hurriedly said, “Yes… yes, I understand…”

Just as he finished speaking, there was suddenly a “snap” from behind the clothes chest by the door, making Hu Xiang nearly jump.

“Who’s there!”

Li Yu stood up trembling from behind the clothes chest, looking at Li Head Scribe in shock.

“This is fatal!”

Hu Xiang shouted and moved forward to grab Li Yu’s arm. Li Head Scribe quickly grabbed the back of Hu Xiang’s collar, causing him to stumble as he shouted outward, “Is anyone outside? Is there anyone outside!”

Li Yu was somewhat paralyzed with fear, looking anxiously at Li Head Scribe, “Godfather, I…”

“Run…”

Li Head Scribe spat out one word.

“What…”

“What are you standing there for? Hurry and run!”

Chapter 129: Returning My Lord’s Robes (Part 10)
At the Sisheng Gate, court officials and noble ladies were conducting their mourning rituals.

To provide these people with a place to rest and dine, the Palace Administration had set up over a dozen felt tents along the palace wall, about a hundred meters west of Sisheng Gate. After organizing the documents at the Praise Bureau, Song Yunqing walked out of the office building. Seeing that the Ceremonial Bureau had already served meals, a female servant told her, “Official Song, the kitchen is in chaos. These days, meals are being delivered strictly on schedule. However, there’s always food available at Sisheng Gate. Many palace officials go there to eat. If you don’t mind walking a bit, you should go there too.”

Song Yunqing glanced at the weather outside.

The snow had lightened, and the wind had gradually calmed. Even without people clearing the snow, the paths had become much easier to traverse.

Song Yunqing returned to the hall to fetch an umbrella, put on her outer garments and left through the side gate of the Ceremonial Bureau. She walked along the empty palace path toward Sisheng Gate.

At a bend in the palace path, accumulated snow fell from a branch onto Song Yunqing. As she lowered her head to brush off the snow, she suddenly heard shouting from around the corner.

“Catch him—”

Song Yunqing instinctively pressed herself against the wall and looked ahead around the corner.

On the snow-covered palace path, Li Yu was running until his lungs felt like bursting. The snow-laden wind kept forcing its way into his nose and mouth, almost blocking his airways, and making it difficult to breathe. Terrified and panicked, he had fled from the Office of Ceremonies’ duty room, instinctively wanting to find his sister Song Yunqing at the Ceremonial Bureau. But just as he ran out of Yangxin Gate, the eunuchs from the Office of Ceremonies caught up with him.

He was still young, not even fully grown, and had no real chance of escape.

Two eunuchs caught up and grabbed his arms from both sides, twisting them downward. His joints immediately dislocated, and Li Yu collapsed to his knees in the snow from the pain. Snowpowder filled his mouth. He screamed, and unable to move his arms, he desperately kicked with his legs. When one eunuch was struck by his kick, he became enraged and slapped Li Yu across the face.

The other eunuch hurriedly said, “Don’t mess things up, quickly strangle him.”

He then called backward, “Bring the garrote! Quick, bring the garrote!”

Li Yu took advantage of the moment when the two turned their heads, gathering all his strength to lunge forward, falling prostrate on the ground.

He raised his head and desperately shouted toward the Ceremonial Bureau, “The Late Emperor’s edict is fake! I, Li Yu, am dying unjustly… Heaven above, the Late Emperor’s edict is fake, I, Li Yu! Am dying unjustly…”

Before he could finish speaking, two garrotes had already been looped around his neck. Those holding the ropes gave him no chance, one foot pressed against his knee as they tightened the ropes and yanked backward sharply, forcing Li Yu to kneel upright.

Li Yu’s eyes instantly widened, his lips trembling, unable to make even the slightest sound.

“A’Yu… A…”

Song Yunqing had barely called out when a hand from behind suddenly covered her mouth.

Yang Wan’s deliberately lowered voice came from behind, “Yunqing, it’s me, don’t make a sound!”

Tears burst from Song Yunqing’s eyes as she watched Li Yu’s frantically kicking legs. Her mind went blank, not even able to consider what his final shouted words might have meant. She only wanted to rush to his side immediately and tear away the garrote that was about to end Li Yu’s life.

Seeing Song Yunqing still struggling, Yang Wan quickly grabbed her wrists and pulled her backward, whispering, “Yunqing, going over there will only result in one more death!”

The two women were similar in build, and both used all their strength in the struggle. Yang Wan lost her footing and fell backward, pulling Song Yunqing down with her into the snow. Despite the impact injury to her back causing her to almost lose her breath, she still kept her hand firmly over Song Yunqing’s mouth, saying hoarsely, “You’ve always taught me to preserve myself… now it’s my turn to beg you, don’t throw your life away.”

Song Yunqing lay on her back on top of Yang Wan, as snowflakes drifted gently toward her face, falling on her skin, somehow feeling burning hot.

The sounds from around the corner gradually quieted down.

“Is he dead?”

“He’s lost control of his bodily functions, should be dead.”

“Head Scribe Hu said when we bury him, we need to cut off his head, absolutely can’t let him come back to life.”

“Cut off his head? Isn’t that excessive… I mean, he looks completely dead to me.”

“Stop talking so much, let’s just do as we’re told.”

“…”

The first person to speak seemed somewhat hesitant, “Hey, why did the Old Ancestor want Li Yu dead anyway? That thing he said just now… about the edict… did you hear it?”

“Those were just the ravings of a terrified man, don’t take them seriously. Hurry up and keep quiet, or we’ll all end up dead. Come on, while no one’s around, let’s get rid of the body.”

“Alright, wrap him in white cloth. You take the front, I’ll grab his legs.”

Yang Wan lay in the snow listening to this conversation, tasting blood in her mouth.

She suddenly remembered how, in the Inner School, she had also heard palace servants being beaten to death outside.

At that time, she had vomited in front of Deng Ying, not because she had any deep understanding of “death” itself. On the contrary, modern executions were carried out so secretly that “death” was completely hidden from view. She had vomited because she couldn’t accept that a pile of dead flesh she had never seen before could emit such a rank odor to her.

But now, Li Yu’s corpse was just outside, barely a few dozen steps away, yet she no longer had that urge to vomit as she did back then.

A dead person wasn’t just a pile of rank meat, wasn’t just a simple name.

It was the end of emotions and friendships. They died in the center or on the edges of the dynasty, never able to cry out “injustice” to their loved ones again.

Yang Wan closed her eyes, holding back her tears.

In the snow beneath the palace wall, Li Yu’s eyes remained open.

His face was dark blue, his lips deathly pale.

Fortunately, the heavy snow that had accumulated over the past few days easily concealed the filth on his lower body. A white cloth was shaken out toward the sky, quickly wrapping up his not-yet-fully-grown body. Two eunuchs each grabbed an end, and just like that, he was completely erased from beneath the Great Ming Dynasty’s sky.

“Yunqing.”

Yang Wan called out to Song Yunqing softly.

Song Yunqing didn’t respond.

Yang Wan bit her lip as she stood up despite the pain, supporting the completely limp Song Yunqing on her shoulder.

“We can’t go back to the Ceremonial Bureau, I’ll take you away.”

In a side hall of Chengqian Palace, He Yu lit four braziers of charcoal and brought her bedding to wrap tightly around Song Yunqing. Yang Wan had injured her hand and was now using a cotton cloth soaked in alcohol, heating it over the fire before massaging it.

He Yu helped Yang Wan move the lamp, then turned to see Song Yunqing still shaking all over, her lips turning dark. She worriedly asked, “Why won’t she warm up?”

Yang Wan turned to look at Song Yunqing and sighed, “It’s not from cold.”

“If not cold, then what? She’s shaking so badly.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Go brew some hot soup and bring it here.”

“Alright…”

As He Yu adjusted the bedding around Song Yunqing and rose to leave, Deng Ying pushed open the door and entered.

Yang Wan turned around, “How is it?”

Deng Ying looked at Song Yunqing sitting on Yang Wan’s bed and said softly, “I arrived too late, Li Yu’s head…”

“Ah…”

Song Yunqing suddenly cried out in pain from the bed, throwing her head back with her mouth open, saliva forming sticky threads between her upper and lower teeth, yet no sound of crying could escape her throat.

“I’m sorry.”

Deng Ying turned away, unable to bear watching.

“I’ve had the Eastern Depot collect Li Yu’s remains. I will personally arrange his burial. Please rest assured, Official Song, I won’t treat him with disrespect.”

“Why… why did he have to die…”

Song Yunqing clutched the bedding tightly, “Why couldn’t he live even after taking a godfather… We, siblings, have lived so cautiously in the palace for so long, never speaking our minds freely, never doing anything boldly, why did we still end up as ghosts, become ghosts… A’Yu, your sister watched you die but couldn’t save you, your sister… should die too.”

“Official Song…”

“Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan gestured for Deng Ying to stay quiet, then knelt beside the bed herself and embraced Song Yunqing’s shoulders, “Song Yunqing, I risked my life to bring you back to Chengqian Palace. If you implicate His Highness, you’ll make me a sinner too. I know you’re devastated by Li Yu’s death, but what use would it be even if you died with him? Do you know why he died? Do you know who killed him? Do you know who to hate? Huh?”

Song Yunqing froze in Yang Wan’s embrace, suddenly coughing several times, “Right… he said, the edict… the edict is fake!”

“How would Li Yu know the edict was fake?”

Song Yunqing said, “On the fifth of every month, he would bring preserved meat to Scribe Li…”

Yang Wan looked up at Deng Ying: “Scribe Li?”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes, remained silent for a moment, then said: “It’s too late.”

He walked to the bed, lifted his robes, and crouched down, looking up at Song Yunqing, “Official Song, before Li Yu’s incident, he was going to the Ceremonial Bureau to find you, correct?”

Song Yunqing nodded through her sobs.

Deng Ying lowered his head, “If Li Yu’s words are true, the Office of Ceremonies will search for you tonight. I cannot let Yang Wan keep you in Chengqian Palace. You must leave the palace with me immediately.”

Song Yunqing trembled and shook her head, “Where… where can I go now if I leave the palace, how can I possibly survive…”

Yang Wan gripped her hand and said, “Go to Qingbo House.”

“That’s…”

“My place.”

Yang Wan tucked back some loose hair that had become damp from the charcoal smoke, “You remember, right? You even helped calculate the money for buying Qingbo House before. It’s not very big, but both the Eastern Depot and the Embroidered Uniform Guard have frequented it, so no one dares to investigate anymore. The bookshop business is doing quite well now. Go there to rest for a while first, and for food, clothing, and other necessities, just ask the shopkeeper. If you feel better later, help me manage it. You and I were both scribes at the Ceremonial Bureau before – you’ll understand the book-related matters as soon as you start.”

As she spoke, she untied her ivory tablet from her waist and handed it to Song Yunqing.

“Take my tablet and go with Superintendent Deng. Don’t be afraid.”

“I…”

“Song Yunqing.”

Yang Wan interrupted her, pressed her lips together, and lowered her head while holding her hand, “I’ve never truly acknowledged you and Lady Jiang. For me, although preserving oneself is important, when the nest falls, how can the eggs remain unbroken? Do you think this era has nothing to do with us? As long as we’re alive, no one can escape it. You and I are educated women, we must have more heart than other women. Besides protecting our own lives, we can surely do other things. Listen to me, stop crying, stay calm when leaving the palace grounds, and don’t cause trouble for Deng Ying. Don’t think about anything else after you leave. Stay alive, and one day you’ll see justice done.”

Chapter 130: Evening Light on Cornus (Part 1)
That night, the wind and snow grew fierce again.

The burial ground north of the capital, known as “Zhongguaner” due to the many palace eunuchs buried there, stood silent in the storm.

Deng Ying stood quietly on the burial mound, holding an umbrella to shield Li Yu’s snow-covered coffin.

Li Yu’s coffin remained unsealed. Qin Wende stood beside it, staring at the head barely reattached to the neck. His mouth opened two or three times before he could finally speak.

“How old was this child?”

Deng Ying looked down at the coffin and said, “Fifteen years old.”

Qin Wende choked up as he looked at the burial clothes. In Ming Dynasty funeral customs, whether commoner or king, all wore thirteen layers, but Li Yu had only a single ill-fitting white silk robe, his bare feet hidden beneath oversized trouser legs. Qin Wende couldn’t help but sigh as he steadied the coffin, “Only fifteen years old, how tragic.”

Just as he finished speaking, a loud announcement came from behind, accompanied by the fluttering of white flags: “Office of Ceremonies burying Head Scribe—”

Deng Ying held the umbrella steady without turning around. Soon, two white lanterns approached, followed by four coffin bearers. Hu Xiang walked at the rear, “Superintendent Deng, please make way, we need to pass to that burial mound.”

Deng Ying stood up, “How did Scribe Li die?”

“Oh.”

Hu Xiang tucked his hands into his sleeves, “Got a sudden illness, and passed away early this morning.”

He glanced at Li Yu lying in the coffin, “This child is pitiful too, following him in death like this.”

“If he merely followed in death, why was his head cut off?”

Hu Xiang replied, “You’ll have to ask the Old Ancestor about that. He must have said something offensive before dying, angering the Old Ancestor, who initially didn’t want him buried in ‘Zhonguaner’ at all. However, since Superintendent Deng wishes to show him this mercy, the Office of Ceremonies has nothing to say, though we fear he doesn’t deserve it and won’t find peace even in death.”

“Silence.”

Though not particularly forceful, this command made Qin Wende and the others start.

Yet he spoke only this one word, saying nothing more afterward.

Seeing Deng Ying fall silent, Hu Xiang spoke again: “Superintendent Deng, the Old Ancestor asked me to tell you that you’ve been a Depot official for too long, and having some spirit isn’t necessarily bad. But after the grand funeral, the Office of Ceremonies will need to account for your years of transgressions. At that time, a hundred or so lashes and being sent to serve as a slave in the northern camp would be getting off lightly. However, the Old Ancestor is willing to show you kindness one more time, so you should carefully consider your current situation.”

He then raised his hand to signal the coffin bearers, “Let’s go, move over there.”

“Damn it…”

After hearing this speech, Qin Wende was about to curse angrily.

“Qin Wende.”

Qin Wende turned back, only then realizing he had stepped on Li Yu’s burial cloth that extended outside the coffin. He quickly stepped back, “This…”

“Seal the coffin.”

After the hour of Xu passed, Deng Ying entered Donghua Gate alone with his umbrella. Yang Lun was waiting for him behind the gate.

“What happened? Why are they burying people at ‘Zhonguaner’?”

Deng Ying stopped, remained silent for a moment, then said: “Scribe Li and Li Yu are dead, Zihui.”

He raised his head, “The imperial edict is fake.”

Yang Lun caught his breath, “It’s too late, isn’t it?”

“Yes, too late.”

Yang Lun threw a punch into the snow, “If we could have saved Scribe Li and proven the Office of Ceremonies’ edict was fake, the Cabinet’s new edict could have been presented directly to the Empress!”

“You’re mistaken, Zihui. Forging an imperial edict is a capital offense. No one in the Office of Ceremonies would escape. Even if you had saved Scribe Li, he wouldn’t have spoken.”

Yang Lun turned away with clenched fists, “Forget it, they’re just dogs and jackals, not worth trusting. The old edict hasn’t been proclaimed yet, and the Cabinet has drafted a new one. We’ll do our best to convince the Empress to discard the old and embrace the new. If the Empress doesn’t approve, then once the old edict is proclaimed, the Cabinet will formally challenge it.”

Deng Ying walked in front of Yang Lun, “Challenging the imperial edict is equivalent to defying the emperor. Even if you succeed, you’ll be condemned, and your entire family will suffer. Are you willing to disregard everyone around you?”

“What choice do I have?”

Taking advantage of the sound of snow, he shouted: “If only the Late Emperor had listened to our earnest advice and established an heir earlier, would I, Yang Lun, be filled with such vengeance? Would I have become the sinner of the Yang family!”

“You won’t become a sinner.”

Deng Ying raised his head, “Zihui, when His Majesty was gravely ill, Yang Wan once helped the Eastern Depot create an opening at Yangxin Hall. During His Majesty’s final moments, it wasn’t just the Office of Ceremonies staff attending to him…”

His voice caught in his throat, “I, the Superintendent of the Eastern Depot, also know whether the edict is genuine or not.”

Upon hearing these words, Yang Lun’s back suddenly straightened.

“What do you mean? What are you doing!”

“I…”

“You must not do this!”

Deng Ying stepped forward and said: “Yang Zihui, I am a servant. After this is over, if His Highness shows mercy and reduces my sentence, and you plead for me, the Cabinet ministers might spare my life. But if you gamble, you, the teacher, and Yang Wan – not one of you will survive. Yang Zihui, weigh the pros and cons, trust me!”

Yang Lun shook his head continuously, his teeth grinding, “Deng Fuling, I don’t understand, I don’t understand how you can go this far…”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, turning sideways, “Because I don’t want to be just a castrated slave. I want to die for the state, not for a single master. I’ve always maintained my dignity as a person, even though I must bow before you all. For twenty years I haven’t changed. As Superintendent of the Eastern Depot, Zihui, I was never meant to live long anyway.”

At these words, Yang Lun lost his voice.

“Zihui…”

“Don’t say anymore!”

Yang Lun avoided Deng Ying’s gaze, walking a few steps away with clenched fists, “I cannot decide this alone, I must consult with the teacher.”

“No need.”

Deng Ying followed him, leveling his voice, “Let me see the teacher, I’ll tell him myself.”

Yang Lun turned back, “Where are you going now?”

“Back to the duty room by the moat, to get some sleep.”

“Can you sleep?”

“No.”

But what difference did that make?

The two parted silently at Donghua Gate.

By the moat, the wind carried snow under his umbrella, hitting Deng Ying’s chest and abdomen in waves.

He felt very cold but refused to curl up and walk awkwardly as the other servants did.

In the three years since his punishment, his obsession with etiquette and proper dress had never diminished, but his soul, confined within his mutilated body, had lost its edge. He had never spoken harshly to anyone, internalizing all his emotions and pain, which accumulated day by day, leading to self-destruction. He had thought about his “end” more than once, had witnessed Zheng Yuejia’s tragic death, and today had handled Li Yu’s mutilated body himself. This overwhelming “terror” that loomed over those who had survived punishment was like a chain that had been locked around his wrist since the day he entered the palace.

He had never thought about breaking free, only wearing it while trying his best to move forward, until Yang Wan said to him, “Deng Ying, give me your hand.”

“You’re back?”

A voice came from in front of the duty room. Deng Ying looked up to see Yang Wan crouching in the snow with her knees hugged to her chest, snow piled on her head, half-melted on her face, leaving her skin glistening.

“Yes, I’m back.”

Yang Wan stood up, lowering her head to brush the snow from her head.

“I made noodles, but they’ve gone sticky.”

“It’s alright, Wan Wan.”

He looked at her face, “I want to eat them.”

“You want to eat them.”

Yang Wan repeated his words, lowering her head with a smile, “Little Xin Ying, you’ve always spoken to me with such a good temper.”

“Wan Wan, I am under your care, truly fearful, not knowing how to treat you so that you won’t let go.”

“I never thought about letting go.”

After saying this, she walked a few steps through the snow toward Deng Ying.

“Deng Ying. Give me your hand.”

Sometimes, Deng Ying felt that Yang Wan had always known what he would do. Whenever he tried to give up on himself, she would always ask him to extend his hand. But when she held onto Deng Ying, it wasn’t to restrain him. She seemed to just want to quietly accompany him for a while. Like someone who had read through his book of life and death, understanding the causes and effects, knowing more clearly than he did that his path ahead led into stormy seas with no return, and therefore being more steadfast and composed than he was.

“Deng Ying, I’m only now gradually understanding how to make our lives a little more comfortable.”

As she spoke, she took both his raised wrists, gently clasping them together in her hands, leading him into the room.

“Eat the noodles.”

“Alright.”

Following her words, he lowered his head to eat. The noodles were very sticky, somewhat choking him, and he couldn’t help but cough.

“It’s okay. Let me.”

She stood up, taking the cloth Deng Ying had placed on the water basin, carefully wiping away the spilled soup from the table, while saying: “Deng Ying, I think I can guess how you plan to break the deadlock between the Office of Ceremonies and the Cabinet.”

The noodles Deng Ying had bitten through fell into the soup, splashing broth on his face. Yang Wan smiled as she raised her sleeve to wipe it away.

“You plan to confess to forging the imperial edict.”

Deng Ying held his chopsticks, and after a long while, nodded.

“Did you tell my brother?”

“Yes, I’m sorry, Wan Wan, I…”

“It’s alright.”

Yang Wan withdrew her hand, lowering her eyes, “I just didn’t expect that the opening I created for you… if I hadn’t sent Lady Chen to find the Empress Dowager then, you wouldn’t have been able to enter Yangxin Hall.”

She pressed her lips together, “Deng Ying, if this were me three years ago, I would have hated myself to death, but now…”

She touched his nose, “It’s okay.”

After saying this, her gaze softened, “I know that what you’ve guarded all your life is your ‘scholarly heart,’ and the only person you can’t let go of is me. So what can I do?”

She looked up at Deng Ying, “I can only hold your hand and walk with you, help you live the life you want to live, become the person you want to become.”

At this point, Yang Wan inexplicably choked up.

The historical inevitability in Deng Ying wasn’t just the pattern of feudal times, but also this person’s inner cultivation before her, and his contradictions about “identity” in his understanding. She could bravely prove his worth in the 21st-century academic world, but in the Great Ming Dynasty six hundred years ago, she had to respect his only choice.

“Am I not impressive…”

She choked, “I live up to being Yang Wan, don’t I?”

“Yes, you live up to being Yang Wan.”

“But I want to do even better.”

She gripped Deng Ying’s wrist, “Let people hundreds of years later handle your posthumous reputation, they will do it well. Deng Ying, I…”

She paused, “I might be able to make your reputation while you’re alive.”

Chapter 131: Evening Light on Cornus (Part 2)
The fourteenth year of Zhenning, year’s end, on a snowy night.

The floating snow on the moat was carried away by the cold water, flowing in large clusters toward the outside of the city. When Yang Wan brought the noodle bowl outside and came back in, she saw Deng Ying sitting quietly at the edge of the bed, soaking his feet, his hands resting on the bed’s surface.

He kept his head down without speaking, as if afraid of what Yang Wan might say.

Yang Wan smiled, took off her shoes, and got on the bed, kneeling to stuff cotton into the window cracks, while calling to him, “Deng Ying.”

“Mm?”

“Has the foot-soaking water gotten cold?”

Deng Ying looked at his ankles, where the swelling had reduced considerably. The human body was like this – mistreat it and it would deteriorate terribly, but care for it properly and it would improve. During the time Yang Wan had confined him to bed to recover, his injuries had indeed healed significantly. But when Yang Wan wasn’t around, he would forget to brew medicine for foot soaks in cold weather, to eat warming foods regularly, to get extra rest occasionally, and to maintain his health.

He never realized that his treatment of himself stemmed from his inner “self-loathing,” which over time gradually led to self-destruction. Only when sitting beside Yang Wan would he be willing to rally his spirits and try to repair his broken body.

“Has it gotten cold?”

Yang Wan lowered her hand and turned back to ask again, “Why aren’t you speaking?”

“It’s not cold.”

Yang Wan shifted on her knees to sit beside Deng Ying, looking down at the basin, saying softly: “It seems like the past half month of recovery has been completely wasted.”

Deng Ying’s neck stiffened, and he didn’t dare turn around.

“Wan Wan, I know I was wrong.”

Yang Wan let out a laugh, “You know you were wrong, but you still won’t change.”

“I will change.”

“How will you change?”

She smiled as she spoke, her gaze gentle, her voice softening, “Will you change in the imperial prison?”

“Wan Wan…”

“Never mind.”

Yang Wan interrupted him, “Dry your feet and come up.”

Deng Ying dried his feet and drew his legs under the covers.

The bedding held Yang Wan’s warmth. She had already placed pillows at the headboard, her knees drawn up as a desk, spreading open the notebook she often read.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes?”

“Come sit on the inside.”

“Oh… alright.”

He lifted the covers, crawling on his knees to the inner side of the bed.

Yang Wan moved the lamp at the bedhead closer with her hand, illuminating the notebook on her knees.

She turned to the first few pages and showed them to Deng Ying, “Look at my childish drawings.”

Deng Ying looked down at the paper, where the figure wore a headscarf and hat, the body proportions extremely unbalanced.

“Is it me?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help but laugh, “It’s you, but I’m almost embarrassed to admit it.”

She poked the face in the drawing with her finger.

“Deng Ying.”

“Mm.”

“You’re good at drawing, aren’t you?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “I used to be somewhat good, but now I can only draw blueprints.”

“Are you skilled at drawing blueprints then?”

Deng Ying smiled without answering.

Yang Wan looked up, “You never talk about the things you’re good at. It was the same before when I asked whether you or my brother was better at studying.”

Deng Ying clasped his hands together. His middle garment’s sleeves weren’t long, and the old marks of shackles were faintly visible on his exposed wrists.

“Wan Wan, I can’t leave anything behind, but I think, as long as I don’t speak, future generations will at least not think I was an arrogant and disrespectful person.”

This was his only small hope for his posthumous reputation.

Yang Wan lowered her head, turning to a fresh page.

“Deng Ying, I’ll draw you again. Looking at you while drawing, it should turn out better.”

Deng Ying unconsciously straightened his back, “Dressed like this… is it acceptable?”

Yang Wan looked up at him. He wore a grey-blue robe, with newly changed undergarments beneath, slightly yellowed from washing.

“It’s fine, very clean.”

Yang Wan got up barefoot from the bed, walked to Deng Ying’s desk, brought back the brush and ink, and placed them at the bedhead.

She sat back in the covers, still using her knees as a desk, holding the brush and saying: “You’ve almost turned into a wooden block. It’s alright, relax.”

Deng Ying slowly relaxed his shoulders and back.

Yang Wan’s lines were still somewhat childish, but she drew with great care.

The drawing couldn’t be colored, so the figure’s clothing remained snow-white.

“Did Zihui teach you how to draw?”

“Who?”

“Zihui.”

“Mm…”

Yang Wan didn’t look up, saying offhandedly: “He probably can’t draw.”

“He can, but drawing is for entertainment. Many years ago, he gave it up. I would occasionally draw detailed buildings and towers to learn about construction. However, your drawing style indeed doesn’t seem like something Zihui would teach.”

Yang Wan was drawing a “crucial” part and made a vague sound of acknowledgment without answering.

“Wan Wan.”

“What is it?”

“Who exactly was your teacher…”

“You mean for my drawing?”

Of course, that wasn’t what Deng Ying meant to ask, but if he had to ask directly, he didn’t know where to begin.

The question “Who was your teacher” – even if she answered it, couldn’t explain her differences from others. So he could only follow Yang Wan’s lead and make a sound of agreement.

“I taught myself.”

She held up her notebook, “Does it look like you?”

“It does.”

“That’s good enough then.”

She got up to put away the brush and ink, blew out the lamp, and lay down.

“Deng Ying, lie down.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying stretched out his legs and lay down under the covers. Yang Wan suddenly turned over and gently embraced his waist.

“When will you go to confess?”

Deng Ying started, “After I see the teacher… I’ll go.”

“Then I won’t be able to see you for another long while.”

Deng Ying’s throat tightened.

Yang Wan continued:

“I’ve always told you that when I’m not around, you need to take good care of yourself, be careful about eating and sleeping, don’t be careless. But whenever you’re alone, you mess yourself up. Do you know how much it hurts me to see you harm and destroy yourself?”

“I won’t be like that anymore.”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan bent her knees, curling herself into a ball beside Deng Ying.

“Go then.”

She mumbled.

Deng Ying looked down at her, “Go where?”

Yang Wan didn’t respond, her breath falling in waves against Deng Ying’s shoulder.

Deng Ying pulled his hand from under the covers and tucked all the inner blankets around her.

He hoped Yang Wan could sleep warmly in his quarters, but he still didn’t dare embrace her body, even though she was already asleep beside him, even though her hand rested quietly on his waist. He still didn’t dare imagine even a single touch without her permission.

But when Yang Wan leaned against him, he didn’t despise his body so much and even hoped this broken vessel could struggle on a bit longer.

In truth, Deng Ying had already decided to confess to forging the edict. He didn’t care what Yang Lun and the Cabinet thought; his only fear was that Yang Wan would cry.

But she hadn’t cried. She still cared about his future meals and daily life.

Those words gave Deng Ying the illusion that he and Yang Wan still had many long days ahead, that he could grow old, and that they could live together in a house outside, cooking noodles and fixing the roof.

He would certainly die, but he wanted to live, only because of this person beside him – she was too good.

The snow fell steadily through another night, finally stopping the next morning.

When Yang Wan woke up, Deng Ying had already risen. He had cooked a bowl of rice porridge for Yang Wan, with a covered bowl of steamed egg beside it.

The floor had already been swept and sprinkled with dust-settling water; it was still damp under bare feet.

Yang Wan put on her shoes and sat at the table to eat. Her drawing of Deng Ying from yesterday still lay at the table’s edge. Though the nose and eyes weren’t quite right, the more Yang Wan looked at it, the more she felt it resembled him.

She finished her porridge, closed the notebook, and tucked it into her clothes.

She stood up with the bowl and chopsticks to wash them at the moat.

The stove that Li Yu often used still stood by the moat, but the kettle that had sat atop it was gone.

As Yang Wan passed by the stove with her dishes, she saw someone crouching beside it – it was Chen Hua.

He was crouching on the ground arranging plates: two plates of pastries, and one plate of dried fruit.

Hearing Yang Wan’s footsteps, he was about to hurry away.

“Master Chen, it’s me.”

“Miss Wan…”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan set down her dishes and walked to the stove, “Here to see Li Yu?”

Chen Hua wiped his sweat, “Yes, with Scribe Li dead and Yunqing gone, only I can come to see him. His Majesty hasn’t had his grand funeral yet, and burning spirit money in private is a capital offense, so I can only set out these things. Fortunately, these osmanthus cakes and sweet oil pastries were Li Yu’s favorites.”

He pressed his palms together, “Li Yu, you always called me brother-in-law, but I never did anything for you, couldn’t even bury you, had to trouble Superintendent Deng. Your brother-in-law is truly useless…”

“Master Chen, don’t say that.”

Chen Hua shook his head, crouching down again, choking up as he spoke: “Before, when he wanted just one or two pastries, I was too concerned about my face to get them for him. Thinking about it now, how can I call myself human? Li Yu, today your brother-in-law got you two big plates, eat them slowly. Next month… when your brother-in-law comes to see you, I’ll bring more. Whatever you want to eat, when you have a chance, visit me in a dream and let me know.”

He bowed deeply, saying through tears: “Rest in peace, rest in peace.”

Yang Wan looked at the pastries and dried fruit on the ground, “Don’t rest in peace yet, pause on your way to the yellow springs, and look back. As long as you can’t close your eyes in peace, we won’t compromise either.”

Chen Hua’s eyes filled with tears as he looked up at Yang Wan, “I knew it… I knew Li Yu died unjustly.”

He knelt before Yang Wan.

Yang Wan quickly bent to help him up, “Master Chen, what are you doing? Get up.”

Chen Hua said: “Li Yu and Scribe Li both died in one day, Yunqing will certainly be implicated. I couldn’t save her. The Ceremonial Bureau has its rules, and Lady Jiang won’t save her either. Only you and Superintendent Deng would help her…”

He wiped his face, “I know that if others heard these words, it would harm you and the Superintendent, so I’ve been holding back, not daring to ask the Superintendent or you. I speak of it today not to ask where Yunqing is, I just wanted… wanted to thank you and the Superintendent for your kindness. You don’t need to tell me anything, just let me remember this debt of gratitude.”

Yang Wan simply crouched down, speaking evenly: “Master Chen, this isn’t about kindness. They should never have died. I’m not a god, but I know cause and effect are all on their way. Those whom Li Yu cannot forgive, I cannot forgive either. You mustn’t be afraid. We live not just to remember others’ kindness, but to speak for justice. Even if now is not the time, someday the snow will fall again, and we will be able to speak out.”

Chapter 132: Evening Light on Cornus (Part 3)
Deng Ying changed into a court robe and left the Imperial City through the Xihua Gate, heading toward Bai Huan’s residence.

The temple bells rang incessantly both inside and outside the city. Due to the Emperor’s death, slaughtering was forbidden within the city. The capital, deprived of its culinary pleasures, could barely smell the scent of cooking fires anymore.

Various government offices throughout the capital maintained staff on duty. Since officials couldn’t return home, their families had to deliver food, clothing, and daily necessities. As a result, horse carts carrying food and coal crowded the side and back entrances of every office.

This year’s snow disaster was severe, and the capital faced a serious coal shortage. Street robberies targeting coal were common.

The Five Cities Military Commission barely bothered to investigate thoroughly. If official coal was stolen, the coal thieves would receive a severe beating when caught. Some office officials who witnessed this felt uncomfortable but couldn’t spare any extra coal to help. They could only watch, at most saying, “That’s enough.”

Right beneath the Son of Heaven, the earth was frozen solid.

At this moment, a white cloth tent stood before Bai’s residence, where servants were moving coal inside.

A steward at the front gate told Deng Ying, “Our master dismissed half the household staff this year. This coal won’t be needed, so we’re preparing to donate it to the government to distribute to the common people.”

Deng Ying followed a servant toward the inner residence. Snow lay unswept everywhere, with many areas showing no signs of footprints. The snow was packed thick and tight, remaining firm even when stepped on.

“Can so few people manage all this?”

The servant smiled slightly. “With His Majesty’s important matters at hand, everywhere is tense. It just means more work to do, but everything else remains the same. This year is better – the ladies have returned south, so without the inner courtyard affairs, our burden is halved. Although the matters up front seem significant, they’re manageable. Now that the master is gravely ill and officials from various offices can’t move freely, there’s even less to handle.”

He stopped at Bai Huan’s door and said, “Director, please wait here while I check if the master is awake.”

Shortly after, a voice from inside said, “Please enter.”

Deng Ying clasped his hands in thanks before lifting his robe to enter.

Bai Huan wasn’t sitting on his sickbed.

Instead, he was fully dressed, wearing mourning robes, sitting properly in a round-backed chair.

“You’ve come.”

“Yes, please accept your student’s respect, Teacher.”

Bai Huan softly responded with a “Good,” and tremblingly stood up holding the chair’s back.

Deng Ying knelt, bowing his head in respect. After he straightened up, Bai Huan also clasped his hands and bowed, returning the formal teacher-student greeting.

“Teacher, are you heading south?”

Bai Huan said, “Stand up first.”

Deng Ying rose and helped Bai Huan sit down. Bai Huan pointed to the chair opposite him, gesturing for Deng Ying to sit.

“I have served two emperors and lived to this age – I can be considered blessed. Although scholars all wish for a peaceful death in bed, I have already abandoned such desires. Therefore, I won’t go south. I want to make one final effort to support Yang Zixie, support the Cabinet, support the Ming court…”

He looked at Deng Ying and continued, “These past few days, I’ve been thinking over and over about what Zhang Zhanchun told me in the Ministry of Justice prison. He said… you were his student, and with him there, no one could humiliate you. Ah…”

He smiled wistfully and sighed, “In scholarship and officialdom… there’s no comparison, but in ‘being a teacher,’ he surpassed me a thousandfold. Fu Ling, you and Yang Lun are both my students, but I… never protected you properly.”

Deng Ying shook his head, lowering his gaze: “Since I came of age, I’ve received teachings from both you and Master Zhang. I view you as a fathers, and Zixie as a brother. If I hadn’t been castrated, I would have wished to be a good student at your knee, enter official service, and constantly receive your protection in the official world. But now… I dare not.”

His words “dare not” brought heat to Bai Huan’s eyes.

“Fu Ling…”

“Teacher.”

Deng Ying interrupted Bai Huan, “I came to your residence today because I have something to tell you.”

After a moment of silence, Bai Huan asked, “What is it?”

Deng Ying looked up and said, “I am going to confess to the crime of forging the imperial edict.”

Bai Huan’s hands trembled as he suppressed his emotions: “Who pushed you to take this step?”

“It was my own decision.”

Deng Ying raised his head, “I know you want to protect Zixie. You plan to lead the challenge against the edict, opposing the Palace Ceremonial Office and the Directorate of Ceremonial. But this isn’t the best solution for the Cabinet or the Crown Prince. Groundlessly challenging an imperial edict is a grave crime. You might save Zixie’s life, but his political career would end along with yours. Teacher, I cannot agree with your approach.”

“Then do you think I would agree with your approach?”

“Even without your agreement, I will defy you.”

“Fu Ling!”

Bai Huan raised his voice, standing up while gripping his chair, his whole body trembling, “How is this any different from me forcing my student to death?”

Deng Ying stood up, knelt before Bai Huan, and bowed deeply: “Teacher, I don’t want to disgrace your best student.”

These words transported both men back to the twelfth year of Zhenning.

After his castration, when the teacher and student first met before the Hall of Supreme Harmony, they exchanged a few words. When he tried to call Bai Huan “Teacher,” Bai Huan had rebuked him with “How dare you!” At parting, there was only one sentence: “I forbid you to disgrace my best student.”

That statement was both a rebuke and contained inexpressible heartache.

Now he mentioned these words again, and though spoken softly, they were enough to break the heart of Bai Huan in his twilight years.

“Teacher, I have lived unworthily, falling short of the integrity expected of your student. But I truly tried my best. Walking this path until now, wearing this skin until today, I believe I haven’t disgraced the Deng Fu Ling of those years. Now there’s only the final stretch of road, and I want to walk it.”

Bai Huan looked down at Deng Ying prostrated on the ground, speechless.

Deng Ying raised his head, hands still pressed to the ground. He turned his head to cough several times, then looked at Bai Huan and spoke evenly:

“Teacher, after I confess, the edict will become void. The Cabinet can then legitimately draft an edict on behalf of the late Emperor. The Directorate of Ceremonial will share my guilt, and the eunuch faction can be eliminated at once, ending their evil influence. I hope Zixie and the new emperor can uphold the iron laws of the founding emperor, strictly controlling the inner palace servants, and not repeat the dynasty’s mistakes.”

Bai Huan slowly sat down, holding the chair’s back, shaking his head with tears in his eyes.

The young man before him hadn’t changed in appearance or character over these dozen years.

“How long have you been planning this?”

“About a day.”

Bai Huan heaved a long sigh, “Do you truly not want to live anymore?”

“That’s not it.”

Deng Ying shook his head, “I want to live, but Teacher, I don’t deserve a peaceful end. I should have faced execution alongside my father. These three years of life were granted by imperial mercy and heaven’s grace. I cannot be greedy for more.”

“Very well…”

Bai Huan turned his face away from Deng Ying’s gaze, wiping his eyes.

This was the student he and Zhang Zhanchun had taught, but also an outcast criminal. After the Tongjia tragedy, Deng Ying had stepped over eighty-some white bones to reach the position of Eastern Depot Director. Like others, Bai Huan had doubted his true nature. However, when he tore his nature from his flesh and laid it before the empire’s scholars, not one would look at it.

Or rather, it wasn’t that they wouldn’t look, but that they instinctively avoided it.

In partisan attacks, his “evil” would be displayed on the city walls, while his “good” would forever be lost in the light.

Bai Huan’s hands gripped the chair back tightly. Despite the winter cold, the cloth on his back gradually became damp with sweat.

“Stand up, don’t kneel anymore.”

Deng Ying stood up, “I apologize, Teacher, I was too disrespectful.”

“It’s fine.”

Bai Huan released one hand and waved at him, saying softly, “Have you prepared a coffin for yourself?”

Deng Ying silently shook his head.

“After years as Director, you couldn’t even save up for that?”

“I have an outer residence in a good location that might sell for some money, but… it’s the only thing I can leave behind. I don’t want to sell it.”

He smiled slightly, “Having clothes for burial is good enough.”

“Fu Ling.”

Bai Huan called Deng Ying.

“Yes.”

“Your teacher will give you one.”

This became the historical “Bai Huan’s Gift of a Coffin.” Although many private histories and unofficial records described this event, it was absent from the “Ming History” written during the Qing Dynasty.

Like the characters “Achieving Purity” written by Yang Lun, this had been one of Yang Wan’s research breakthroughs. However, at that time, she was only trying to explore research possibilities from these two generations of ministers’ unusual attitudes. She didn’t know then that Bai Huan’s gift of a coffin while ill contained that era’s “identity acceptance.”

As part of “humanistic culture,” this identity acceptance couldn’t be considered an awakening of thought – it existed only in the relationship between teacher and student across two generations.

But for Deng Ying, it was proof of the “literary heart.”

Just like the clear sky of the fifteenth day of the eleventh month in the fourteenth year of Zhenning, when the snow wind swept dust and dead leaves up to the blue heavens, and by chance, the sun hung bright that day.

Under the sunlight, all things shared the same radiance and dust.

Yang Lun sat eating noodles at a stall in front of Guangji Temple. A strong gust blew several dead leaves into his bowl. The old man at the stall saw this and hurriedly wiped his hands, walking over and saying, “Oh my, let me make another bowl for you, sir.”

Yang Lun said nothing, but rolled up his sleeves to pick the leaves from his bowl, then lifted it to take two large mouthfuls.

“Sir… you don’t seem very happy today.”

Yang Lun remained silent, but wouldn’t put down his bowl.

The old man saw his hands trembling slightly as he held the bowl, but couldn’t know that behind the bowl, he was using all his strength to hold back inexplicable tears welling in his eyes.

“How much?”

He put down the bowl and stood up, reaching to take out money.

The old man at the stall covered his pot lid, breathing on his hands for warmth as he waved him off: “No charge for you. It’s windy at this stall, making you eat dust and suffer the cold. In this area, they don’t allow stalls during the day. When the Five Cities Military Commission comes, I’ll be in trouble. I’ll pack up after a while. You’d better head to the palace soon.”

Yang Lun glanced toward the Bell and Drum Tower.

Today there would be a court discussion on the late Emperor’s funeral rites. The throne would be empty, with the Directorate of Ceremonial and the Cabinet standing on either side.

And only one person would stand in the middle.

Yang Lun closed his eyes. At this point, he could do nothing more for this person, not even maintain his dignity in dress and appearance. He recalled their conversation yesterday when he visited Deng Ying at the Ministry of Justice.

He had asked Deng Ying if he needed anything, saying he would have someone buy it.

Deng Ying lowered his hands and smiled slightly, saying he only needed paper and brush to write his confession, but these were already available in the prison, so there was no need to buy them specially.

Chapter 133: Evening Light on Cornus (Part 4)
There was no need for Yang Lun to do anything special; this also meant keeping his distance from Yang Lun’s position.

Walking toward the Bell and Drum Tower, Yang Lun intermittently recalled his years with Deng Ying in the capital.

Thinking carefully, he had lived quite deliberately.

He had written the “Land Clearing Strategy” with great flourish, then went south to oversee the land clearing and implement new taxes, never relaxing for a moment.

Ying was someone caught up in it all. He had never influenced any of the Cabinet’s decisions; Yang Lun and others had accomplished almost everything they wanted.

In the adverse current, he silently pushed their boats forward. Since taking control of the Eastern Depot, the Northern Commandery Prison’s extrajudicial powers had been halved. Under Zhang Luo, he had successively protected the lives of the academy students and court officials like Bai Huan, yet he had met such an end.

The word “end” was truly heart-piercing.

Yang Lun couldn’t bear to think further, tightening his outer robe and quickening his pace in the wind.

The Meridian Gate hadn’t yet opened. Though past the Chen hour, it wasn’t considered late. Since today was the court discussion of the late Emperor’s funeral rites, the inner court had prepared coal and food in the duty rooms inside the Palace Gate and the five board houses on the left side for officials to rest.

The “bestowed meals” had stopped in the late previous dynasty due to “too many duties making provisions difficult.” Though resumed today, most officials wouldn’t touch their chopsticks, fearing urgent needs during court. Only a few lower-ranking officials who couldn’t enter the duty rooms stood at the door holding porridge bowls to warm themselves.

Several officials from the Court of Imperial Entertainments and the Directorate of Education invited Yang Lun to discuss matters at the board houses. Yang Lun disliked dealing with these people, so he simply took a bowl of porridge and stood with the lower-ranking officials at the board house entrance to answer questions. After barely four or five sentences, the gate guards at the Palace Gate took up positions, and a Court official walking to Yang Lun’s side looked up at the gate, wondering aloud: “Looks like the Ministry of Justice is ‘bringing in prisoners for court’… huh?”

He squinted, trying to make out the person in the prisoner cart while asking, “What day is this? The Great Emperor’s funeral rites haven’t passed, how can there be a ‘major crime interrogation’? Who did the Ministry of Justice bring?”

At his question, the other officials also came out of the board houses, breathing vapor as they looked toward the light.

Qi Huaiyang stood before the prisoner cart, leaning in to say something to the person inside. That person lowered their head to listen, then calmly nodded. The Ministry’s guards then opened the cart door and helped the person out. Once they were steady, the guards retreated behind the Palace Gate.

The Imperial Guard general led guards forward to confer with Qi Huaiyang. During this time, the officials outside the board houses also recognized the person’s identity.

“It looks like… the Director of the Eastern Depot.”

“What? Deng Ying?”

“Yes, look again.”

Several people stepped forward as they spoke, one asking, “How did he end up under Ministry of Justice arrest? When was he imprisoned?”

After this question, no one responded.

Before the court discussion of the funeral rites, Deng Ying, as Director of the Eastern Depot, had been imprisoned by the Ministry of Justice. Now he wore restraints and was brought to court under guard. This made most officials gradually doubt today’s great discussion. With the situation unclear, no one dared speak carelessly.

Deng Ying stood with lowered hands among the Imperial Guard’s formation.

He wore padded clothes with a gray plain cloth robe over them. Though the sun was out today, its rays falling on Deng Ying’s back held no warmth. Qi Huaiyang glanced at the time, then turned to the Imperial Guard general, “How long until the gate opens?”

The Guard replied: “Today isn’t a regular court assembly, so the time isn’t fixed. We must wait for the Empress and Empress Dowager to enter the rear three halls before the Palace Gate can open.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “The prisoner is injured and can’t stand long. Could he perhaps use the three rooms below the West Tower…”

“Today all three rooms are opened, with Hanlin Academy officials inside.”

Hearing this, Qi Huaiyang nodded reluctantly and turned to Deng Ying: “Can you still stand?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying only gave this response, saying nothing more.

Qi Huaiyang sighed, lifting his robe as he walked toward Yang Lun, saying as he went: “Let’s talk in the duty room.”

Yang Lun blurted out: “Did you give him food and water?”

“We did, but he wouldn’t eat.”

“Why?”

Qi Huaiyang looked back, “All these people fear losing composure from eating their fill – wouldn’t he fear the same?”

Yang Lun coughed once, then changed the subject: “Did he write his confession himself?”

Qi Huaiyang said: “According to the Ministry’s trial procedures, what I’m submitting today is the testimony from the hall trial two days ago. He wrote his version too, which I’ve read, but won’t submit it today. The Directorate of Ceremonial still doesn’t know what Deng Ying and the Cabinet intend, and the Northern Commandery is still holding their troops. Are you and Minister Bai planning to submit the new edict today, or choose another day for a private submission?”

Yang Lun said: “Another day. First deal with the Directorate of Ceremonial; without that obstacle, our draft edict will go more smoothly.”

“Alright.”

Qi Huaiyang paused then continued: “There’s one more thing I need to tell you first. I don’t know the Cabinet’s attitude toward Deng Ying. But regardless, I don’t support further torture interrogation. Even if the judicial path requires the Three Judicial Offices to start proceedings, his part shouldn’t need re-examination.”

Yang Lun nodded: “I understand. Though we can’t directly explain Deng Ying’s situation to the Cabinet, I’ll say what I can. Huaiyang, I’ve never served in the Three Judicial Offices and don’t know much, but I wonder, when they try this case later, could Deng Ying be listed as an accomplice of the Directorate of Ceremonial? You’ve worked this path longer – see if you can help him through the testimony.”

Qi Huaiyang neither agreed nor disagreed, “I’ll try my best, but what I was saying earlier about bypassing Minister Bai to tell you…”

His words were interrupted by the sound of the Palace Gate unlocking. The bell striker on the Bell and Drum Tower struck three times, and the officials below the Drum Tower hurriedly straightened their robes and lined up on the Golden Water Bridge. Before leaving, Yang Lun looked back at Deng Ying once more. Standing beneath the Palace Gate facing the wind, even in his padded clothes, his bones were visible.

A throne had been set up on the Gate of Divine Might. The day was windy with thick light, and no canopy was set over the throne.

Neither the Empress nor Empress Dowager attended the gate in person, instead taking their seats inside the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

Court Lady Jiang Min of the Court of State Ceremonial stood before the hall, prepared to relay messages.

The Directorate of Ceremonial eunuch secretaries, led by He Yixian, stood at the front of the imperial way, watching officials approach from east and west up the imperial way, kneeling in sequence to pay respects to the throne.

After the ceremony, the Court of State Ceremonial official called “Rise—”

Yang Lun straightened his robe and stood. All the Directorate of Ceremonial members bowed to the Cabinet. He Yixian straightened after his bow and said to Yang Lun: “Has the Minister’s health not improved?”

Yang Lun replied: “In my twilight years facing grave illness, recovery is very difficult.”

He Yixian sighed: “Minister’s achievements will last thousands of years and must receive a blessing. You must continue to assist the sacred ruler and carry on the prosperity for future generations.”

Yang Lun gave a cold laugh, not responding to this statement.

He Yixian didn’t seem to mind, turning to say: “Present the edict.”

Hu Xiang responded, walking up the imperial way, bowing as he held the edict, stopping before He Yixian. All those on the imperial way raised their heads to look at what was in Hu Xiang’s hands.

He Yixian swept his gaze over the assembled officials and announced: “Let the Court of State Ceremonial proclaim the edict.”

As the Court official was about to step forward, Qi Huaiyang suddenly broke ranks saying: “This edict must not be proclaimed!”

At these words, Hu Xiang’s hands trembled unconsciously. The Left Censor-in-Chief of the Censorate shouted: “Vice Minister Qi, these words could harm the foundation of the state.”

Qi Huaiyang replied: “Chief Inspector, I have my reasons.”

He stepped forward several paces, pointing at Hu Xiang, “This final edict is not in His Majesty’s hand – it is a forgery!”

Hearing these words, Hu Xiang’s legs weakened and his hands loosened. The edict fell to the ground, rolling quite far. He hurriedly scrambled after it on hands and knees to retrieve it.

He Yixian looked down at Hu Xiang once, then raised his head saying: “Report the Vice Minister’s words to the hall.”

“No need to rush. Even if you must request the inner court to punish my crime, you must hear me finish explaining.”

He finished speaking and took a document from his sleeve: “Request the Court of Transmission to read this memorial!”

The wind stirred up dust from the north, sweeping over the Golden Water Bridge, almost blinding people’s eyes.

In the hundred-some years of the Great Ming, Court of Transmission officials had proclaimed memorials before the gate hundreds of times, always with strong, clear voices. Never had they been like today, where the official’s legs were trembling by the middle of the reading.

The entire memorial was over a thousand characters, mostly quotations from Deng Ying’s confession after the citations.

Deng Ying admitted to forging the final edict when the previous emperor was gravely ill, privately using the imperial seal, as the emperor had died of his illness without establishing a final edict.

As the Court official reached the end, all beneath the Golden Terrace were silent, with only the harsh, grating sound of the wind tearing at official robes.

“I, Minister Yang Lun, request to bring Eastern Depot Director Eunuch Deng Ying forward for questioning before the throne.”

Yang Lun’s voice broke the silence. Several Cabinet ministers immediately supported this, followed by the Left and Right Censors-in-Chief and Court of Imperial Entertainments officials also joining the request. The chorus of requests rose to the heavens at once. Hu Xiang and others could barely stand, looking fearfully toward the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

Soon, Empress Dowager’s command came from the Hall — permitting the Ministry of Justice to bring Eastern Depot Director Eunuch Deng Ying forward for questioning before the throne.

The order was quickly relayed to the Palace Gate. The Imperial Guard general received it and turned to command: “Bring the prisoner up to the hall.”

The guards on either side of Deng Ying immediately stepped forward to grab his arms. Deng Ying hadn’t moved at first, but after a few steps called out to the Imperial Guard ahead: “General.”

The Guard general waved for them to stop and turned around:

“Please speak.”

Deng Ying raised his hands in greeting to him, “May I walk by myself?”

“We must follow procedure. Please don’t make this difficult, Director.”

Hearing these words, Deng Ying said nothing more, lowering his hands and responding with a simple “Alright.”

From the Palace Gate to the Gate of Supreme Harmony required over a hundred steps.

He had once participated in building this imperial way. Before it became a symbol of feudal royal power, he had walked it thousands of times alongside countless craftsmen. Yet after its completion, he had never set foot on this path again.

Deng Ying had always wanted to walk freely alone on this imperial way, to leisurely raise his head and look at the hall he had overseen rebuilding, but he was naturally humble and unwilling to make excessive demands.

He was escorted up onto the Golden Water Bridge. The civil and military officials on both sides stepped back several paces, leaving a path in the middle for him.

Deng Ying slowly walked to the foot of the Golden Terrace dragging his chains. When the guards released him, he obediently knelt.

The officials were all very familiar with this Eastern Depot Director Eunuch. Thinking of the Tongjia tragedy, Bai Huan’s suffering in prison, and now his great crime of forging the late emperor’s final edict, hatred rose in their hearts. Constrained by being before the Golden Terrace, they dared not speak, though several censorial officials wielding brush and sword practically wanted to spit at him.
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Qi Huaiyang remained outside the ranks, walking to stand before Deng Ying with his back to the Golden Terrace, looking down to say: “Today you’re permitted to defend yourself before the Golden Terrace. Do not speak rashly.”

Deng Ying lowered his head: “Yes, I understand.”

Qi Huaiyang cleared his throat softly and asked in a formal voice: “When was the false edict written?”

Deng Ying raised his head and replied evenly: “The third day of the eleventh month in the fourteenth year of Zhenning. That day, Imperial Physician Zhang Wentong administered acupuncture to His Majesty. His Majesty had spasms in his legs and abdomen, with uneven breathing. The physician then submitted the pulse diagnosis to the inner palace. At the hour of Hai, the physician administered acupuncture again. During this time, His Majesty’s mind was temporarily clear, but he spoke no words and did not personally review the cabinet’s memorials submitted that day. Therefore, the Directorate of Ceremonials wrote the vermillion response for that day’s memorials. The Records of Daily Life are true up to this point.”

“And after that?”

Qi Huaiyang opened the case file: “The Records state that on the fourth day of the eleventh month in the fourteenth year of Zhenning, His Majesty rose and moved freely, standing east of the imperial desk to approve the edict.”

Deng Ying replied: “That section is false, altered at the Directorate of Ceremonial’s instruction.”

“Nonsense!”

“Director He.”

Yang Lun called out firmly: “He hasn’t finished speaking.”

Then to Deng Ying: “Director Deng, please continue.”

Deng Ying responded: “Yes.” He continued: “Since autumn began, His Majesty’s health steadily declined. The Cabinet submitted several memorials requesting the designation of an heir, but His Majesty never approved them. Until His Majesty’s death, he never consulted the Cabinet about establishing an heir. After the Six Palaces were forbidden from attending his illness, and the Crown Prince was also punished and not allowed near the Heart-Nurturing Hall, Cabinet ministers could not enter without an edict. Only the inner palace and Directorate of Ceremonial could attend to His Majesty’s illness. Therefore…”

He looked toward He Yixian, “In the early eleventh month of the fourteenth year of Zhenning, I conspired with Directorate of Ceremonial Chief Eunuch He Yixian to forge a final edict and privately use the imperial seal, naming the second prince Yi Jue as successor to the throne.”

The officials erupted in commotion.

Yang Lun had to raise his voice: “Please, ministers, remain calm.”

The Left Censor-in-Chief faced He Yixian, shouting angrily: “Forging an imperial edict is truly disrupting the foundation of the state and destroying His Late Majesty’s sacred name. What right do such great criminals have to stand beneath today’s hall?”

He finished speaking and stepped forward to prostrate himself, his forehead striking the ground heavily: “I request that Directorate of Ceremonial Chief Eunuch He Yixian and Deng Ying’s eunuch faction all be stripped of office and imprisoned, handed to the Three Judicial Offices for investigation to clarify their heaven-defying crimes and comfort His Late Majesty’s spirit.”

He Yixian said: “Based on one-sided words, you ministers would defy the late emperor’s edict and kill us to vent years of private hatred? Who is truly disrupting the state’s foundation? The Two Empresses will judge clearly.”

He stepped forward, looking at Deng Ying: “This person had frequent contact with Yang Wan, the palace maid in charge of the Chengqian Palace, yet forged an edict supporting the second prince as heir. Ministers, can this person’s actions be reconciled? Why would he confess to a capital crime?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying responded, raising his hands from the ground. He straightened his back and knelt upright, his restraints clanking with his movements. He didn’t look at He Yixian, but instead gazed up at the Hall of Supreme Harmony and asked evenly: “Why would I confess to a capital crime?”

After these words, the officials’ clamor gradually subsided.

The question seemed self-directed, yet also like a pointed query aimed at no one in particular.

Below the Golden Terrace, the Cabinet ministers led by Yang Lun stood silently on the east side, while the Directorate of Ceremonial members cowered fearfully on the west, their positions clear, with the conflict between them ready to erupt. Between these two sides stood only one person. At this moment, in this place, he could not stand tall and proper, yet from beginning to end, not a trace of sorrow could be seen on his face.

Who had forced him to this point?

No one below the Golden Terrace could answer.

That question aimed at no one seemed to transform into a cold arrow, chillingly approaching the officials’ spines.

The Left Censor-in-Chief looked at Deng Ying, hesitated for a moment, and finally asked: “How do you defend against the Directorate of Ceremonial’s question?”

Deng Ying nodded with a slight smile, prostrating himself again: “I admit my guilt. I make no other defense.”

“You…”

“His heart deserves ten thousand deaths!”

He Yixian stamped his foot, voice trembling: “Your heart deserves ten thousand deaths! His Majesty left an edict for posterity, yet you dare cover His Majesty’s sacred will, preventing his final wishes from being fulfilled. Deng Ying, oh Deng Ying…”

He Yixian raised his hand to point behind him: “His Majesty’s funeral rites are not complete, his spirit… is still present! Such an evil servant should be torn into ten thousand pieces!”

“He Yixian!”

Yang Lun called him by name, stepping forward: “Whatever you have to say, say it in the Three Judicial Offices’ court. The Cabinet will immediately draft a new edict on behalf of the late emperor according to procedure. Your Directorate’s false edict will be sealed and invalidated according to law.”

He Yixian looked up: “Who dares invalidate the late emperor’s edict!”

He turned to kneel toward the Hall of Supreme Harmony, crying out: “This old servant requests that Eastern Depot Director Eunuch Deng Ying be sent to the imperial prison under the Northern Commandery, to be questioned for his crimes of slandering the late emperor, disrupting court order, and endangering the state’s foundation!”

As soon as he finished speaking, Yang Lun also knelt beside Deng Ying, calling out: “Directorate of Ceremonial Chief Eunuch He Yixian refuses to seal the false edict, disregards the officials, and roars before the Golden Terrace. I request he be caned immediately!”

Both requests reached the Hall of Supreme Harmony simultaneously. No one below the Golden Terrace dared speak.

The struggle between civil officials and eunuchs had long existed, but because the late emperor had greatly favored He Yixian during his reign, leading to the Tongjia case where over eighty people died tragically, afterward, though there were occasional conflicts between the Cabinet and Directorate of Ceremonial with tremendous undercurrents, they had never brought their struggle into the open. Today was the first time Yang Lun had publicly requested the caning of the Directorate’s Chief Eunuch. After the requests were transmitted, the Court Lady from the Court of State Ceremonial was long in appearing.

Deng Ying turned to look at Yang Lun beside him, hearing him say softly: “Not too rash, was it?”

Deng Ying didn’t respond immediately, turning back to look at the floor tiles before him.

“No.”

After a long while, Court Lady Zhang Min finally emerged from the Hall of Supreme Harmony, and Empress Dowager’s command came down: “Minister Yang’s request is granted. Strip the Directorate of Ceremonial Chief Eunuch of his official robes and administer ten strokes of the cane immediately. Also, remove Eastern Depot Director Eunuch Deng Ying from office and hand him to the Three Judicial Offices for joint investigation. The Cabinet shall immediately draft a new edict to manifest the late emperor’s sacred virtue.”

At these words, He Yixian’s knees weakened and he staggered forward several steps before being forced to kneel by Imperial Guard strongmen. His official robes were immediately stripped away. Two Imperial Guards yanked his arms forward, dragging him to fall beside Deng Ying. Two punishment rods pinned his legs, leaving him unable to move.

Yang Lun stood up, gesturing for the Imperial Guard to lift Deng Ying and take him aside.

He Yixian turned his head to look at Deng Ying, saying hoarsely: “You could have lived together with me…”

Deng Ying lowered his head: “I don’t wish to live alongside the eunuch faction.”

“Fool! Ah…”

The punishment rod fell heavily. He Yixian’s body arched upward before crashing down again.

Though Deng Ying showed no emotion, he couldn’t suppress two coughs. The Imperial Guard tightened his restraints, warning him not to move improperly.

Meanwhile, the officials behind Deng Ying relaxed their tension. Several censors raised their arms to mock and curse: “This is the most satisfying thing ever!”

He Yixian lost consciousness amid the mockery, blood flowing freely from his lower body, his legs spasming uncontrollably.

The strongmen stepped back, and the officials’ curses grew louder. Among these people, some had suffered persecution from the Directorate of Ceremonial, while others, though not directly harmed, had their careers stifled for offending Directorate eunuchs. Now they couldn’t wait to vent all their resentment, their words growing increasingly sharp and pointed.

Deng Ying quietly endured the wave of voices behind him, feeling no hatred toward He Yixian.

Thinking back two years, he had been treated the same way, so he understood that this person’s fate would also be his own.

He found it difficult to clarify his emotions at this moment, with only the most genuine fear of punishment suppressed beneath rationality.

He couldn’t help but raise his head, letting out a long breath, trying to calm himself.

He Yixian was lifted by the Imperial Guard and dragged toward the Palace Gate.

The final great court discussion of the late Zhenning era thus concluded. Qi Huaiyang walked back to Deng Ying’s side: “Let’s go.”

Yang Lun said: “I can walk with him a few steps, can’t I?”

Qi Huaiyang nodded, adding: “He can’t exit through the side doors of the Palace Gate.”

“Then which gate will you use?”

“The West Glory Gate is observing mourning, so we’ll use the East Glory Gate.”

Yang Lun followed: “That’s fine.”

Deng Ying was escorted forward. He couldn’t walk quickly, and Yang Lun couldn’t control his pace. After not far, he had to say: “You’re walking too fast.”

“What? Oh…”

Yang Lun deliberately slowed his steps, walking somewhat awkwardly.

Deng Ying said: “Why torture me? You can say whatever you need to during the interrogation.”

“Be quiet.”

Deng Ying smiled slightly: “Yang Zixie, I’m fine. I’ll survive.”

“Mm.”

After this sound of acknowledgment, Yang Lun spoke no more.

At the East Glory Gate, Yang Wan stood leaning against the palace wall with one arm crossed, waiting. She wore mourning clothes, all in plain white, with only a silver hairpin in her hair, no makeup or rouge, yet she didn’t appear haggard. Instead, she possessed a kind of cold, refined grace.

Seeing Deng Ying’s group approach, she walked forward to meet them, showing a smile to both Yang Lun and Deng Ying.

“May I speak with him for a moment?”

“Wanwan…”

“Don’t speak. I’m asking Lord Qi.”

She crouched to bow to Qi Huaiyang: “My lord, don’t worry. With me here, he won’t dare act improperly.”

Yang Lun glared at Yang Wan, turning to Qi Huaiyang: “Give me this favor.”

Qi Huaiyang laughed shortly: “Alright.”

He gestured for the Ministry guards to release their hold and step back to maintain watch.

Yang Wan walked behind Deng Ying with her hands behind her back, looking up: “Squat down.”

Deng Ying lifted his restraints and squatted. Yang Wan stood behind him, and though he didn’t turn around, he asked gently: “Should I squat lower?”

Yang Wan asked: “Do your feet hurt?”

“No.”

“Then you can squat a bit lower.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan raised her hands, gently gathering Deng Ying’s hair.

“Wanwan, what are you doing?”

“Tying up your hair.”

“No need, I…”

“You won’t be able to wash your hair for a long time after you go. Don’t you think it’ll be dirty if left loose?”

“Yes.”

He instinctively agreed with Yang Wan: “Then Wanwan, tie it tightly.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly: “Stay still, don’t worry about how I tie it.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying spoke no more.

The wind at the city gate lifted Yang Wan’s sleeves. She freed one hand to tuck her hair behind her ear, looking down at Deng Ying: “Deng Ying, though we never became husband and wife, can we make one promise to each other?”

“What promise?”

Yang Wan gathered Deng Ying’s hair, taking off her own hair ribbon, saying softly: “No matter if I, Yang Wan, have money in the future, no matter what illnesses Deng Ying may suffer, I will take care of Deng Ying, for a lifetime.”

“I… what should I say?”

Yang Wan smiled: “I’ll teach you what to say.”

“Mm.”

“I’ll say one line, you repeat one line, okay?”

“Alright.”

“No matter how much I, Deng Ying…”

“No matter how much I, Deng Ying…”

“Dislike myself…”

“Dislike… myself…”

“As long as Yang Wan likes me…”

“As long as Wanwan… likes me…”

“I will live on well.”

“I will live on well.”
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He truly listened to Yang Wan’s words.

Initially, it was a guilty person’s shame toward their victim, seeking Yang Wan’s guidance to dissolve his feelings of guilt.

But Yang Wan had never disciplined Deng Ying. She never rejected the ‘shame’ he handed over to her, and instead gently ‘bound’ the hand he extended himself, allowing him to sit calmly and talk with her.

She understood Deng Ying well enough to never pierce through his old-fashioned refinement with the radiance of humanism. By Yang Wan’s side, Deng Ying still possessed a soul as smooth as fine jade, flawless as his era – identical to what Yang Wan would find six hundred years later when brushing away the dust of time.

“Words once spoken cannot be broken.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan lowered her head to look at Deng Ying’s hands resting on his knees.

“Give me your hand.”

“Hmm?”

“Give me your hand, let’s make a pinky promise.”

Deng Ying rose and lifted his hand toward Yang Wan. His sleeve fell back, revealing wrists bound by shackles. Yang Wan used one hand to support his hand from below, while her other hand gently hooked his finger.

“Do you remember what I said to you at Nanhaizi?”

Deng Ying nodded, “I remember. You said you would come find me, and when we next met, I should speak properly with you.”

Yang Wan smiled and tugged gently at Deng Ying’s finger. “Deng Ying, this time, I will still come find you. Only next time when I see you, it will be my turn to speak properly with you.”

After she finished speaking, she took Deng Ying’s hand. “Come, let me take you over.”

Qi Huaiyang gestured for the guards to come forward and take Deng Ying away. Yang Wan compliantly released his hand.

Yang Lun glanced at Deng Ying, then turned to Yang Wan and said, “Do you have anything else to say? There’s still some time.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No more. You can take him away now. I’ll follow behind and see you out through Donghua Gate.”

Hearing her words, Qi Huaiyang didn’t delay further and gave the order to proceed.

Yang Wan walked alongside Yang Lun behind Deng Ying. The hard snow powder on the ground was gradually packed down by those walking ahead, making a gritty sound when stepped on. Deng Ying didn’t turn back to look at Yang Wan again. The wind picked up snow powder at the city gate, swept past his body, and struck Yang Wan’s face. Yang Wan turned aside, suppressing the urge to cough in her throat.

Yang Lun turned to look at her and said softly, “Have you been ill recently?”

Yang Wan nodded, “A little.”

Yang Lun turned back and raised his voice slightly, “Don’t worry about him anymore. Take care of yourself and His Highness.”

“I know.”

By then, they had reached Donghua Gate. Deng Ying was led into the prisoner cart. Yang Lun gestured for Yang Wan to wait behind the gate while he went forward to speak briefly with Qi Huaiyang. As the Ministry of Justice group departed, Yang Lun returned to Yang Wan and said, “From today until the Three Departments’ joint trial ends, you cannot see him again.”

Yang Wan nodded.

“However,” Yang Lun paused and continued, “The Ministry of Justice is different from the Imperial Prison. They allow family members from outside to send some clothes and food. He might not accept what I sent him. But he wouldn’t dare refuse what you send. If you have anything you want to give him, just tell someone to come to the Cabinet duty room and tell me. I’ll buy it outside and give it to him.”

Yang Wan smiled, “Brother.”

“What?”

Yang Wan looked up, “You don’t seem to blame me anymore.”

Yang Lun started, unconsciously swallowing before scolding lightly, “Can I control you?”

He turned his back after speaking, and after a long while said, “Live however you want. If Deng Ying can get out this time, I’ll give you money to buy a house outside. Live far away from me. Don’t let your sisters-in-law get upset seeing you.”

“We have a house.”

“A house?”

Yang Lun turned around, “You call that a house? Haven’t you seen how it was wrecked by the students from Chu Mountain and Lake Peaceful academies?”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s wrecked. Deng Ying is a builder after all.”

“What builder?”

Yang Lun’s voice shot up, “What do you know? He built the Imperial City! In our great Ming’s hundred years, there were only two people like him and Zhang Zhanchun. You want him to fix roofs with you?”

Seeing Yang Lun’s reddened neck, Yang Wan couldn’t help but laugh. She lowered her eyes and said, “I’m sorry, brother. It’s my fault. I won’t let him fix it. I’ll do it myself.”

Hearing her apology, Yang Lun felt somewhat awkward. He patted the back of his head, and walked a few steps forward with his hands behind his back, saying as he walked, “I still don’t understand what would be best for you two.”

Yang Wan walked closer to Yang Lun and called out, “Brother.”

Yang Lun pinched his fingers, neither responding nor turning around.

Yang Wan changed the subject, “When will the Cabinet draft the new edict?”

Yang Lun coughed once, “Minister Bai and I have already drafted it. It will be issued after the Cabinet’s deliberation.”

He turned around after speaking and looked down at Yang Wan, agreeing, “There’s one thing you can prepare for.”

Yang Wan nodded, responding directly without waiting for Yang Lun’s explanation, “I’m already preparing.”

At this point, both fell silent.

The cold wind gusted in through the city gate, making the shadows of withered trees dance wildly under the sun. Yang Wan pulled her clothes tighter, “Brother, I’m a bit worried.”

Yang Lun asked, “What are you worried about?”

“Worried that Her Majesty won’t want to return to Chengqian Palace.”

“Why wouldn’t she want to?” Yang Lun countered.

“With the Crown Prince ascending the throne, Her Majesty should by rights be cared for in the palace. Would she be willing to live in Banana Garden for the rest of her life?”

Yang Wan shook her head without speaking.

The year Zheng Yuejia died tragically in the Crane Residence case, Yang Lun was also fighting for his life while overseeing land clearing in the south.

Sick on the river, he didn’t know what had happened in the inner court a thousand li away.

By the time he returned, Zheng Yuejia was dead, Consort Ning was imprisoned in Banana Garden, Yang Wan had been marked with prison scars, and Deng Ying had taken all the blame for encroaching on academy lands.

Yang Lun only knew these people were protecting him, protecting the court’s hard-won land-clearing efforts in the south, but there were some extremely subtle human relationships within that the parties involved wouldn’t speak of, so he had no way of knowing.

“What exactly happened?”

Yang Wan sighed, not telling Yang Lun the hidden truth of those years, only saying, “I’m just guessing Her Majesty’s grief and resentment might run too deep.”

She then avoided this topic and asked instead, “Will the heir issue a clear edict about welcoming Her Majesty back to the palace?”

Yang Lun said, “This matter is still undecided. After all, the late emperor imprisoned Her Majesty on grounds of madness. Her Majesty’s future position needs to be discussed together with the grand ceremonies for the inner palace.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “After the new edict is issued, I will first go to Banana Garden to see Her Majesty.”

After speaking, she pinched her sleeve and paused. When she spoke again, her voice was considerably lower than before.

“Brother, once everything in the inner court is stable, I want to leave the palace.”

“Leave the palace?”

Yang Lun lowered his voice, “Why suddenly want to leave the palace at this time?”

Yang Wan looked up toward Donghua Gate, “I don’t like life in the inner court, nor do I want to continue being a servant of the inner court. These past few years, guarding His Highness, I’ve taken on quite a bit of blame. My health isn’t as good as before either. Living outside might help me recover some.”

She walked a few steps forward after speaking, walking in front of Yang Lun and looking up at him, “Before His Highness was young and Her Majesty wasn’t here, I really couldn’t set my mind at ease. Now His Highness is gradually growing up, and I’ve helped you check all the people taking care of him over these years. They may not all be very clever, but at least they’re good people with honest hearts. You can rest assured.”

“Yang Wan.”

“Yes?”

Yang Lun looked down at her face, “I haven’t asked about your affairs these past few years. Have you been mistreated in the palace?”

“Not really, I had Deng Ying.”

“He couldn’t even protect himself.”

“That’s true.”

Yang Wan nodded and smiled, “But we supported each other, and lived quite meaningfully.”

“I failed to protect you properly.”

Yang Lun was silent for a long while before saying these words.

“How about this – once the inner court stabilizes, brother will bring you home to rest and recover properly for a while.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I’m not going home.”

Hearing her say this, Yang Lun couldn’t help but say anxiously, “Even if you want to be with Deng Ying, you still need to wait for him to come out safely. During this time while he’s not here, where can a young woman like you find peace if not at home?”

“Who says I can’t find peace?”

She smiled brightly at Yang Lun, “I still have Clear Wave Publishing House and Diligent Hall.”

“You…”

Clear Wave Publishing House and Diligent Hall were the two largest private publishing houses in the entire capital. Of these, Diligent Hall used to be even larger than many official publishing houses. Now they had quietly come under Yang Wan’s name. Yang Lun was stunned and couldn’t help but ask, “When did you acquire Diligent Hall?”

“After the autumn imperial examinations.”

“Where did you get the money?”

Yang Wan replied, “Don’t worry, I didn’t do anything I shouldn’t have. At the time, to prevent Diligent Hall from printing the writings of Zhou Muyi and other academy students, I bought out Diligent Hall’s printing ink. Then during this year’s spring and autumn examination markets, I did some business in front-door book sales along with several large inns from Changhe, earning quite a bit. Later, when Diligent Hall had to leave the capital because it was implicated in the academy’s ‘rebellion case’, I quietly took over their business in the capital.”

Yang Lun said, “You mentioned the ‘rebellion case’. Yang Wan, let me ask you, could Clear Wave Publishing House avoid being implicated? Who was bold enough to hide those students?”

“I hid them, but who made me the vegetable lady wife of the Eastern Depot official?”

“Fine…”

Yang Lun raised his hand to point at her, “You’re something.”

Yang Wan smiled, “Actually, I should also thank Deputy Commissioner Zhang. He let me off, otherwise, Clear Wave Publishing House would have been hard to keep, let alone acquire Diligent Hall.”

Yang Lun said, “What do you want these two publishing houses for? Do you want to be a female merchant?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No, I want to be a scholar. Brushes, ink, books – these are the things I’m most familiar with. Looking at them makes my heart calm.”

After speaking, she gently gripped one of her wrists, “Brother, what I’ve always needed was never protection. What I need, no one can give me, so I can only give it to myself. You and Deng Ying are both scholars. Deng Ying made his vows with a literary heart, unwavering for life. You hold your brush as if a sword hangs over your heart – equally respectable. If you can do it, then I can too, just walking a different path from you.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Observe, record, and then put on a cold garment for those in cold and barren places.”

“What does that mean?”

“For those who have been wronged, cry out ‘I object.'”

Chapter 136: Evening Light on Cornus (Part 7)
The end of the fourteenth year of Zhenning.

Emperor Zhenning’s body was prepared for burial, and Crown Prince Zhu Yilang, as heir apparent, performed the pre-burial wine offering ritual and personally oversaw the preparation of the late emperor’s body.

Before the burial preparation, the Cabinet redrafted the late emperor’s edict according to law, using his name to simplify the mourning ceremonies as per old customs. Days were substituted for months, with mourning to end after twenty-seven days. No animals would be slaughtered for sacrificial ceremonies, only vegetarian offerings would be used, and there would be no ban on public entertainment or marriages. Princes of the imperial clan need not leave their fiefs to attend the mourning, and local officials were not to abandon their posts but should mourn in their localities upon hearing the news. Officials such as prefects, subprefects, and county magistrates would not need to burn incense.

With this edict issued, the financial pressure on local governments immediately eased. Many government offices that had already reached out to collect taxes withdrew their hands after hearing the edict.

That day, Chen Hua returned from outside and went to Yang Palace to find Yang Wan.

Yilang had moved palaces. Yang Palace was different from Chengqian Palace, being guarded by the Imperial Guards and Ming Armor Army. Yang Wan was also not as easy to find as before. Chen Hua waited under the corridor for quite a while before seeing Yang Wan walk out from the palace wrapped in a thick fur coat.

“Aunt Wan.”

He waved to Yang Wan.

Seeing it was Chen Hua, Yang Wan smiled and walked over, saying, “You’re back.”

“Yes, just returned.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Did you see Yunqing?”

Hearing this, Chen Hua knelt and kowtowed to Yang Wan. Yang Wan hurried to help him up, “Supervisor Chen, don’t do this. Others will think something’s wrong if they see.”

“Yes, yes…”

Chen Hua quickly stood up, “Seeing Yunqing doing so well outside, I wanted to come back and kowtow to you. I forgot you have your rules. I was foolish.”

Yang Wan shook her head with a smile, “I feel I’ve wronged you, only letting you see her now.”

Chen Hua waved his hand:

“You can’t say that. Yunqing and I both understand you did it for our good.”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan nodded: “Is she eating and living well at Clear Wave Publishing House?”

“All good, all good.”

Chen Hua wiped his face as he spoke, “Yunqing reads a lot, and your place is full of books. It’s made her scholarly air even stronger. I saw her helping organize things behind the printing house. She hasn’t lost weight and looks even better than when she was in the palace. Though she’s still sad when Li Yu is mentioned, she’s not dwelling on it, which puts my mind at ease quite a bit.”

Yang Wan smiled in response: “That’s good then. Next time you go see her, tell her not to always stay cooped up behind the printing house. Most of the Ceremonial Office people have been imprisoned, and no one will come looking for her anymore. If she wants, she can go out for walks. Spring is coming, she should buy some fabric and make herself some new clothes.”

“Ah, I’ll tell her.”

After speaking, he suddenly remembered the main matter and hurriedly took out a package of silver from his sleeve, presenting it to Yang Wan, “This is what Yunqing asked me to bring to you, Aunt.”

Yang Wan said: “It can’t be used in the palace, you keep it.”

“But it’s not for use in the palace. This is from the students of Chu Mountain Academy.”

Yang Wan started, quickly reaching out to take the silver package while asking, “When did they send it?”

Chen Hua said: “Mid-last month, a jinshi scholar named Zhou Muyi personally brought it to Clear Wave Publishing House. He said it was our Supervisor’s salary from before his imprisonment. After the land clearing, the academy lands were returned, and the late emperor left an edict prohibiting the establishment of mourning silver funds. The academy’s finances have visibly improved, and they really couldn’t keep holding onto the Supervisor’s money anymore, so they gathered this much and entrusted Zhou Muyi to give it to the Supervisor. Zhou Muyi had no way to see the Supervisor, so he took this money to Clear Wave Publishing House. Yunqing said it wasn’t right for her to keep it, so she had me bring it in to give to you.”

Yang Wan held the silver bag, lowering her head, and couldn’t help but laugh.

Chen Hua said: “I secretly took a look, it’s not much. You don’t need to be so happy about it.”

Yang Wan said: “You don’t understand how precious this is.”

After saying this, she didn’t explain further to Chen Hua, “Go attend to your business.”

“Alright, Aunt, get some rest. I’m heading back to the Fuel Conservation Office.”

Yang Wan watched Chen Hua walk away through the snow, holding the silver bag as she walked toward the inner palace.

After just a few steps, Qingmeng caught up from below the steps saying: “The Cabinet Ministers have arrived in front, they wish to report matters.”

Yang Wan stopped, looked at the time of day, and said to Qingmeng standing on the steps: “I just saw the meal being set out, ask them to wait a while.”

Qingmeng nodded, “Indeed, His Majesty didn’t eat well this morning.”

“No need.”

This voice came from behind the door. Qingmeng and others hurriedly prostrated themselves. Yang Wan turned her head to see Yilang walking out, “I’ll hear what the Cabinet Ministers have to report, then eat.”

Yang Wan also bowed to him, “Yes, this servant will pass on the message.”

Yilang reached out to take Yang Wan’s hand, leading her toward the inner palace, “You don’t need to go. You’ve been coughing these past few days. I’ve summoned the Imperial Physician to examine you. You sit in the side chamber for a while.”

Yang Wan looked at Yilang’s back. Still in the mourning period before its end, wearing heavy mourning clothes that wrapped around his not-yet-fully-grown body, making him look somewhat bulky. But when he walked, his back was very straight. If not for his stature, he hardly looked like a youth at all.

Yang Wan stared at his gait and blurted out:

“Since becoming emperor, your way of walking has changed, and you’re more domineering than before.”

Yilang stopped in his tracks and turned around, “Aunt, you mustn’t be impudent.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan curtsied, “This servant won’t be impudent.”

Yilang looked up and said: “I’m doing this for your good.”

“This servant knows. This servant will see the doctor and take medicine shortly.”

“Won’t you stop being a servant?”

Yilang suddenly raised his voice. Yang Wan was taken aback, then heard him continue: “You’re like my mother’s consort, you’re both my family. Won’t you stop being a servant?”

Yang Wan knelt, “If not a servant, what should I be? Does Your Majesty want to grant me a title?”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan smiled, “But I don’t want one.”

“Why?”

“Because I only want to be Your Majesty’s aunt. Though bound by palace rules, I call myself a servant, but in my heart, Your Majesty is my most cherished younger relative. Being able to interact with Your Majesty like this makes me feel very at ease. Does Your Majesty know? I’m not as afraid of you as before.”

Yilang released Yang Wan’s hand, “Aunt, did you fear me before because I made you kneel and ordered the beating of the Depot Official?”

“No.”

Yang Wan reached out to fix his collar that had been blown askew by the wind, “It was because Aunt didn’t quite understand you then.”

After speaking, she folded her hands on her knees and looked up at Yilang, “We all need to spend time together to understand the hearts of those around us.”

“I understand.”

Yilang looked down at Yang Wan and suddenly said in a formal tone: “I will help the Depot Official.”

Yang Wan said: “His crime carries the death penalty.”

Yilang shook his head, “On the path of justice, besides the Great Ming Code, there is also the sovereign’s conscience.”

Yang Wan was startled, “Who taught you these words?”

“The Depot Official.”

After speaking, he turned around saying: “I’m going to hear the Cabinet Ministers’ report. You sit in the side chamber. After the Imperial Physician examines you, have him wait. I’ll come to ask personally.”

As he spoke, he walked toward the front hall. After a few steps, he turned back saying: “Aunt, you must not be sad anymore, understand?”

“I understand.”

She not only heard Yilang’s words, but she also heard a voice contrary to history.

But she wasn’t sure if this was a voice reversed because of her, or if this was how it originally sounded.

In the “Record of Hundred Crimes,” Yilang wrote for Deng Ying, there was no mention of the crime of forging an imperial edict. Even the historical fact of the Ceremonial Office forging an edict wasn’t recorded. He Yixian was punished for the crime of embezzling state funds. The actual crime that caused Deng Ying to suffer death by slow slicing was “conspiracy against imperial clan members.” This charge was extremely deliberate, so deliberate that later generations couldn’t even find historical evidence to verify it, and could only make indirect guesses about the death of the second prince.

The Ming History records that the second prince died before the edict was issued, yet at this time until the edict’s issuance, the second prince had not died of illness.

This erroneous record in Ming History corresponds exactly to the period of the Three Departments’ joint trial, which wasn’t historically Deng Ying’s fatal tribulation.

But if this wasn’t Deng Ying’s fatal tribulation, then where was the final deadly trial?

Thinking of this, Yang Wan couldn’t help but feel a chill down her spine.

Bai Huan’s gift of a coffin, Yang Lun’s letter.

These two historical facts don’t appear in the Ming History.

But they did indeed acknowledge Deng Ying.

Perhaps at the time, it wasn’t just them who acknowledged Deng Ying. Yilang, Qi Huaiyang, Bai Yuyang, all the Cabinet Ministers, and all the officials who participated in the Golden Terrace Great Discussion, even Chen Hua and Song Yunqing from the inner court, the students from both Chu Mountain and Lake Peaceful academies… none of them were foolish. Everyone gradually came to understand what that person standing between the civil officials and eunuchs was truly doing.

But why was he still subjected to slow slicing for three full days in the end?

Among all those standing at the execution ground, did not one person speak up for his innocence?

Why were no written words left to plead his case at the time? Why in the end was his life story so completely distorted beyond recognition?

Yang Wan closed her eyes, recalling the passage she had read in her senior sister’s notes:

“The emperor at the time merely used this person’s body as a symbol of guilt, using extreme punishment to declare to the world his attitude toward the eunuch faction, explicitly showing the baseness of the eunuch group, demonstrating the absolute control of imperial power over palace servants. When they executed Deng Ying in front of the palace gates, perhaps not one person remembered that this eunuch dying tragically had once been the builder of this imperial city.”

Symbol of guilt, attitude toward the eunuch faction, absolute control.

As Yang Wan pondered these words, she suddenly felt an intense pain in her chest and lungs.

This passage, which wasn’t included in serious academic papers, seemed to have hit upon the fatal point of Deng Ying’s fate.

Yang Wan pressed her chest and sat down supporting herself on a chair.

Her hand touched the notebook she had long carried with her, so she took it out and spread it open on her knees.

She had been writing in this notebook for three years.

The previous “Biography of Deng Ying” had consumed nearly ten years of her youth. During that time, she constantly corrected historical correspondences and carefully weighed her words, truly pouring her heart and soul into it. This notebook, in comparison, was like a scattered account book, containing her not-yet-mature views about this era. Even so, every word in it was authentic first-hand material. It recorded three years of Deng Ying’s life after his punishment, the delicate and elegant life of the inner court, and also the complex official struggles and brutal political realities of the late Zhenning era. Compared to the content of the “Biography of Deng Ying,” most of Yang Wan’s textual research was correct, but she hadn’t seen the hearts of the people during the Zhenning era. She had originally thought people were ignorant, failing to recognize Deng Ying’s virtue, but now it seemed the human heart wasn’t necessarily ignorant.

Historical materialism had never deceived Yang Wan.

This wasn’t a problem of “people,” but a problem of social form and class structure. Everything had its inevitability.

“How difficult it is, Deng Ying.”

Looking at the portrait she had drawn of Deng Ying, Yang Wan said to herself: “I used to think publishing the ‘Biography of Deng Ying’ was difficult enough. I didn’t expect writing this notebook would be even harder than academic work.”

Chapter 137: Evening Light on Cornus (Part 8)
In the main hall of Yang Palace, the kitchen staff had withdrawn to the corridor.

The Chief Eunuch of the Imperial Kitchen, fearing the food would get cold, called for people to bring velvet cloth to cover the food boxes. Bai Yuyang, standing in the corridor watching everyone’s actions, called the Chief Eunuch forward and pointed at the velvet cloth, saying: “You’ve gone too far with this.”

The Chief Eunuch became somewhat flustered.

With Bai Huan gravely ill at home, Bai Yuyang was now the First Minister of the Cabinet. The Ceremonial Office was almost entirely imprisoned now, and the new emperor was still young, had not been raised by eunuchs, and had a temperament very different from the late emperor. These inner court eunuchs of the Twenty-four Bureaus, having lost their protection, were extremely timid before this soon-to-be Prime Minister.

“Minister… where… where have we gone too far…”

Bai Yuyang said: “His Majesty is in mourning showing filial piety. He can eat cold food.”

“Yes, yes…”

The Chief Eunuch dared not explain. After He Yixian’s imprisonment, the Cabinet had used this to purge the inner court eunuch ranks, declaring outright: “Any who flatter and delude the sovereign will be punished alongside the criminal eunuchs of the Ceremonial Office.”

Bai Yuyang’s seemingly light comment had pushed the Chief Eunuch to the edge of a cliff. Before being crushed to dust, he had no choice but to admit fault to seek survival: “We servants know our error.”

Bai Yuyang nodded and glanced inside the food boxes.

During the great mourning period, slaughter was forbidden, but the kitchen couldn’t let the new emperor go without any meat or oil. The tofu in the box had been fried in wine lees oil, and now cold, the oil on top had congealed into a bright white crust.

“Minister… this…”

The Chief Eunuch’s legs began to wobble as he spoke.

“Let this one go today.”

Yang Lun picked up the conversation: “Minister Bai, we should judge people, but we shouldn’t go to extremes in correcting wrongs.”

“That’s not right.”

Bai Yuyang turned around, speaking directly: “The iron laws of our Founding Emperor have been scattered for so many years. Now that we’re reorganizing and enforcing them strictly, you call this going to extremes? Secretary Yang, there are some things I don’t want to say explicitly. Since the Tongjia tragedy until now, the nation’s wounds run deep, you and I both see this. Court politics has suffered from the eunuch disaster, everyone is bound in chains, unable to take a step. If today’s handling of the Ceremonial Office and Eastern Depot makes you, Yang Lun, think we’re going to extremes, then you needn’t submit your memorial today.”

Having finished, he turned his back with a flick of his sleeve.

Yang Lun cupped his hands: “My words were inappropriate, please forgive me.”

Bai Yuyang snorted.

The Chief Eunuch, seeing he had caused an argument between the two ministers, was terrified.

Seeing Bai Yuyang’s lack of response, Yang Lun simply lowered his hands and turned to the Chief Eunuch: “Go attend to your duties.”

“Yes.”

Just then, Qingmeng came out from the inner palace, and Bai Yuyang and Yang Lun’s group immediately straightened their clothes.

Qingmeng bowed to the Cabinet Ministers: “His Majesty summons the ministers.”

Bai Yuyang responded by walking to the front and seeing Yang Lun hadn’t moved, the other Cabinet Ministers didn’t dare break rank.

Yang Lun turned back and waved his hand, “Ministers, please walk ahead. I’ll follow behind.”

Only then did he turn and walk to the back.

The Cabinet Ministers then lifted their robes and walked forward, entering the inner palace to perform the great ceremony between sovereign and subject.

Yilang called “Rise,” and the ministers straightened their clothes and stood. Bai Yuyang, seeing Yilang dressed in plain clothes with mourning garments over them, and only Qingmeng standing in attendance, was very satisfied and praised with cupped hands: “Your Majesty shows pure filial piety.”

Yilang didn’t say much, only rose and said: “If the ministers have matters to report, please speak.”

“Yes.”

Bai Yuyang stepped forward: “The Court of Judicial Review and the Censorate, together with the Ministry of Justice, have concluded the trial of the Ceremonial Office case. We now present the case files for Your Majesty’s imperial decision.”

Qingmeng took the files and presented them before Yilang, who reached out to accept them and opened them on the table.

None of the ministers spoke as Yilang read word by word. After half a cup of tea’s time, he looked toward the Left Censorate Inspector.

“Chief Inspector.”

“Your servant is here.”

“I wish to personally interrogate He Yixian and Deng Ying.”

“There is no need.”

Before the Left Censorate Inspector could speak, he was interrupted by Bai Yuyang.

Yilang looked up: “Personal interrogation for major crimes is an old system left by my Imperial Ancestor. When I should question, I shall question.”

Bai Yuyang said: “Your Majesty is still young, kind-hearted by nature, and easily deceived. It’s not appropriate to personally interrogate these criminal eunuchs.”

Yilang closed the files: “Minister, I know I am young and must carefully follow the Cabinet’s joint discussions. Please be assured, I won’t question the Three Departments’ joint trial. I only wish to personally observe justice. Chief Inspector, does my action violate any systems or laws?”

The Left Censorate Inspector said: “Your Majesty’s action demonstrates the fairness of criminal justice.”

Hearing the Left Censorate Inspector speak thus, Bai Yuyang stepped forward directly: “Your servant requests Your Majesty to pass judgment according to the Three Departments’ decision today.”

Yilang said evenly: “I will pass judgment after my interrogation.”

“Your Majesty!”

“If the Minister won’t permit it, then I shall summon the officials of the Court of Judicial Review to debate publicly with the Minister before me regarding the system of ‘personal interrogation for major crimes.'”

Bai Yuyang’s face turned pale.

Before today’s report, he hadn’t imagined the new emperor would use ‘personal interrogation for major crimes’ as a reason to suspend the Three Departments’ judgment, much less thought that he would force him to debate publicly with the Court of Judicial Review.

Seeing this scene, the other Cabinet Ministers also lowered their hands in silence.

Qi Huaiyang gently bumped the Minister of Rites’ shoulder, whispering: “Report the matter of ‘discussing rites.'”

Only then did the Minister of Rites cough once and step forward to break the deadlock, trembling as he reported on the Ministry of Rites’ matter of discussing posthumous titles for the late emperor.

With the deadlock broken, the Cabinet Ministers finally found their voices, though notably more cautious than usual.

By the time this matter was discussed to completion, the sun had already shifted west.

As the officials filed out of the hall one by one, the kitchen servants in the corridor had frozen red noses, and the several imperial dishes had long since lost any trace of aroma in the cold wind. Yang Wan, having just finished speaking with the Imperial Physician in the side chamber, put on her clothes and walked out. Seeing the Chief Eunuch standing helplessly in the corridor rubbing his hands, she walked forward and said: “The Cabinet Ministers have dispersed, you should quickly set out the meal. It’s already late.”

The Chief Eunuch hurriedly said: “Miss, the food has gotten cold…”

Hearing this, Yang Wan was somewhat surprised: “What kind of talk is this? If it’s cold, then heat it.”

“Miss Wan, the Minister…”

He only managed these few words before losing the courage to continue.

Yang Wan was briefly stunned before gradually understanding his meaning.

She rolled up her sleeves and opened the food boxes, seeing the dishes inside had frozen hard. She withdrew her hand and straightened up: “His Majesty has had excessive internal heat these past days. It’s good to avoid oily foods. You all go back and prepare another meal following the previous light dishes and send it over. If questioned, say I ordered it.”

“Yes…”

The Chief Eunuch spoke while unconsciously looking down at the terrace.

Yang Wan pulled her velvet clothes tighter, seeing Yang Lun and Bai Yuyang standing below the terrace.

Bai Yuyang kept pointing with his finger, emotions running high. Though Yang Lun stood silently opposite him listening, his hand by his leg gradually clenched into a fist.

“I see we’ve gone backward!” Bai Yuyang’s voice was somewhat trembling.

“You first…”

“What else do you have to say, Yang Lun? You used to dare to stand firm and argue even in the face of death. How have you now become inferior even to the likes of Qi Huaiyang? Before, you and I were prepared to risk our lives and families to oppose the edict, determined to be irreconcilable with the eunuch faction!”

As he spoke, he pointed back up at the terrace: “Fourteen years! How many have died tragically in the imperial prison, not even leaving complete bodies? You saw the deaths of the Tongjia Academy people. Are their lives worth less than a eunuch full of crimes? We had just purged the inner court, yet His Majesty secretly protected Deng Ying. How dare you not oppose such deviant behavior?”

Yang Lun pressed down Bai Yuyang’s arm with one hand.

“Didn’t you also not dare to oppose?”

“You…”

Yang Lun closed his eyes and calmed himself for a moment before releasing his hand: “He didn’t forge the edict. We forced him to take this step.”

“So what?”

Bai Yuyang said: “Should we commend him? Release him from prison, let him retake control of the Eastern Depot, and together with your sister, manipulate the young emperor to form another faction? Yang Lun, regardless of whether he was forced or not, His Majesty has already shown intent to illegally pardon him. He must be executed alongside He Yixian.”

Yang Lun felt deeply troubled and gradually lowered his stance, choking out: “Minister Bai, we’ve watched these dozen years of court politics unfold together, deeply understanding its muddy waters where the innocent have nowhere to appeal and the guilty roam free. We serve in the Cabinet, everything we do is to change this world, to make politics clear, and everyone able to act. If so, why must we still do what the eunuch faction did before, throwing innocent people into death cells? Minister Bai, what I’m doing now is simply trying to find a way out for someone wrongly accused. He asks for nothing else, and I seek nothing else…”

He raised one finger as he spoke: “Not reputation, just one life.”

Bai Yuyang coldly snorted, shouting: “Yang Lun, I’ll remember these unreasonable words of yours and impeach you when the time comes!”

“Bai Yuyang!”

Yang Lun, unable to contain himself any longer, called out Bai Yuyang’s name.

But Bai Yuyang didn’t respond, turning and striding away.

As Yang Lun was about to chase after him, someone behind him caught his sleeve. He turned to look and saw it was Yang Wan.

“Come back, endure it.”

Yang Lun’s shoulders slumped: “You heard.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan nodded and released his hand, walking in front of him.

“What happened inside the hall?”

Yang Lun coughed twice, calming his voice: “His Majesty used ‘personal interrogation for major crimes’ to temporarily suspend the Three Departments’ judgment. But…”

He looked ahead and sighed deeply, letting out a long breath, forcing back the moisture in his eyes.

Yang Wan said: “Brother, just now, one thing you said was good.”

“At a time like this, you still…”

“You said…”

Yang Wan looked up, interrupting him: “You asked why we must still do what the eunuch faction did before, throwing innocent people into death cells. Brother, I mean it, you are someone who truly has justice in your heart.”

“What use is it?”

Yang Lun shook his head and laughed once: “He says we’ve gone backward, and I think we have too. You should leave the palace quickly. If you don’t leave the palace soon, sooner or later harm will come to you.”

“I know.”

Yang Lun raised his hand to adjust his official clothes, turning to look up at the corridor: “Yang Wan, I won’t go against my conscience. I’ll try my best to help negotiate for him.”

“Don’t negotiate anymore.”

Yang Wan said evenly: “The more you try to protect him, the more the Cabinet will fear him.”

Hearing this, Yang Lun wrung his hands, walked a few steps forward, and after a long silence finally said: “Don’t concern yourself with him either. His Majesty wants to conduct ‘personal interrogation for major crimes,’ the Grand Empress Dowager will surely personally observe. Yang Wan, at this time, you absolutely cannot speak much before His Majesty, otherwise, no one will be able to save you.”

“I understand everything. I won’t say anything or do anything. Everything depends on His Majesty.”

Yang Lun looked up and sighed: “If only he hadn’t been charged with ‘forging the imperial edict.'”

“Perhaps it can be erased.”

Hearing this, Yang Lun shook his head and laughed: “Now you’re talking nonsense.”

Yang Wan stepped forward: “Brother, forging an imperial edict can be either a criminal case or an inner court secret. Do you think the boundary between these two is clear?”

Chapter 138: Snow Crossing at the Cold River (Part 1)
The word “boundaries” struck Yang Lun like lightning.

He hurriedly said to Yang Wan, “What you’ve said here, keep it in your belly.”

Yang Wan nodded and continued, “You can’t be too aggressive either. You must carefully gauge the Empress Dowager’s position and find the right moment while staying mindful of your boundaries as a subject.”

Listening to her words, Yang Lun pressed his tiger’s mouth point while nodding and turning toward the Yangxin Gate. Yang Wan took a few quick steps to catch up with him, saying, “Brother, wait!”

She pushed a money pouch into Yang Lun’s hand. “Take this money to buy things for Deng Ying.”

Yang Lun glanced at it and replied casually, “Buy what? Right now he won’t eat anything except prison food.”

Yang Wan said, “Then buy him some apples and tangerines to eat, for vitamin supplements, so he won’t lose his hair.”

Yang Lun narrowed his eyes, “You said supplement what…”

“Ah? Oh.”

Yang Wan coughed once, somewhat embarrassedly correcting herself, “I meant to supplement his health.”

Yang Lun looked at Yang Wan’s expression, half-believing as he tucked the money into his robes. After walking a few steps, he quickly returned to stand before Yang Wan, pointing at her, “Yang Wan, when you leave the palace, you need to come home.”

Yang Wan stepped back, pressed by his intensity.

“For what?”

“For what?” Yang Lun stretched his neck, “I need to interrogate you!”

Yang Wan crossed her arms and laughed, “Fine, set up your court, and I’ll show up for questioning.”

As November passed, the Ming Dynasty welcomed its coldest year-end in history.

On the tenth of December, the inner court was to send off the Zhenning Emperor’s funeral procession. The capital was under strict security with cleared roads, and reed shelters of various sizes were built along the route for the new emperor and officials to rest during the procession.

Apart from the case of the Imperial Household Department, all other cases in the Ministry of Justice were suspended due to the grand mourning. Prisoners couldn’t be properly distributed between labor and exile sentences, leading to overcrowding and uneven provisions. Families of prisoners were forced to find ways to send supplies inside, but half was scraped off at the entrance to the ministry, and another half was stripped away by the prison guards, leaving very little to reach the prisoners.

Yang Lun had his servant buy a pile of apples and tangerines from the market, wrapped them in a bundle, and personally brought them, standing in the Ministry of Justice hall waiting for Qi Huaiyang. Qi Huaiyang hadn’t been home for nearly ten days and was just taking his noon rest in the inner office when summoned by the yamen runners. He was still putting on his mourning robes while walking, hanging them on his sleeves, and casually asked, “The joint tribunal hearings are all suspended these days, waiting for the ‘face questioning’ inside. Why did you come…”

Before he could finish, he saw the bundle in Yang Lun’s hands.

“Bringing supplies?”

Before Yang Lun could speak, Qi Huaiyang crossed his arms and said, “He won’t accept them. While I’m here, you might as well go in and see him.”

Yang Lun smiled, “That works too.”

Qi Huaiyang turned to ask the jailkeeper coming from behind, “Did someone come from the palace today?”

“Yes, an attending eunuch from the Imperial Household Department came to teach the prisoner about the etiquette for ‘face questioning.'”

“Have they come out?”

“Not yet, they just went in.”

“Oh.”

Qi Huaiyang tied his mourning sash, led Yang Lun out through the back hall, ordered the prison door open, and then turned back to the office.

Yang Lun carried his bundle into the inner prison.

In Deng Ying’s cell stood the attending eunuch from the Imperial Household Department and four yamen runners. The eunuch held a register, reciting word by word, while Deng Ying stood by the wall with hands lowered, listening silently. After the eunuch finished reading, a runner asked Deng Ying, “Do you understand?”

Deng Ying nodded and replied evenly, “Yes, I understand.”

The runner said, “Recite it back.”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying gently squeezed his wrist and lowered his head to recite.

His pace wasn’t fast, each word and sentence very clear, almost identical to the text in the register.

“I had heard before that you could memorize at a glance, today I truly witnessed it.”

Deng Ying smiled somewhat shyly, “Thank you for your trouble, Sir.”

Yang Lun hadn’t heard Deng Ying recite texts for a long time. This was a skill of children from scholarly families, their ‘horse stance’ training, and in this area, he had quite a reputation. They had competed before, with wins and losses on both sides, but he always suspected that in the times he won, Deng Ying hadn’t given his all.

The attending eunuch put down the register, bent down to come out, and took a sip of tea. Before he could set down the teacup, he saw Yang Lun looking at him sideways and hurriedly came forward to pay respects, “Assistant Minister Yang…”

Yang Lun glanced at Deng Ying, still standing behind the prison door, and lowered his head to ask, “Has the date been set?”

“Yes…”

“Alright, you may go. I’ll inquire about the details at the ministry.”

“Yes.”

The attending eunuch didn’t dare drink more tea and withdrew from Yang Lun’s side with a bow.

Yang Lun bent down to enter the cell. Deng Ying lowered his hands and laughed once, “To let you hear me reciting these things.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

Yang Lun put the bundle on the ground and sat cross-legged on Deng Ying’s rush mat, “After all these years, you can still memorize at a glance.”

Deng Ying sat down on his knees, “The inner court has many rules, just the ‘Inner Palace Instructions’ alone must be memorized thoroughly.”

He mentioned inner court life casually, but Yang Lun’s ears grew hot.

“Can Yang Wan memorize so many rules too?”

Deng Ying hugged his knees and sat up straight, “She can, but she has a habit.”

Yang Lun pushed aside the instruments of punishment near Deng Ying’s legs, “What habit?”

“She likes to write things down, whether reciting or recording, she always writes.”

He looked up at Yang Lun as he spoke, “She seems to always be writing in a book.”

“What kind of book? What’s written in it?”

Deng Ying replied, “A thread-bound book, I haven’t specifically seen the text inside, but it seems to be a barbarian script…”

“How is that possible!”

Yang Lun turned around, “She was raised beside Mother and her sister-in-law since childhood, how could she have contact with barbarian writing?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer.

Yang Lun frowned, his hands clasped at his knees. After a while, he finally spoke, “Fu Ling, she made a point today in front of the Yangxin Gate.”

“What?”

“About this case of you forging the imperial edict.”

Yang Lun paused, his fingers digging into his tiger’s mouth point, “She asked me if the boundary between criminal cases and inner court secrets was clear.”

Deng Ying froze for a moment, “Are you confident?”

“Don’t talk about whether I’m confident or not right now!”

Yang Lun was inexplicably agitated, “She’s my sister, she’s followed behind me since she was little, what her temperament was like before, what she knew and didn’t know, I understood completely, but…”

He suddenly slumped his shoulders, “Even you and I didn’t see this aspect, don’t you think she sees too clearly this time? She…”

“Zi Xi.”

Deng Ying interrupted Yang Lun, “Not just this time.”

He leaned against the wall as he spoke, “Before the autumn examinations, both the teacher and I thought the academy student’s matter was a dead end, but in the end, it came alive at Qingbo Pavilion.”

Yang Lun sprang to his feet, “Since you knew long ago, why didn’t you ask her directly?”

“Do I have the qualification to question Wan Wan?”

“You…”

In his urgency, Yang Lun bumped Deng Ying’s ankle. Deng Ying closed his eyes and endured the pain, supporting himself to stand up, looking at Yang Lun, “I don’t want to question Wan Wan.”

Yang Lun asked, “Why?”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes, “She has always been the one watching me, questioning me. I have always been someone beneath her court, how could I become her interrogator?”

After hearing these words from Deng Ying, Yang Lun felt a sudden pain in his heart.

Both for Deng Ying and for Yang Wan.

All women in the world receive teachings of feminine virtue, viewing men as heaven – his mother was like this, and his wife was the same.

But Yang Wan wasn’t among them. Perhaps because she had set her eyes on a servant, she didn’t need to crawl beneath ‘heaven.’

That person of wind-swept dignity had been ground to dust, and from then on had sheltered every step Yang Wan took within his embrace. By Deng Ying’s side, though her reputation seemed in tatters, her inner spirit had never been humiliated in the slightest.

He had said earlier that Yang Wan saw too clearly.

Perhaps it was because she lived too freely.

The person she loved wouldn’t be her interrogator, so every word she said, everything she did, only needed to follow her own inner principles.

Yang Lun felt this was very dangerous for a woman. He didn’t entirely approve, but he had to admit that in Yang Wan he saw a temperament, something that neither Yang Yi nor Xiao Wen had ever possessed, temporarily situated between scholar and woman.

“Forget about not asking.”

Yang Lun looked down at the bundle on the ground, changing the subject, “On the day of the face questioning, you and He Yixian will be brought into the inner court together. In the previous three tribunal hearings, did you confront him?”

Deng Ying looked up and said, “It hardly counts as confrontation. Unless the judge asks, I have no more testimony to give. Now this case has only one knot left untied – whether or not I was instructed by the Imperial Household Department to forge the imperial edict. However, this knot doesn’t have much impact on the conviction. It’s just a matter of distinguishing between He Yixian and me, whose crime is more severe, but in the end, we probably can’t escape death.”

Yang Lun said, “When His Majesty questions you and He Yixian face to face, I want to debate this point in front of the Empress Dowager and Empress. See if we can force out the Empress Dowager’s true attitude about the forged edict. You just asked if I was confident – if I had thought of this aspect myself, I might not have much confidence, but since Yang Wan pointed it out to me, I’m quite confident. If it succeeds, this will be a life-saving grace. When you get out, thank her.”

Having said this, he picked up the bundle from the ground and handed it to Deng Ying.

“Take it and eat.”

Deng Ying didn’t reach out to take it, saying softly, “Don’t give me things, I eat well enough.”

“It’s apples and tangerines.”

“Even less necessary.”

Yang Lun shrugged and hugged the bundle back, “You said you don’t want them, right?”

“Yes, no need.”

“Yang Wan bought them for you.”

Having said this, he turned and walked toward the prison door.

“Zi Xi.”

Behind Yang Lun came the sound of shackles scraping against the ground, and then the voice calling him raised a few notes higher, “Zi Xi, wait a moment.”

Yang Lun stopped in his tracks. When he turned back, Deng Ying had already walked to the cell door. The jailer came to lock the door, and he was blocked behind it, looking somewhat anxious.

“Don’t take them away…”

Yang Lun walked back to face Deng Ying, “Apples and tangerines, she wants you to eat them every day, says they can supplement something vitamin, eat them so you won’t lose your hair.”

Chapter 139: Snow Crossing at the Cold River (Part 2)
Four or five apples and seven or eight tangerines lay quietly in the bundle.

After Yang Lun left, Deng Ying sat cross-legged on his rush mat. With no water in the cell, he wiped his hands on his prison garment and slowly peeled a tangerine. The tangerines Yang Lun bought were still green, thick-skinned with small segments. Deng Ying put one segment in his mouth, and as the sour juice flowed down his throat into his stomach, he quickly closed his eyes, holding back the acid rising in his mouth.

But he didn’t put it down, still eating one segment at a time, quietly swallowing it all.

Afterward, he picked up an apple and took a bite.

One sour, one sweet, symbolizing a “draw.”

With this bag of fruit, Yang Wan was telling him from outside his deep prison, with characteristic grace, that he hadn’t lost.

Deng Ying placed his apple-holding hand on his knee, slowly chewing the sweet flesh. The pleasure and satisfaction from the food, like Yang Wan herself, brought him peace. For years, he had refused to rely on writing, dared not take shelter in scholarly circles, wouldn’t live in fine rooms or eat rich food, using this to discipline himself, to avoid being corrupted like the Imperial Household Department.

But he was willing to follow Yang Wan, willing to listen to her words, eat things good for his health, sleep wrapped in warm blankets, wear thicker clothes when cold, sit down for a while after standing too long…

She had once been in his quarters, removed his robes, seen with her own eyes his cold and broken body, touched his self-loathed scars, and thereby unraveled his entire life. This broken period of his life that he never wanted to expose to others was held in Yang Wan’s hands. She didn’t try to piece it back together, she let his years remain poor, and his humble room remains cold. She only sheltered his heart which had lost all worldly hope and naturally inserted herself into his daily life.

She seemed to have seen through his life in advance, and could even write out his lifespan and ending in one breath.

But she gave up these grand perspectives, instead focusing only on daily life, writing with composure and deep feeling.

Deng Ying finished the apple in his hand bite by bite, wrapped his ankles in his padded clothes, tucked in his bedding, and lay down on his side.

The candlelight outside the cell occasionally made the sound of sparks popping, and as Deng Ying listened, he gradually grew sleepy. He pulled his hands back under the covers, warmth spreading from his hands and feet throughout his body.

Indeed, listening to her words meant not suffering so much.

The eighth day of the twelfth month, the fourteenth year of Zhenning.

Though it hadn’t snowed, the dry cold wind blew the snow on the ground like sand.

Chen Hua led people from the Firewood Office to deliver charcoal to the Hall of Supreme Harmony, arriving to find palace servants hurriedly sweeping snow.

Dawn hadn’t fully broken, and officials everywhere carried lanterns, the hall’s furnishings flickering in and out of the lamplight.

Lady of Ceremony Jiang Min stood in the doorway, overseeing palace servants setting up new seats behind the imperial throne.

Chen Hua went over and bowed, “Lady Jiang.”

Jiang Min turned around, “Oh, it’s Director Chen.”

She stepped aside, calling into the hall: “Stop for a moment, let the Firewood Office start the charcoal first.”

“Thank you, Lady of Ceremony.”

Chen Hua gestured for the servants behind him to carry in the charcoal.

As the charcoal baskets moved in, the servants inside all stopped their work, retreating to the doorway, leaving only two servants with dusters sweeping dust from the new seats.

Chen Hua looked at the two new seats behind the imperial throne, and couldn’t help asking: “Wasn’t it said… the Second Prince was gravely ill, with Her Majesty the Empress attending day and night, weakening her health too? Why are two seats being set up today?”

Jiang Min said: “The Second Prince’s grave illness is true, but when has Her Majesty the Empress ever been weakened?”

Chen Hua said: “She hasn’t attended a single memorial ceremony since the grand burial.”

Jiang Min coughed once, not answering.

Though officials like Yang Lun didn’t know what happened in the Hall of Supreme Harmony during the Jintai Great Discussion, Jiang Min had seen it all clearly from inside the hall. That day, the Empress Dowager had publicly rebuked the Empress three times, leading to the imperial edict being abolished, He Yixian being beaten on the spot, and the Imperial Household Department being imprisoned for investigation. The Empress dared not argue further, and after losing the support of the Imperial Household Department, had been avoiding public appearance in the palace.

“Lady of Ceremony?”

Chen Hua called to her.

Jiang Min pressed her lips together, saying coldly: “Don’t ask too much.”

Chen Hua rubbed his hands together and said nothing more.

Soon the Firewood Office servants came out to report. Chen Hua responded briefly, turning to bid farewell to Jiang Min when he suddenly heard her say: “Director, wait a moment.”

Chen Hua stopped, somewhat anxiously.

Jiang Min didn’t turn around, still looking into the hall, saying evenly: “Do you know where the Imperial Household Department people are waiting for questioning today?”

Chen Hua glanced up at the Gate of Supreme Harmony, “They should have opened two board houses at the Left and Right Spring Offices for them. At this hour, people should have been taken there already. Lady of Ceremony…”

Chen Hua hesitated for a while, but finally spoke: “You’re still thinking of that ‘old ancestor’?”

Jiang Min didn’t respond.

Chen Hua said: “I won’t remember those false favors anymore, they were all fake.”

Jiang Min said heavily: “That’s you.”

“Not just me.”

Chen Hua suddenly straightened his back, looking directly at Jiang Min, saying seriously: “Lady of Ceremony shouldn’t remember either. All that talk of descendants and grandchildren was nonsense. Once the root is cut, there’s no point thinking about family ties. They deceived those below so bitterly, but when real trouble came, they rushed to throw their sons and grandsons out to die. I see now, from now on I won’t believe them, and I won’t fear them either.”

Jiang Min was silent for a while before saying: “The matter of Li Yu and Yun Qing…”

Chen Hua interrupted: “I don’t understand what exactly happened, and being cowardly, I dare not ask, dare not cry injustice for Li Yu. But I know if it weren’t for the Superintendent and Miss Wan, Yun Qing would now be lying on the ground just like Li Yu.”

After hearing these words, Jiang Min opened her mouth silently, her throat even somewhat choked.

She looked up toward the Gate of Supreme Harmony.

The guard was changing at the gate.

The sky was whitening, the morning sun gradually emerging, its warm light illuminating the snow, making the ground brilliant.

The board house door was opened, and snow light rushed in. Deng Ying had to raise his hand to shield his eyes. A figure timely blocked the doorway, standing backlit, face unclear.

“No need to push him, let him walk on his own.”

The person’s voice wasn’t loud, but the Golden Guard and Bright Armor soldiers outside all followed his words, stepping back.

The person walked into the room, light suddenly retreating from his form. Deng Ying saw his face, supported himself on his knees to stand, raised his hand, and bowed to him.

“Lord Zhang.”

Zhang Luo walked to his front, reached to unfasten the sword at his waist, placed it on the table, and returned a cupped-hand salute. Then he straightened to tie his sword back on, his voice characteristically cold: “Walk.”

Deng Ying obediently walked out of the boarding house. The rising sun was in sight, and Zhang Luo ordered him to stand and wait a moment.

Soon, the door of the boarding house to the side opened, and the Imperial Household Department group was also brought out.

They had all been tortured, some couldn’t walk at all and were dragged by the Imperial Guard’s strongmen, stumbling toward the Golden Water Bridge. He Yixian, old and weak, was almost dragged the whole way, his shackles scraping across the snow, making sharp sounds.

Though Deng Ying also wore prison clothes, his garments were intact, neat, and clean.

Zhang Luo and his men walked three feet away, accommodating his pace, neither shouting nor hurrying.

Deng Ying didn’t look at He Yixian. He raised his head against the dazzling sunlight, looking up at the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

The stone dragon heads under the white jade railings had been wiped very clean, thousands of dragons raising their heads, looking back at their imprisoned builder.

A slight smile couldn’t help appearing on Deng Ying’s face.

At the lowest point of his life, no one had humiliated him. Whether Qi Huaiyang or Zhang Luo, these men who administered Ming’s criminal law all protected his dignity within their power.

The winter cold was boundlessly quiet, yet countless tiny blessings came to him from all directions.

His teacher’s reluctance to part, his close friend’s affection, and his opponent’s respect, all made him genuinely happy.

And of course, there was his Yang Wan…

She wore plain mourning clothes, standing at the bottom of the platform, secretly loosening her hands clasped at her belly, waving gently at him. Only when he came close did she properly compose herself again, smiling as she looked him up and down.

“Did you eat all the apples and tangerines?”

“I did.”

“Deng Ying.”

Zhang Luo’s voice interrupted Deng Ying’s words.

Deng Ying lowered his head and fell silent.

Zhang Luo turned and stepped closer to Yang Wan, saying formally: “No speaking with prisoners outside the hall.”

“Yes. Then may I say a few words to Lord Zhang?”

Zhang Luo froze for a moment, his voice notably dropping three degrees: “Speak.”

Yang Wan stepped back and made a formal feminine bow to Zhang Luo.

“What are you doing?”

Yang Wan straightened up: “Thanking my lord for letting him walk this path on his own.”

Zhang Luo gripped his sword hilt, turning his head to avoid Yang Wan’s gaze: “The Ming Code has a provision for ‘showing mercy to prisoners.’ He shows no sign of resistance, so there’s no need for restraints.”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan nodded: “Yang Wan has learned.”

Zhang Luo said no more, turning to leave.

But then he heard Yang Wan call: “Lord Zhang, do you prefer tangerines or apples?”

Zhang Luo was stunned, turning back: “What are you asking me?”

“I want to give you a gift.”

She spoke frankly: “But I guess if I gave Lord Zhang anything else, you would charge me with ‘bribery,’ so I’ll just buy you fruit to eat.”

Then she repeated: “Do you prefer tangerines or apples?”

Zhang Luo instinctively wanted to refuse her, but though he opened his mouth, the words he meant to say wouldn’t come out for a long time.

“Deng Ying.”

He turned around. Deng Ying was somewhat startled but still responded:

“Here.”

“Do you eat tangerines or apples?”

He inexplicably asked Deng Ying instead.

“Apples.”

“Oh.”

Zhang Luo paused, then said to Yang Wan: “Tangerines.”

Yang Wan nodded: “Alright, I’ll have my brother deliver them to Lord Zhang’s residence tomorrow.”

Just as she finished speaking, the sound of whips came from beneath Golden Water Bridge. Yi Lang’s procession approached, and the Gate of Ultimate Achievement to the west also opened. The ministers of the Grand Secretariat, along with the Chief Minister of the Court of Judicature and Revision, the Censors of the Left and Right, and others straightened their clothes at the gate before crossing and heading toward the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Yang Wan turned to walk toward Yi Lang’s procession, while Zhang Luo and the others knelt in greeting.

Yi Lang ascended the hall and took his seat, sending for the Two Palaces to enter.

Zhang Luo stood up, leaving only Deng Ying and the Imperial Household Department eunuchs kneeling.

Soon after, the Two Palaces also ascended the hall. Qing Meng ran down from the vermillion steps, conveying: “Summon the ministers and the Imperial Household Department to enter the hall.”

Chapter 140: Snow Crossing at the Cold River (Part 3)
Unlike the Jintai Great Discussion, this face-to-face questioning in the Hall of Supreme Harmony didn’t summon all court officials into the palace. Only the Grand Secretaries of the Inner Cabinet and the chiefs of the Three Judicial Offices were present. Inside the hall, there were no hanging curtains behind the imperial throne. The Empress Dowager wore a casual dress and sat to Yi Lang’s right, while the Empress looked haggard – despite being fully made up, she couldn’t hide her sickly appearance. She had kept her head lowered without speaking until she heard the sound of chains dragging outside the hall, only then slowly raising her eyes.

He Yixian and the others were escorted into the hall, prostrating themselves beneath the dragon-headed incense burner.

He Yixian couldn’t kneel properly, so the Imperial Guard had to prop up his upper body. He had lost several teeth from torture, his forehead was bruised and swollen, his prison clothes in tatters, and his arms hanging lifelessly in the Imperial Guard’s hands.

Seeing the Empress Dowager, he only managed a bitter smile and a few coughing breaths, saying nothing. Instead, it was Hu Xiang behind him who crawled forward on his knees, prostrating himself beside He Yixian and crying out wretchedly, “Old Empress…” before lowering his head to sob with his chains.

“Enough, what kind of behavior is this?”

The Empress Dowager lightly rebuked him, raising her hand to signal the Imperial Guard to withdraw, shaking her head with a sigh before saying to Bai Yuyang: “These servants refuse to confess? You used torture?”

Bai Yuyang replied: “Yes, we interrogated according to the law.”

“Did they confess?”

Bai Yuyang said: “Hu Xiang and others have confessed. He Yixian has recanted several times; his words can no longer be trusted.”

The Empress Dowager glanced at Deng Ying. “What about this one?”

“Deng Ying…”

Bai Yuyang paused, “This man maintained the same testimony through three tribunal hearings. The Three Offices’ judges found his testimony credible, so no torture was used.”

The Empress Dowager frowned slightly. “They committed serious crimes, and you handled them according to the law, which is fine. However…”

The Empress Dowager pointed at He Yixian, “Among these people, some served the Late Emperor. His spirit has barely departed, and even if their crimes deserve death, you shouldn’t have made them look so wretched before their execution.”

Bai Yuyang and Yang Lun exchanged glances, neither responding.

During Emperor Zhenning’s reign, even when censors submitted memorials impeaching eunuchs serving in local positions, these cases wouldn’t be handled by the local judiciary. Most would be escorted to the capital by the Imperial Guard and questioned by the Disciplinary Office – this was the so-called ‘royal family matter.’ On the day of the Jintai Great Discussion, with all court officials present, the Empress Dowager had been forced to agree to a court beating under pressure from the officials. But that was still a master’s punishment of servants within the inner court, different from the Ministry of Justice’s interrogation.

Yang Wan’s question about “whether the boundary between criminal cases and inner court secrets was clear” had struck precisely at this crucial point.

At this moment, none of the officials dared speak.

Yang Lun saw Yi Lang looking at him and gave a slight nod.

Yi Lang immediately stood up, turning to the Empress Dowager: “Grandmother, their crimes harm the foundation of the state. Their crimes outweigh any merit; we cannot show leniency.”

After hearing this, the Empress Dowager neither refuted Yi Lang’s words nor asked Bai Yuyang to respond, instead leaning back and saying: “If that’s the case, I won’t say more. Let the Emperor question them.”

Just as Empress Dowager finished speaking, He Yixian suddenly began coughing violently from his heart and lungs, causing all officials present to turn and look at him. He coughed until his eyes were bloodshot, his whole body shaking. If he hadn’t been supported, he would likely have collapsed to the ground.

The Imperial Guard forced his chin up, barely managing to stop his coughing. He opened and closed his mouth several times to recover before finally raising his head to speak hoarsely.

“Old Empress, please question me… let this servant speak a few words while he still can. This servant is old, became afraid as soon as the beating started, and had to say whatever people told him to say. You are like a merciful Buddha; with you sitting before this servant… in his heart, he’s not so afraid…”

The Empress Dowager didn’t refuse his request, saying evenly:

“Speak then. I and the Emperor will listen together.”

He Yixian struggled to crawl forward a few steps on his knees, looking up to say: “Empress Dowager, this servant was personally chosen by you to serve the master. Having served the Late Emperor for decades, the master’s heart was more important than this servant’s life. How could this servant possibly forge an imperial edict, going against the master’s wishes…”

As he spoke, he looked toward Yang Lun and the others, “The real forgers of the imperial edict were the Inner Cabinet!”

“Silence!”

Bai Yuyang shouted: “You already confessed at the Three Offices tribunal, how dare you be so deceitful before the throne!”

He Yixian gave a bitter laugh. “How did this servant confess…”

As he spoke, he tremblingly stretched out his hand toward Bai Yuyang, “The Grand Secretary wanted to crush both this servant’s hands. At the tribunal… this servant fainted several times, how could he not confess? Empress Dowager…”

While speaking, he swallowed the blood in his mouth, turning his head to look at the Empress Dowager, “The master hasn’t even been buried yet, everything in court, the master can still see… His final wishes cannot be transmitted, instead, they are defied… defied…”

At this point, his voice broke with tears, his whole body trembling as he looked up crying: “Master! This old servant deserves death! To watch helplessly as your reputation is slandered – you who were so wise and virtuous, yet they forced you to condemn yourself in the edict… Master! This servant’s heart truly aches…”

After hearing these words, all the Imperial Household Department people began sobbing together. For a moment, crying filled the hall, gradually rising into calls of injustice.

“Calling out injustice – are you trying to make the father emperor punish me? Where do you get such audacity!”

As the words fell, everyone immediately fell silent.

Yi Lang stood up, looking down at Deng Ying, “The Director may speak in his defense.”

Deng Ying pressed both hands to the ground, prostrating himself once before straightening to say: “This servant has already said what needed to be said at the Three Offices tribunal. There is nothing more to defend.”

Yi Lang said: “Then I have one question.”

“Yes.”

“Knowing it was a capital crime, why did you confess?”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes, “This servant was originally the son of a criminal official, only spared by the Late Emperor’s grace. This servant cannot betray the Late Emperor’s kindness. The Second Prince is young and weak – if he were to take the throne, the throne would be in the hands of the Imperial Household Department. If the Inner Cabinet and Imperial Household Department were united inside and out, they could maintain stability. But during this servant’s three years as Director of the Eastern Depot, this servant also participated in many acts persecuting the Cabinet Ministers. In the case of coastal salt fields collaborating with Japanese pirates, this servant tortured Minister Bai, earning universal condemnation and complaints, harming the Late Emperor’s virtuous name. This servant’s death a thousand times over could not redeem his crimes. Empress Dowager…”

He raised his head as he spoke, “If this servant lived, how could the Cabinet Ministers be at peace? If the Cabinet Ministers are not at peace, how can they assist a young emperor and bring peace to the Great Ming realm? This servant is already a criminal, daring not to cry and disturb the Late Emperor’s spirit, but this servant’s heart aches extremely, ashamed and regretful for damaging the relationship between the sovereign and minister between the Late Emperor and the Cabinet Ministers for personal gain.”

These words pointed out to the Empress Dowager the relationships between the Emperor, Inner Cabinet, and Imperial Household Department. Although he counted himself among the Imperial Household Department faction, he spoke from the heart. The line “If this servant lived, how could the Cabinet Ministers be at peace? If the Cabinet Ministers are not at peace, how can they assist a young emperor and bring peace to the Great Ming realm” struck directly at the Imperial Household Department’s fatal weakness.

After hearing these frank words, He Yixian swallowed in despair.

“So that’s why the Director seeks death.”

Deng Ying shook his head, “This servant doesn’t seek death, but deserves death.”

No one in the hall spoke. Yang Lun stepped forward at the right moment: “Empress Dowager, this case concerns the new Emperor’s legitimacy and also the Inner Cabinet’s reputation. Today in face questioning, the Imperial Household Department has recanted their confession, accusing the Three Offices of torture and forced confession. I believe we should reassign judges within the Three Offices and return this case for retrial.”

Hearing these words, Bai Yuyang looked at Yang Lun in disbelief. “Vice Minister Yang, what are you saying? How can a concluded case be returned for retrial?”

Yi Lang turned back to the Empress Dowager: “Grandmother, I also think it should be returned for retrial.”

The Empress Dowager said: “Is the Emperor questioning himself?”

Yi Lang didn’t respond.

The Empress Dowager sighed, “Take them out. I have words for the Grand Secretaries.”

The Imperial Guard obeyed, leading out the Imperial Household Department people along with Deng Ying.

Only Yang Lun, Bai Yuyang, and several other Cabinet Ministers remained in the hall.

The Empress Dowager stood up, taking Yi Lang’s hand, walking down from behind the imperial throne. The ministers hurriedly performed the grand courtesy again.

The Empress Dowager looked at Yi Lang, who immediately understood and called “Rise.”

The Empress Dowager released Yi Lang’s hand and said to Yang Lun: “Deng Ying said one thing right – if the Inner Cabinet and Imperial Household Department are united inside and out, they can maintain stability. I know He Yixian has harmed the court for many years. You hate him, and he indeed deserves death, but we cannot kill everyone in the Imperial Household Department. Otherwise, who will hold the seal, and who will transmit memorials? My grandson is still young – surely you can’t drag the Emperor to your Inner Cabinet office to handle affairs?”

The ministers hurriedly said: “We wouldn’t dare.”

The Empress Dowager waved for the ministers to rise, then continued: “Since the imperial edict has already been promulgated and the princes in various regions have been informed, there’s indeed no need to revise it. I have read the document you wrote on behalf of the Late Emperor. Some of it indeed points out the Late Emperor’s own mistakes. As ministers, it’s not unreasonable for you to point these out. However, as a mother, let me speak frankly – in my eyes, the state comes first, the royal family’s reputation second. I can only allow you this once. As for my grandson, who was raised and educated by you, having just inherited the throne, he cannot be tainted by even a speck of dirt. If the princes in various regions learn about this case of forging the imperial edict and take the opportunity to cause trouble, how can he maintain his legitimacy? I previously followed your advice and let the Three Offices handle this case. You conducted the trial but showed no consideration for the royal family’s position. You are assisting ministers of the inner court! Besides being ministers, you are also the Emperor’s inner teachers. You cannot focus only on your grudge against the Imperial Household Department and push the Emperor into an unclear position!”

After hearing these words, all the ministers knelt.

Yang Lun kowtowed: “This minister is ashamed. Please instruct us, Empress Dowager.”

The Empress Dowager said: “Although I may not understand as much as you do, I have lived these many years. Since you ask me to speak, I will overstep and say something – whether to listen or not remains up to you.”

The ministers said in unison: “Please bestow your words, Empress Dowager.”

The Empress Dowager drew Yi Lang in front of her and said: “According to protocol when the Late Emperor died suddenly, the Inner Cabinet would draft on his behalf. Since you have already drafted, then the Late Emperor simply left no edict. The case of forging the imperial edict will no longer be investigated, and the Ministry of Justice should not keep the case files.”

Bai Yuyang couldn’t help saying: “Your Majesty means… to suppress the case.”

“Yes. Suppress it.”

The Empress Dowager finished speaking and led Yi Lang back to the imperial throne, continuing: “As for how to execute He Yixian, let the Disciplinary Office decide. The same goes for the rest of the Imperial Household Department – none can remain in the Ministry of Justice. Send them all to the imperial prison for the Disciplinary Office to investigate clearly. Execute those who should be executed, imprison those who should be imprisoned, release those who should be released.”

Chapter 141: Snow Crossing at the Cold River (Part 4)
After speaking, she gently patted the Empress’s arm. “What do you think?”

Since He Yixian had been taken away, the Empress had been sitting in her seat in a daze. When the Empress Dowager suddenly patted her, she missed half a breath, sat up straight in alarm, and mumbled a vague “Yes.”

The Empress Dowager shook her head as she looked at her, then turned to look at Bai Yuyang. However, she didn’t speak immediately. After a while, she withdrew her gaze and said, “Minister Bai, are you feeling discontented in your heart?”

Bai Yuyang froze for a moment, then lowered his head and said, “Your servant wouldn’t dare.”

“There’s nothing to fear.”

The Empress Dowager looked up toward the outside of the Empress Dowager’s Hall. Clouds churned in the sky, and sunlight pierced through the constantly changing gaps in the clouds like dazzling swords, stabbing directly onto the moon terrace of the Taihe Hall.

The Empress Dowager continued, “The Founding Emperor did establish an iron law that eunuchs were not to participate in politics and government affairs. In my youth, I heard that the Founding Emperor had executed Zhou Ping, a eunuch of the Ceremonial Office, by cutting him in half at the waist for embezzling thirty taels of silver. It’s rare to hear of such things nowadays. Do you know why?”

Though this question was directed at all the officials, no one dared to answer.

The Empress Dowager laughed softly and explained herself, “Your family estates have grown, and you have many descendants. Don’t they need people to attend to their food and clothing? Even if an official is upright and doesn’t want those empty displays of grandeur, would they be willing to let their family suffer alongside them? After working hard as an official for a lifetime, if someone suddenly comes from outside and criticizes your household for being extravagant, demanding you drive out or kill all your servants, ask yourselves honestly, is this feasible?”

The officials looked at each other.

The Empress Dowager sighed, “I’m getting on in years, and if it weren’t for you elders forcing me to come out and speak, I wouldn’t want to say anything. But since you want to hear me make a few statements in this hall, I might as well be frank with you. You are all pillars of the Great Ming, and I see all the grievances you’ve endured for the sake of the state. For those wrongs that cannot be righted now, I apologize to you. The Emperor is still young; teach him slowly, and it will be a different world altogether.”

All the officials bowed and said, “We are instructed.”

The Empress Dowager smiled and waved her hand, “Let’s disperse for today, but don’t go home yet. Each of you goes to the Gate of Supreme Harmony to receive your meal, drink some hot wine, and then have your family members come to help you home. Though we can’t celebrate the New Year properly this year, the season is still here. In the memorial you wrote, you said… not to prohibit common people from marriages and entertainment, so let it be so. With New Year’s Eve approaching, behind closed doors, celebrate the festival as you should. Don’t force yourselves into such austerity; there’s no such principle in serving as officials in our Great Ming. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

With the inner court providing the feast, the officials entered the duty room at the Gate of Supreme Harmony after leaving the hall.

The charcoal in the room burned bright red. Yang Lun took off his official robe and sat by the fire. Soon after, Bai Yuyang and Qi Huaiyang also entered. Before Yang Lun could speak, Bai Yuyang said coldly, “How long do you intend to protect that person from the Eastern Depot?”

Yang Lun stood up. “This concerns the succession to the throne and regional stability. As you can see, it’s not just me protecting him.”

Bai Yuyang also took off his official robe and draped it over the round-backed chair, turning to sit opposite Yang Lun. “If this case is dismissed, the Ministry of Justice will have to release him without charges. He’s the Superintendent Eunuch of the Eastern Depot. With He Yixian and Hu Xiang being convicted, tell me, who will be the Chief Eunuch of the Ceremonial Office?”

The charcoal fire made Yang Lun’s cheeks burn and his forehead sweat.

The other cabinet ministers in the room also began to discuss.

The Left Censor-in-Chief said, “This is repeating the same mistake.”

He sighed and continued, “The Late Emperor was entrusted to eunuchs back then, which led to repeated leniency toward He Yixian later. Now this Deng Ying, though not like He Yixian’s ilk, is still very close to His Majesty, and…”

He glanced at Yang Lun, hesitated for a moment, but finally spoke, “Moreover, the Consort Ning is ill and has been recuperating in the Banana Garden for years. The one who has been taking care of His Majesty is the palace maid Yang Wan from Chengqian Palace, and she with Deng Ying…”

“Silence!”

Yang Lun’s shout cut off the Left Censor-in-Chief’s words, and he lowered his head and coughed.

Bai Yuyang said, “Vice Minister Yang, you cannot shield her just because she’s your sister.”

“What shielding?”

Yang Lun walked a few steps to stand before Bai Yuyang. “Yang Wan has been in the palace for three years, always caring for His Majesty diligently. When has she ever bewitched His Majesty into doing anything wrong?”

Bai Yuyang said, “Then why did His Majesty refuse to execute Deng Ying that day, insisting on conducting a ‘major crime interrogation’? Do you, as her brother, know what your sister has said before His Majesty?”

“She hasn’t said anything!”

“Yang Lun!”

Bai Yuyang also stood up. “Let all the cabinet ministers see if Deng Ying is pardoned this time, including you, which one of us will still be able to impeach him?”

He turned to face the officials, “Are none of you afraid?”

The cabinet ministers fell silent, and one of them pulled Yang Lun back, gently advising, “Actually, Minister Bai’s words make sense. His Majesty is still young, and the Ceremonial Office holding the imperial seal means their word is law. This Deng Ying and your sister are too close, and we can now see His Majesty’s attitude toward him. Although… I also believe he’s different from He Yixian, but…”

He shook his head and sighed, “He has embezzled school fields from the south, and the Eastern Depot has built prison facilities these years. Which case doesn’t involve corruption? You should go see for yourself – every person in those prison cells has had their family stripped of everything. Even Senior Minister Bai was persecuted to the point of severe injury and hasn’t recovered yet. Vice Minister Yang, he truly cannot hold the position of Chief Eunuch.”

After these words, others joined in agreement.

Yang Lun has pulled back a step, looking at Bai Yuyang with no words to argue. Unable to eat anything, he shook off the minister’s hand and walked out wearing his robe in the wind.

With things weighing on his mind, he didn’t want to go home and walked alone toward the Huiji Gate. In the shadow of the gate, he saw Yang Wan holding a package of medicinal herbs waiting for him in front of the Imperial Pharmacy.

Yang Lun slowed his pace, and Yang Wan came forward to meet him.

“Why are you looking so dejected?”

“Who’s dejected?”

Yang Wan looked up with a smile. “Winning one battle is still one battle. We’ve already done well.”

As she finished speaking, Yang Lun’s stomach growled loudly.

Yang Wan looked down at Yang Lun’s stomach and smiled, “Haven’t eaten? Why don’t we go to Deng Ying’s quarters, and I’ll cook you a bowl of noodles?”

Yang Lun asked, “Isn’t his residence sealed off?”

“It is, but Li Yu’s house next door is open. No one lives there, we can sit for a while.”

Yang Lun followed Yang Wan toward the city moat. Along the way, Yang Wan kept coughing.

Yang Lun couldn’t help but ask, “Did you go to the Imperial Pharmacy to get medicine for yourself?”

Yang Wan shook her head as she walked.

“No, my illness is being treated by the Imperial Physician.”

“Imperial Physician?”

Yang Lun recalled the earlier words of the cabinet minister and suddenly became annoyed. He caught up to her in a few steps and rebuked her, “How can a palace servant’s illness be treated by the Imperial Physician? Don’t think that because His Majesty has ascended the throne and you raised him for several years, you can overstep your bounds.”

Yang Wan quietly accepted his words without argument.

She stopped and looked at him, asking, “You’re afraid too, aren’t you?”

Yang Lun froze. “I…”

Yang Wan smiled with a sigh, “I hope His Majesty becomes a benevolent ruler, but I can no longer bear his benevolence toward me. If this continues, even if I do nothing, the inner court won’t tolerate my presence.”

She looked up at Yang Lun, “Brother, you’ve changed quite a bit over these years. I watched you worry about Deng Ying and mediate for him, and I was very touched. But…”

She clutched the medicine package tighter.

“I’ve gradually come to understand that individual changes are not enough to resist the hearts of an entire court. People’s hearts…”

She pressed her lips together, and her loose hair was suddenly blown by the cold wind, making the jade ornaments by her ears sway and chime delicately.

She held back her words and narrowed her eyes, seeming to endure some hidden pain, “Hearts are both complex and unified. Whether officials or common people, each has their worries and joys. But they all know who they should hate at this moment. If you try to be kind to the one who is hated, it only deepens their ‘sins’ and hastens their death.”

“Hastens their death.”

Yang Lun repeated, “Is this how you speak of him?”

Yang Wan said, “Isn’t it true?”

“Yes.”

Yang Lun sighed, “You’ve seen it all.”

Staring into Yang Wan’s eyes, he said, “Your words are truly disheartening.”

“That’s just you.”

Yang Wan retorted.

Yang Lun turned his head and laughed softly, nodding while saying, “Yes, I’m the disheartened one. You and Deng Ying are alike – even with the execution ground ahead, you dare to walk forward without looking back.”

Yang Wan was about to respond but broke into another fit of coughing.

Yang Lun quickly spread his arms to shield her from the wind. “Can’t even the Imperial Physician cure you?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I haven’t taken the medicine prescribed by the Imperial Physician.”

“Why not?”

“I can’t leave myself any vulnerabilities. I must live to leave the palace.”

She took out the medicine from her arms, “The Empress Dowager has already permitted me to take my sister out of the Banana Garden. These medicines for dispelling dampness and cold are prepared for my sister. I’ve already informed the Empress Dowager that after taking my sister out of the garden, I will leave the palace, and then…”

She paused, “What I’m going to do might bring shame to you. I hope… you won’t manage me, won’t stand on my side, and especially won’t try to save me.”

“You…”

“Brother.”

Yang Wan interrupted him, “I’m truly happy that you no longer rebuke me or blame Deng Ying. This big step you’ve taken toward us is already a great kindness to us. This step is enough. Now… please step back, return to where the Inner Cabinet should stand, and leave the path ahead for me to walk.”

“How will you walk it? You’re just a young woman. Do you want to chase him to the execution ground and die together?”

“I won’t do such useless things, but his path forward can only be guided by me.”

She tucked her wind-blown hair behind her ear, “He is my person, and he only listens to me, only accepts my reasoning, though I don’t have much reasoning – I just force him to take medicine and eat fruit, to take care of his health. But he has decided to follow me, so this is how he must live. Brother, the Great Ming’s laws are just an empty framework to him, but I am real. I will take care of him for life.”

Chapter 142: Snow Crossing at the Cold River (Part 5)
At the end of the twelfth month of the fourteenth year of Zhenning’s reign, the Late Emperor’s funeral procession began, with Yi Lang and all officials leaving the city to attend.

The construction of the Late Emperor’s mausoleum was not yet complete, but once the Inner Cabinet issued the posthumous edict, the Ministry of Works immediately scaled down the original specifications of the mausoleum, halting all above-ground construction.

At the time of Emperor Zhenning’s funeral, nearly nine levels of underground work had been completed. The Ministry of Works had originally petitioned to temporarily place the Late Emperor’s coffin in the imperial temple at Bijia Mountain, suggesting they wait until the gate towers, offering hall, side halls, and sacred kitchen were completed before entombing the Late Emperor, but Bai Yuyang rejected their request.

Without interference from the Ceremonial Office, the Inner Cabinet quickly established the funeral protocols, ordering everything to be simplified to avoid burdening the people.

Thus, Emperor Zhenning, who had lived a life of fine silk robes and pursuit of pleasure, was forced to become the most modestly interred monarch in Great Ming history.

With heavy snow blocking the roads at year’s end and Yang Wan’s illness growing worse, Yi Lang had her rest in the Hall of Mental Cultivation instead of attending.

While the palace was quiet, the Empress Dowager left instructions before departing the palace, ordering Yang Wan to lead the Bureau of Ceremonies in welcoming Consort Ning back to the palace during the officials’ attendance at the funeral.

At this time, the grand ceremonies of the inner court had not yet been established, and the Bureau of Ceremonies was hesitant about the protocols for welcoming Consort Ning back. The Empress Dowager had ordered the Bureau to welcome her back, but how could they deploy ceremonial guards during the period of national mourning? The Empress Dowager’s intention was quite clear—Consort Ning was a mad woman, and even if they temporarily welcomed her back to the palace for Yi Lang’s sake, she could not later be included in the inner court’s grand ceremonies.

Jiang Min personally went to see Yang Wan about this, apologetically saying, “I’m afraid we’ll have to slight Consort Ning.”

Yang Wan didn’t say much, only responding, “This is appropriate during the period of national mourning. Being able to welcome the Consort back is enough.”

Seeing that she wasn’t making things difficult, Jiang Min felt even more apologetic and comforted her, “The Bureau of Ceremonies has set the twenty-fourth day. Though we cannot use ceremonial guards, the personnel will be complete.”

Yang Wan thanked Jiang Min.

On the twenty-fourth, snow blanketed the city.

Yang Wan stood with an umbrella at the entrance of the Banana Garden, with the Bureau of Ceremonies personnel lined up on both sides. Though the clothes the female attendants held were newly made, they were common clothes rather than consort’s palace garments. The garden guards opened the gates and told Yang Wan, “Six people may enter to serve the Consort in grooming, the rest must wait outside the hall.”

Yang Wan turned to take the clothes from the attendants’ hands and said to Lady Jiang, “I’ll lead the original palace maids from Chengqian Palace in.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan lifted her skirts and stepped through the garden gate.

Behind the gate was a grove of plum trees, their fragrance strong at this time, with beautiful plum blossoms like pink jade hanging in the grove.

A small path wound through the grove, and as one walked forward, the flowers grew denser.

The palace maid leading the way was an elderly aunt, very kind, who spoke to Yang Wan as they walked, “In these years when the Consort couldn’t leave the hall, she would occasionally stand by the window for a while. At first, we thought the Consort was missing His Majesty and the Crown Prince, but later we realized the Consort’s heart was distant. During spring and autumn, His Majesty would often come to the garden to feast with Consort Jiang, and each time, the Consort would lock her doors and sit quietly alone. Finally, we gradually realized that every time the Consort opened her window, it was to look at the moon in the sky.”

“The moon?”

“Yes.”

The palace maid looked up at the sky, “The Banana Garden has the most beautiful moonlight in the entire imperial city. We didn’t know how to appreciate it before, but the Consort told us that in winter, on nights when the plum blossoms are in full bloom, when you push open that window, the cold flowers and frigid moon, with their piercing fragrance at your side, create an extremely elegant scene. It’s a pity it’s still early, and the Consort won’t see it today. Ah… look at me…”

The palace maid lowered her head, “What am I saying? Now that the Consort can return to the palace, what scenes won’t she be able to see in the future?”

Yang Wan changed the subject, asking, “How is the Consort’s health?”

“Good.”

The palace maid sighed, “She’s willing to eat, sleeps peacefully, and will talk with us, it’s just… we rarely see the Consort smile. When we told her earlier that the Crown Prince had become Emperor, she just nodded.”

Yang Wan fell silent and followed the palace maid to the hall entrance.

A brass lock hung cold and lifeless on the hall doors.

Yang Wan pressed her lips together as she looked at the lock, and the palace maid hurriedly stepped forward, saying, “Miss Wan, please wait, I’ll open it right away.”

The sound of the lock opening echoed in the quiet garden. As soon as the lock was opened, the chains were pulled out, and the palace maid bowed and pushed open the hall doors. A draft immediately rushed into the hall, stirring Yang Wan’s clothes.

The palace maid called inside, “Consort, Miss Wan is here.”

Suddenly, from the silent hall came the sound of a teacup falling.

Yang Wan hurried behind the screen.

In the inner chamber behind the screen, tea bowls lay shattered on the floor, and Consort Ning was coming down from the couch, rolling up her sleeves and crouching down to clean up the mess.

She wore a plain silk undergarment, her long hair scattered over her shoulders, her face without makeup. Though she still appeared spirited, she was thin.

“Sister, don’t touch it, I’ll do it.”

Consort Ning looked up, ignoring her scalded fingers to grasp Yang Wan’s hand, her lips trembling uncontrollably.

“Wan’er…”

Yang Wan quickly grasped Consort Ning’s hands in return, responding, “I’m here.”

The charcoal fire in the inner chamber wasn’t burning warmly, and both women’s hands were ice cold. Looking at each other, they had thousands of words in their hearts, yet neither could speak.

Neither dared to cry, afraid of touching each other’s wounds.

Consort Ning had entrusted Yi Lang to Yang Wan, and two or three years had passed in a flash.

Though the inner court was full of intrigue, she had been somewhat removed from the center of conflicts while confined in the Banana Garden.

But Yang Wan had walked into it alone.

Consort Ning didn’t know how she had walked this path alone, and she didn’t dare ask if she was doing well. Because she could see that the person before her had changed much in demeanor compared to before.

This change wasn’t just a young girl’s growth.

Consort Ning vaguely sensed that she hadn’t changed in essence, but rather had her skin worn thin and bones broken, appearing more sensitive, more fragile.

Yang Wan dared not look at Consort Ning.

To Yang Wan, she wasn’t just her sister; she was also like the cold moon, the most elegant and sorrowful person in the Great Ming dynasty.

She was already broken, and the person who could have caught her was already dead.

“Sister, you’re wearing too little. Go lie on the couch to warm up first, let me clean up the floor, and then we can talk.”

Finally, after a long while, Yang Wan spoke.

She slowly helped Consort Ning sit on the bed. Then she straightened up and took a breath, silently holding back the tears in her eyes. Rolling up her sleeves, she crouched down to pick up the pieces from the floor.

Consort Ning held the edge of the bed, looking down at Yang Wan. “Wan’er.”

“Yes?”

“Why do you look so unwell?”

Yang Wan dared not raise her head, picking up the fragments while suppressing a cough, “It’s just that this year has been too cold, I caught a chill that hasn’t quite gone away.”

Consort Ning took her hand and tucked it into her quilts, choking back tears for a long while before saying, “Have you suffered much for Yi Lang’s sake?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “No, he has always protected me. Sister, he’s grown up now, and he can protect you too in the future.”

“I don’t need his protection.”

Yang Wan froze.

“Sister…”

“I don’t want to go to his side either.”

Consort Ning’s voice was without ripples, without even a trace of sorrow. She sighed, “The mother-son bond between us is already broken. He is the Emperor of the Great Ming, and I am just an abandoned mad woman. I know that whether it’s the Empress or the Empress Dowager, none of them want me to reclaim that child. It’s better to let him stay quietly in the Hall of Mental Cultivation, and not see me again.”

Yang Wan sat down by the bed, “His Majesty misses you very much.”

Consort Ning held Yang Wan’s hand, gently shaking her head, “I’m more afraid he’ll ask me why I abandoned him back then, why I was imprisoned by His Majesty. Wan’er… I don’t want to lie to my child, but… can I tell him what’s in my heart? Would he accept it? Could he tolerate me paying respects to a servant?”

Yang Wan tilted her head back, wiping away tears, her nose feeling hot.

“I understand everything.”

She said, lowering her head, “I won’t try to persuade you, Sister.”

Consort Ning looked down at her, saying softly, “Don’t cry, Wan’er.”

“I’m not crying.”

Though she said so, her voice carried traces of tears, and for a moment, emotions surged up. She had to turn away, pressing her fingers to her brow.

She felt some regret; this year she had rarely cried, whether in front of Yang Lun or Yi Lang, she had stood firm in her position, bravely loving Deng Ying and being good to him. But in front of Consort Ning, she was forced to recognize the tragic core hidden between her and Deng Ying.

Consort Ning embraced Yang Wan’s shoulders, letting her rest on her knee, “It’s alright, cry, Wan’er, it’s fine to cry here with your sister…”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan buried her head in Consort Ning’s lap, reaching out to embrace her.

Consort Ning gently stroked Yang Wan’s back, lowering her head to say softly, “How are you and the Depot Chief doing?”

Yang Wan spoke through her tears, “Not too well, but not badly either.”

Consort Ning brushed back Yang Wan’s damp forehead hair, “You’ve always been so brave.”

“No.”

Yang Wan turned her head, closing her eyes, “Sister, do you know? I’m the most frightened person.”

Hearing these words, Consort Ning was silent for a long time, finally slowly bending down to press her forehead against Yang Wan’s face, saying softly, “Sister knows, and sister also knows that all these years, you haven’t allowed yourself to be afraid. You’ve suppressed your fear and bravely protected many people, including me.”

“I haven’t protected you well.”

Consort Ning caressed Yang Wan’s cheek, shaking her head, “You told me that one day we would walk out of here, and I’ve been waiting. See, haven’t I waited for you?”

Yang Wan’s heart ached.

“Sister.”

“Yes?”

“Do you want to leave the palace?”

“Yes…”

Consort Ning tilted her head back, looking out the window.

Outside were plum trees like pink mist, cluster after cluster veiled behind the clean snow screen.

“I want to erase my name, identity, and past. And then…”

She swallowed the salt at her lips, “Then cleanly link my name with his again.”

“I’ll take you away, Sister.”

“What…”

“I’ll take you out of here.”

Yang Wan sat up straight, looking at Consort Ning, “Not as an Imperial Consort, not as an Empress Dowager, just as the person you want to be. You can make offerings to him, you can openly remember him.”

“Wan’er…”

“Sister, I don’t know if what I’m doing is right, and I’m not that presumptuous. I dare not make decisions for anyone. I just hope that I can become a bridge, not to help others cross, but to be a path of retreat behind you. Sister, though I was born in despair, as long as I live, I must give hope to others.”

Chapter 143: Snow Crossing at the Cold River (Part 6)
After the Chen hour (7-9 AM), Yang Wan walked out alone from behind the gates of the Banana Garden.

The Bureau of Ceremonies personnel were preparing to receive someone, but seeing no sign of Consort Ning, they were all somewhat startled.

Jiang Min said, “Everyone is quiet.”

Then she went up to Yang Wan and asked, “Why are you coming out alone?”

Yang Wan turned back to the palace servants at the door, “Close the gates.”

Jiang Min followed Yang Wan’s gaze, watching as the door gap closed.

A wave of plum blossom fragrance rushed out toward everyone’s faces, its coldness making them shiver.

“The Consort won’t leave the garden?”

“No.”

“Why?”

Yang Wan didn’t answer immediately.

Jiang Min said, “I can refrain from asking, but we must report back to the Empress Dowager.”

Yang Wan turned and coughed several times, pressing her chest to calm herself before saying to Jiang Min, “I will personally report to the Empress Dowager.”

Jiang Min looked at her and said, “This matter isn’t so simple. How will you report it?”

Yang Wan unconsciously twisted the sash at her waist, saying softly, “Lady of Ceremonies, there’s something I’m not entirely sure about. Would you help me think it through?”

Jiang Min looked at Yang Wan’s fingers.

“Do you have concerns?”

“Yes.”

“If you have concerns, don’t do it.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “You know I’m not a cautious person.”

“Indeed.”

Jiang Min also gave a small laugh, “Then tell me.”

Yang Wan walked a few steps forward, and when she reached the base of the palace wall, she spoke, “I want to take the Consort out of the palace, but she is after all an Imperial Consort. I’m afraid that if I take this step, it will become a dead end with the Empress Dowager.”

After listening, Jiang Min was silent for a while, then suddenly said, “Then don’t make the move yourself. Give me the chess piece.”

“Lady of Ceremonies…”

Jiang Min raised her hand to signal her not to speak, continuing in an even voice, “You’re already quite clever to consider the consequences. In the Great Ming’s sixty-plus years since its founding, though officially no Imperial Consort has ever left the imperial city alive not every consort has died within the city walls. The Empress Dowager doesn’t want Consort Ning to receive a title, but considering His Majesty, she also doesn’t dare to have her killed. For the Empress Dowager, the best outcome is to imprison Consort Ning for life. However, His Majesty will eventually grow up, and as long as Consort Ning is willing to accept a title, the Empress Dowager ultimately won’t be able to stop His Majesty.”

Yang Wan nodded, “I thought the same, that’s why I wanted to try.”

Jiang Min shook her head, “You wanting to take Consort Ning out of the palace is a good thing. But your position is wrong.”

Yang Wan responded, “Yes, I know.”

“That’s why I’m telling you to give me the chess piece. If you propose this matter, the Empress Dowager will see it as having ulterior motives, but if I propose it, it becomes helping her resolve a worry. What you should do is think carefully about how to convince His Majesty to never see his mother again.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help but sigh.

“But this way… His Majesty is truly pitiful.”

Yang Wan said, “You never say such things.”

Hearing this, Jiang Min just shook her head without answering.

Yang Wan pursued, “You also never used to do things beyond your station.”

Jiang Min smiled slightly, “I…”

Her voice carried a hint of resignation: “Yang Wan, being cold in one’s dealings is to avoid making mistakes in front of others and implicating the women in my charge. But I’m not truly a cold-hearted person.”

She turned to look at Yang Wan, “I always used to warn you not to get involved in the inner court’s struggles, but you didn’t listen and still entered Chengqian Palace. So later I kept blocking Yun Qing, not letting her get too close to you. I thought if she stayed away from you, she’d stay away from trouble. But until Chen Hua told me that if it weren’t for you, Yun Qing would be lying on the ground like Li Yu. Only then did I realize that you were the one who ultimately saved Yun Qing. Yang Wan, I’ve lived in the palace for decades, and I still don’t think I was wrong, but… at this point, I can no longer criticize you in any way. I even want to try walking the path you’ve walked.”

“Thank you.”

After speaking, Yang Wan took Jiang Min’s arm, looking down at the stone path as they slowly walked back together.

The plum fragrance on the palace path gradually grew subtle, the wind stirring their clothes and disheveling loose strands of hair.

Yang Wan spoke into the wind, “I remember you once told me that when you entered the palace, you were protected by the Ceremonial Office, so later you hoped to provide shelter for the women in the palace. Lady of Ceremonies, in my view, the Ceremonial Office’s protection is an illusion, but what the Bureau of Ceremonies gives everyone is a stable place to belong. And I…”

She laughed self-mockingly, “I’m an anomaly in the inner court, unable to give most people peace, so I must leave.”

Jiang Min stopped walking, “You needn’t say that. If you can leave safely, I will also chant a round of Buddhist prayers for you. But after you leave, how will you make a living? Can the Yang household… still accommodate you?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I won’t return to the Yang household. I will go with Yun Qing, and we’ll rely on the skills you taught us to make our way.”

“What did I teach you?”

“Reading and writing.”

Jiang Min sighed, “For women, that’s nothing.”

“That’s not true. What you taught women is the most precious thing under heaven.”

Yang Wan showed a bright smile, “After learning to read and write, we don’t have to listen to others tell us what principles to follow; we can choose for ourselves. Even if it’s somewhat tiring this way, we will never demean ourselves in the world. You are such a person, and you hope we become women like you, don’t you?”

She said they would never demean themselves in the world.

This sentence somehow touched Jiang Min’s heart.

She had lived for over forty years, never depending on any man, nor willing to share meals with any powerful eunuch. She had carefully built up the Bureau of Ceremonies, teaching female officials documents and poetry, letting them straighten their backs and not degrade themselves for money and rice. She had always felt that though she didn’t live in luxury, she wasn’t more lowly than the palace consorts. Before, she had never thought about what gave her inner confidence, but now, before Yang Wan, she suddenly understood.

After learning to read and write, choosing one’s path to walk.

Though life may be like a temporary inn, as travelers, how could we not feel free?

“Yes.”

Jiang Min responded solemnly, nodding with a smile to Yang Wan, then asked in a clear voice, “From where comes the verse ‘Old grass spreads across the abandoned pass, parting itself is enough for sorrow’?”

“Tang Dynasty’s Lu Lun, ‘Sending Off Li Duan.'”

“What’s the next line?”

“The path leads beyond cold clouds, people return in evening snow.”

Jiang Min nodded approvingly, “Most wise.”

“It’s because you were willing to teach me.”

Jiang Min shook her head, “Known each other for years, I have nothing to give, only poetry to send you off. I wish the young lady may return in evening snow, with quiet snow on the return path, and smooth journey throughout.”

In the first month of the first year of Jinghe, the new Emperor returned from the funeral procession. The Ministry of Rites proposed changing the reign name, and Yi Lang chose “Jinghe” from among three options: “Changwan,” “Jingyi,” and “Jinghe.” At the same time, he postponed the enthronement ceremony, residing in the side hall of the Hall of Mental Cultivation, continuing to wear plain clothes and mourning the Late Emperor.

In the early spring after the reign name change, the snowstorm that had persisted throughout winter in the north finally began to subside.

In the Hall of Mental Cultivation, Yang Wan crouched before the mirror helping Yi Lang change clothes. Yi Lang accidentally touched Yang Wan’s hand; although the charcoal fire in the hall burned warmly, Yang Wan’s hands were cold.

“Aunt.”

“Yes?”

“Go rest.”

Yang Wan looked up, “Let me dress His Majesty one more time.”

Yi Lang didn’t agree, reaching down to help her up from the ground, “Mother Consort refuses to see me, and now you’ve also started speaking less to me.”

As he spoke, he took her hand and walked toward the screen.

“His Majesty’s clothes are only half done…”

“I’m not cold at all.”

As he spoke, he led Yang Wan into the inner chamber. The serving palace maids standing by the screen didn’t dare follow, hesitating at the doorway.

“All of you withdraw.”

“Yes.”

As the footsteps behind the screen faded away, Yi Lang released Yang Wan’s hand and walked to sit behind the writing desk. The leather belt that hadn’t been properly fastened fell to the ground, having been dragged all the way.

Yang Wan was about to crouch down to pick it up when Yi Lang said, “Don’t pick it up. I’ll call someone in to attend to it later.”

Yang Wan stood up and said helplessly to him, “Your Majesty has become increasingly stern with me.”

“Why do you say I’m stern?”

“I…”

“Aunt, you refuse the medicine I bestow, you won’t live in the halls I give you, yet you say I’m stern with you.”

“I…”

“Why do you want to leave the palace!”

He suddenly interrupted Yang Wan, his voice losing control, carrying an obvious sob.

Yang Wan bent her knees to kneel.

“Don’t kneel to me.”

Yang Wan froze, “I thought Your Majesty was going to rebuke me.”

Yi Lang’s eyes were red, and though he was trying hard to control his voice, he couldn’t help but choke up.

“Won’t you stay?”

As he spoke, he reached out to Yang Wan.

Yang Wan hurriedly embraced him, “I had originally planned to tell Your Majesty later.”

Yi Lang buried his head, “Your palace registry has been canceled, I saw it…”

He finished speaking and held Yang Wan’s waist, “Mother Consort won’t see me, and now you’re leaving too. Why are you all leaving me alone?”

Yang Wan held Yi Lang’s head, saying softly, “Because Your Majesty has grown up and no longer needs your aunt and the Consort’s protection. Your aunt has worried too much these past years, and my health isn’t so good anymore, so I just want to go outside the palace to rest quietly.”

Yi Lang sobbed, “What about Mother Consort?”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “Your Majesty, if you were to see the Consort, how would you arrange for her?”

Yi Lang froze, released Yang Wan, and after a while said, “I won’t give her a title.”

“Mm.”

“But I… I will provide for her, and when the Inner Cabinet returns power to me, I will reestablish Mother’s position.”

Yang Wan turned to look out the window.

“A former dynasty’s consort without rank can only live in the Longevity Peace Palace. The Late Emperor imprisoned her for three years; will you continue to imprison her?”

“I won’t imprison Mother, I…”

He couldn’t continue speaking and buried his head on the desk, silent.

Yang Wan knelt and looked up at Yi Lang, “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.”

Yi Lang still didn’t speak.

Yang Wan simply sat down on her knees beside him, watching as the fabric of his pants was wet drop by drop by tears.

The silent crying held back to the extreme, and broke Yang Wan’s heart.

After a long while, he finally raised his head, wiping his tears hard, and looked down at Yang Wan, “Once you leave, I won’t protect you anymore.”

“Alright.”

“Mother Consort too.”

He paused, “Tell her that I won’t imprison her, but in this life, I will never acknowledge her again.”

Yang Wan nodded, sighing as she responded, “Alright…”

Yi Lang pressed his lips together, covering his continuously tearing eyes, and asked, “I want to be a good emperor.”

Yang Wan nodded through her tears.

“Yes. Your Majesty will certainly be a good emperor.”

Chapter 144: Snow Crossing at the Cold River (Part 7)
In the early spring of the first year of Jinghe, He Yixian and others were transferred to the Northern Command Prison for judgment. When this news spread through the capital, it triggered a wave of case reversals for wrongful convictions across the regions. He Yixian had controlled the Ceremonial Office for fourteen years, embezzling countless amounts of money and grain fields. The number of criminal cases involved made even the Ministry of Justice officials gasp in amazement. Qi Huaiyang had no choice but to borrow officials from the Imperial Academy and Censorate to assist with the trials. However, due to severe injuries from torture, He Yixian didn’t survive past the second month, dying in prison.

Yet He Yixian’s death did not quell the anger of the court and common people.

The Donglin scholars spoke as if drawing swords and wrote as if wielding knives, prying open and condemning case after case from the previous reign. Among them, the most heartbreaking were the Tongjia Tragedy and the Zhang Zhanchun case.

In early February, the Ministry of Justice requested to retry both the Tong and Zhang cases. Relatives of the academy students, together with Zhang Zhanchun’s son, came to the capital from various regions. Three years had passed—parents’ temples had grayed, while their children were still young. They supported each other as they walked through the city streets, and onlookers couldn’t help but shed tears at the sight.

The combined voices of the educational officials and the common people created such intense public sentiment that the Northern Command had to order He Yixian’s body temporarily kept in prison.

The other accused eunuchs in the Ceremonial Office, seeing He Yixian die with no one to claim his body and thinking of their fate, were all too terrified to sleep. Though Deng Ying was imprisoned like the others, when the three departments’ joint release document reached the Command, he was no longer interrogated nor restricted in food and water like other prisoners.

“Director, only you can escape with your life…”

Several recording eunuchs from the Ceremonial Office wept before Deng Ying, pulling at their chains.

“If we had known it would be like this, we would never have followed the old patriarch.”

Deng Ying looked down at these two men, “It’s all the same.”

“How can it be the same?”

The man wept bitterly, “The Ministry of Justice and the Censorate have started investigating old cases. Following the old patriarch, we don’t even know if we took lives or not. Now, we can’t survive. Forget about leaving with you, Director; we can’t even keep our lives. My heart is full of regret…”

As he finished speaking, the others began weeping too.

Deng Ying looked out of the cell.

The spring air was humid, with large drops of water clinging to the blue-black walls.

Perhaps because of the brilliant spring sun, occasional warm rays could be seen through gaps in the walls, though they didn’t linger long before him.

“What are you all wailing about? Wait until the charges come down, then you’ll have something to cry about!”

The jailer’s shout came from outside the cell, and everyone quickly fell silent.

“Deng Ying.”

The jailer opened the cell door and called his name from the entrance.

“Here.”

“Get up and come out.”

Deng Ying stood up, and suddenly a eunuch beside him grabbed the chain under his arm.

“Director…”

The man’s voice was hoarse.

Deng Ying steadied himself and turned back, crouching down to support him, saying evenly, “Let go of your hand.”

The man shook his head and cried, “You are our patriarch, please save our lives. Your son kowtows to you… kowtows…”

At this, the others also prostrated themselves, several elderly recording eunuchs, now white-haired, each calling themselves ‘son’ and heavily striking their foreheads against the ground.

“Get them all up!”

The jailers rushed forward at the order, quickly pulling these people up and pressing them against the wall.

Deng Ying listened to the sobbing throughout the cell, took a few steps forward, and raised his voice, “All lives are precious, but if the law could make exceptions for personal feelings, how could the spirits of my teacher and the Tongjia Academy students rest in peace? You want to live, but did they want to die? Besides, I am twenty-seven years old, once the son of a criminal official, and my family registry has already been erased. I view myself with shame and dare not even speak of human relationships.”

“Director…”

Deng Ying said no more, turning to leave the cell and being led to the Northern Command court hall.

Zhang Luo sat waiting for him in the hall, and seeing him brought in, put down the official documents and said, “No need to kneel, today is not a formal hearing.”

He stood up and walked out from behind the desk, telling the jailer, “Remove what’s on him.”

Deng Ying cooperatively raised his hands, looking sideways toward the outside of the court hall.

On this sunny day, willow catkins floated softly in the air. Though the wind was still cold, it blew very gently, entering his sleeves without feeling chilly.

“No need to look anymore.”

Zhang Luo placed the release document before his eyes, “After signing, you can leave here.”

Deng Ying withdrew his gaze and nodded to Zhang Luo.

“Give him his clothes.”

As Deng Ying took the clothes, he suddenly heard Zhang Luo ask, “What’s your given name?”

“Fu Ling.”

“Who gave it to you?”

Deng Ying paused before saying, “Master Zhang gave it to me.”

“Zhang Zhanchun?”

“Yes.”

Zhang Luo lowered his head and was silent for a while, then turned to look at Deng Ying, “The Ministry of Justice has requested to retry both the Tongjia case and Zhang’s case. I’m reviewing the files from back then. Zhang’s case involves you—do you have anything to declare?”

Deng Ying bowed deeply to Zhang Luo, “Please clear my teacher’s name, sir.”

“Clearing his name makes you the criminal in the Liuli Factory case.”

Zhang Luo continued in a cold voice, looking at him, “Deng Fu Ling, you’re the only person from the Ceremonial Office to leave prison alive and return to your post. With He Yixian dead, you’ve become everyone’s target. At this moment, even the slightest crime could put you in mortal danger.”

Deng Ying pressed his wrist and lowered his head, “I bear a hundred crimes; the Liuli Factory case isn’t worth the Inner Cabinet’s discussion.”

“So you don’t care?”

“I do care.”

“About what?”

“About living a few more days outside.”

“Fine.”

Zhang Luo lifted his robe and stepped behind the desk, “I won’t delay you.”

The western gate of the Command was opened, and the fragrance of sugar-roasted chestnuts wafted toward Deng Ying.

The chestnut vendor cheerfully said to a woman standing on tiptoe to look into the pot, “Young lady, don’t be so impatient, wait a bit longer. The timing isn’t right yet; they won’t be sweet enough.”

“How much longer?”

The speaking woman wore simple clothes—a cross-collared jacket and horse-face skirt, with blue cloth binding her hair.

“Wan Wan.”

“Ah?”

Yang Wan looked up at Deng Ying with some surprise, then smiled self-mockingly, “I wanted to buy you chestnuts, but they’re taking forever to roast.”

“You always like to buy me food.”

“What else then?”

Yang Wan walked toward him as she spoke, “I like watching you eat. You’re very serious when you eat, and sometimes you even smile.”

As she was speaking, the vendor called from behind, “Young lady, the chestnuts are ready.”

Yang Wan quickly turned around, “Coming right away.”

She finished speaking and grabbed Deng Ying’s hand, “Does it hurt your wrist when I pull you like this?”

“No.”

“Then come with me.”

She no longer deliberately held Deng Ying’s wrist as she had in the past, but naturally interlocked her fingers with his.

Compared to Deng Ying, Yang Wan’s hand was very warm. This sensation suddenly reminded Deng Ying of the night before his torture, when he had pushed open the window of the torture chamber, hoping for someone warmer than himself to appear. And she had truly appeared, and because of her, he had almost found peace with his entire tragic life.

“How much for two packages?”

Yang Wan asked loudly.

The vendor looked at Deng Ying and smiled, “Why don’t you ask?”

“Oh…”

Deng Ying was somewhat embarrassed, “How much…”

“He has no money.”

“What?”

The vendor looked up in surprise, but the young man before him smiled shyly and admitted frankly, “Yes, I have no money.”

Yang Wan lowered her head and took out half a string of cash from her sleeve.

“Is this enough?”

“Yes, yes, plenty.”

Yang Wan took Deng Ying’s arm, “Look which package you want.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Either is fine.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan bent down to pick up both packages and handed them to Deng Ying, “Hold these while I pay.”

The vendor watched the two of them with a silent smile.

“Come on, Deng Ying, let’s go home.”

Yang Wan finished speaking and took the chestnuts from Deng Ying’s hands.

“Wan Wan, you peel and eat them, I’ll carry them.”

“Doesn’t your hand hurt?”

She turned her back, “Just follow me.”

“Where are we going?”

“Home.”

Deng Ying stopped walking, “The palace curfew is almost here.”

Yang Wan turned around holding the chestnuts, looked up at Deng Ying, and said, “There’s something I forgot to tell you.”

“What?”

“I’ve left the palace.”

“Left the palace?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve returned to the Yang household?”

Yang Wan smiled and shook her head, “Since we made a promise, why would I return to the Yang household? Your outer residence is sealed now, so I’m temporarily staying at the Qingbo Inn. Um… though… I haven’t been feeling well lately and can’t manage everything, so there are quite a few people at the inn. If you want to rest, it might be a bit noisy. I’ll have to tell them not to disturb you.”

Deng Ying looked at Yang Wan, “What’s wrong with you?”

“Just like you before.”

Yang Wan retorted, “Not taking medicine when sick, letting it drag on until it gets serious.”

“I…”

Deng Ying stuttered, “Why aren’t you taking medicine?”

Yang Wan looked up with a smile, “Don’t worry, I’m not like you, I’m not punishing myself. I just didn’t want to leave any vulnerabilities before leaving the palace. His Majesty’s kindness to me naturally made me guilty.”

She paused, then lowered her voice slightly, “It’s the same for you.”

“Mm.”

“Let’s not talk about this now. Come home with me. Tonight we’re not having noodles I cook—Yun Qing is in the kitchen and has made a hot pot. Master Chen is also there and brought a rabbit, a very fat one. You go back and take a bath first, and by the time you’re done, it should be ready to eat.”

Deng Ying asked, “How is Advisor Song?”

“What Advisor Song? Do you still think she’s in the palace? She’s helping me manage the back courtyard of Qingbo Inn now, and I couldn’t be more relieved.”

She smiled, her eyes curving, “Little Ying, see how capable I am? I can buy you food, take care of you when you’re sick, and make sure everyone has work to do and meat to eat.”

Deng Ying nodded with a smile, “Yes, Wan Wan, you’re wonderful.”

“Then eat more rabbit meat later.”

“Aren’t we eating the chestnuts?”

“Who says we’re not? We’ll eat those too.”

Deng Ying lowered his head and laughed, “Wan Wan, I can’t eat that much.”

Yang Wan froze, “Me neither. I get carried away when I’m happy.”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, “If we can’t finish it, we’ll eat it tomorrow. Don’t worry, we have plenty of time ahead.”

Chapter 145: Silver Sand Pecking at Jade (Part 1)
The Qingbo House closed its outer hall doors that day. Chen Hua led the staff to clear a space in the back courtyard and arranged tables and chairs.

Song Yunqing carried a basin of vegetable washing water from the kitchen. “Is everything ready?”

“Yes.”

Song Yunqing turned to walk inside. “Then pour out the water and come help me watch the fire.”

As Chen Hua dumped the water and shook his hands dry, he walked in saying, “Aren’t we just having hotpot? What else needs cooking?”

Song Yunqing lifted the lid of the pot on the stove. “Yang Wan specifically requested this be prepared before she left.”

Chen Hua peered in for a look. “Ah, beef tendon. Good for the legs – Miss Wan thinks of everything.”

Song Yunqing let out a small laugh.

Chen Hua’s face immediately reddened. “What are you laughing at?”

Song Yunqing pointed to the side of the stove. “I also marinated some meat, it’s over there.”

Hearing this, Chen Hua’s face lit up with joy as he rushed over, lifted the bowl’s lid took a deep breath, then looked up and said, “Thank you.”

“No need.”

Song Yunqing washed her hands. “Your work in the palace is harder than mine. Take good care of yourself.”

“Heh.” Chen Hua waved his hand dismissively. “What am I worth? How could I deserve Miss’s concern?”

Song Yunqing’s hand paused as she was turning the pot, and said softly, “What kind of talk is that?”

Chen Hua hurriedly said, “Nothing, nothing. I’ll watch the fire for you.”

The soup in the pot bubbled and roiled. Neither person spoke. Chen Hua’s eyes grew red from the stove smoke. He simply wiped his eyes and stared into the fire, saying: “It’s good to be able to leave. Living freely with Miss Wan, perhaps in the future…”

“Perhaps what?”

“Perhaps…”

Chen Hua couldn’t finish the sentence.

Song Yunqing lowered her head and said, “I don’t plan to marry anymore.”

Chen Hua jumped up with a “whoosh.” “How can you not marry?”

Song Yunqing looked up at Chen Hua with a smile. “Yang Wan hasn’t married, and neither has the Imperial Dresser. Aren’t they living well?”

Chen Hua couldn’t help but lift the corners of his mouth, but he didn’t dare let Song Yunqing see. He quickly turned away. “Yes… yes, they’re all living well.”

Song Yunqing gently patted his shoulder. “Watch the fire. I’ll go see if Yang Wan and the Superintendent have returned.”

As she spoke, she let down the sleeves tied at her shoulders and walked into the courtyard. She casually counted the tables and chairs, then turned back to call Chen Hua: “Why are we missing a chair?”

“Huh?” Chen Hua hurried out and counted again. “We’re not missing any.”

Then he turned and said softly, “Could it be that Her Highness will sit with us?”

Just then, an attendant leaned in at the crossing door: “The proprietor has returned. Miss Song, is the water boiled?”

Song Yunqing responded, “Yes, you can carry it over.”

This was Deng Ying’s first visit since Yang Wan had taken over the Qingbo House.

Yang Wan hadn’t made many changes to the establishment’s layout. The outer hall served as a display area, with various books arranged by category. Past the outer hall was a corridor with two blue and white porcelain water vats holding lotus flowers. The corridor led to a crossing gate, beyond which lay the inner courtyard.

Yang Wan pushed open a door and bent down to light the oil lamp before it.

She crouched to change into a different pair of shoes, then took out another pair and placed them by Deng Ying’s feet.

“Put these on.”

Deng Ying looked down. They were cloth shoes, somewhat like Wu Chuan shoes, lined with cotton fleece and open at the heel.

“I don’t know what these shoes are called, but they’re very comfortable to wear at home. I’ve noticed your ankle injury is getting worse, and I saw you struggling to walk with me earlier. When you’re not going out, wear these.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan looked down at Deng Ying’s feet and smiled. “I should mention, this pair wasn’t made by me – I’m not that skilled.”

Deng Ying asked, “Did Miss Song make them?”

Yang Wan shook her head. “No, my sister made them for you.”

Deng Ying was startled. “Her Highness?” He immediately moved to take them off.

“Don’t take them off.”

A woman’s voice came from outside the door. Deng Ying turned to see Yang Ni standing in the doorway with her sleeves tied up, holding a basket of sewing supplies.

“Your Highness.”

Deng Ying knelt and bowed deeply.

Yang Ni handed the sewing supplies to Yang Wan and bent to help Deng Ying up. “Please rise.”

Deng Ying dared not stand.

Yang Wan looked down and said, “If you won’t get up, you’re keeping my sister in an awkward position too.”

“Yes… this servant…”

“What servant?”

Yang Wan cut him off. “This is my room, and she is my sister. Are you still not willing to shed that skin of yours?”

“I…”

Yang Ni straightened up, looking at Deng Ying’s helpless expression, and said with a gentle smile, “Wan’er, the Factory Official has just returned. Don’t speak so harshly.”

Yang Wan responded, “Alright.”

She turned to Deng Ying and said, “If my sister wants to protect you, I’ll accept it.”

Deng Ying didn’t dare look at Yang Ni and kept his head down. “How is Your Highness here?”

Yang Ni smiled warmly, “Wan’er brought me.”

As she spoke, she crouched and gave Deng Ying a lady’s courtesy. “Consort Ning has passed away. The Factory Officials need not use honorifics anymore. If you’re willing, you may use my given name – I go by ‘Ni’.”

Deng Ying bowed. “Deng Ying wouldn’t dare.”

Yang Wan laughed. “Never mind. Even Yunqing sometimes can’t break the habit, let alone him.”

Yang Ni patted Yang Wan’s hand and nodded. “Indeed.”

She walked a few steps toward Deng Ying. “No matter how the Factory Official treats me, you are still a benefactor to both myself and His Majesty. If not for you, Yi Lang and I might never have seen daylight again. I know you won’t accept my courtesy, so when Wan’er wanted to make shoes for you and I saw her poor craftsmanship, I made them instead. This is my way of thanking you for your kindness. I hope the Factory Official will accept them.”

Deng Ying lowered his head. “How could I put something made by your hands beneath my feet?”

“Then what if…”

Yang Ni paused. “What if you treated me as a sister, like Wan’er does?”

She looked at Deng Ying. “You left home at a young age and grew up with Master Zhang, taking care of yourself all along. I heard you once had a sister who married into the Song family. Later, when the Song family took an official post in Lingnan, she went with them, thus escaping death, but making it difficult for you to meet again.”

“Yes…”

Yang Ni looked at Deng Ying’s feet. “Our Yang family doesn’t have many children in this generation. Yang Lun is the elder brother to Wan’er and me. Below us, we only have one younger brother, Yang Jing, but we’ve been separated since childhood and rarely see each other. Since entering the palace, I haven’t sewn for my family members. This is the first time…”

She smiled as she spoke. “If the Factory Official doesn’t want to take this as my gratitude, then please accept it as a gesture of goodwill.”

Without waiting for Deng Ying’s response, she turned to Yang Wan: “I’ve brought the sewing supplies you wanted. Keep them aside for now, and when Yunqing has free time, she can teach you together.”

Yang Wan’s shoulders slumped. “Alright… I’ll learn.”

Yang Ni smiled and nodded. “I’ll go check on Yunqing in the kitchen.”

Yang Wan watched Yang Ni’s retreating figure and leaned gently against Deng Ying’s arm. “Isn’t it nice to have a sister?”

Deng Ying turned his head. “I am the descendant of a criminal. My family registry has been erased. I cannot have family.”

“I know.”

Yang Wan held onto him, closing her eyes. “You can interact with us however you wish.”

The wind blew gently through the doorway, stirring Yang Wan’s soft dress. Dressed as a commoner woman, her hair was loosely bound, and the wind quickly disheveled it. She unconsciously reached up to fix it, her fingers brushing across her face, revealing a touch of weary elegance.

“Sit for a while.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying knelt and helped Yang Wan sit as well.

Yang Wan stretched out her feet next to Deng Ying’s, their soft shoes side by side. The lamplight from behind the door enveloped their backs, providing warmth. The smell of cooking gradually rose from the courtyard as the meat soup boiled, and the fragrance of rendered fat slowly permeated the wind.

Yang Wan leaned on Deng Ying’s shoulder. “Deng Ying.”

“Yes.”

“If you could choose again, would you still become a Factory Official?”

Deng Ying gazed at the plants in the courtyard and said softly, “Yes.”

He lowered his eyes. “But if I had known I would meet you, I would have walked this path more carefully. At least I wouldn’t have given away all my money and become a scoundrel.”

“Become what?”

“A scoundrel.”

“Ha…”

Yang Wan closed her eyes and laughed.

“You still remember that?”

“I remember everything you say.”

“Then do you remember when I said earlier that we have time ahead of us?”

Deng Ying remained silent, and to his surprise, Yang Wan didn’t press him for an answer.

“I saw that the survivors from Tongjia Academy have come to the capital.”

“Yes, and the teacher’s son has come too.”

Yang Wan coughed once. “These two cases will be retried.”

“Yes.”

“Will these two cases cost you your life?”

Deng Ying shook his head. “No.”

He cradled Yang Wan’s chin in his hand. “Wan’wan, though I am of low birth, my life and death are my own choice. In this life, I only wish to place my shackles in your hands. Just lead me, and don’t mind how others see me. Don’t trouble Zi Xi for my sake either.”

“I understand.”

Yang Wan took a deep breath. “You are not beneath those men in the cabinet at all. On the contrary, you are nobler than all of them. Rest assured, I will never trample on your dignity. I won’t interfere with how the cabinet treats you – let them scheme. I only bet on my understanding of you as a person.”

“Wan’wan, you’ve only known me for four years.”

Not only that.

Not only that.

She opened her mouth, silently forming these words.

The “Biography of Deng Ying” she had written after ten years of being buried in ancient documents now seemed so forced and rigid in retrospect. His life had its ups and downs, yet showed no joy, anger, sorrow, or happiness.

But the man in her notes was like shattered jade, like a broken moon, like a pine tree after a storm, like a crane wounded and nesting in lake mud.

By chance, he had prostrated himself before Yang Wan, offering up a lifetime of pain and pleasure.

Yang Wan’s observation notes were filled with records of his injuries and ailments, his inner struggles, and the Ming Dynasty’s exploitation and persecution of him. He was both a historical subject of the 21st century and a living person from the Zhenning era.

This was undoubtedly the sacrifice of the research subject to the researcher.

As if to thank Yang Wan for her arrival, he had answered all the questions of her academic career, fulfilling her but also making her the only person from later generations who truly understood everything.

That’s why Yang Wan couldn’t let go of Deng Ying.

Chapter 146: Silver Sand Pecking at Jade (Part 2)
“Proprietor, we’ve brought the water. Where should we pour it?”

The attendants called to Yang Wan from the corridor. Yang Wan finally let go of Deng Ying. “Pour it into the tub. Then go enjoy the hotpot – we have plenty of rabbit meat today.”

An attendant said, “Miss Yun went to find bath beans upstairs. We’re waiting to bring them to you.”

Yang Wan replied, “Tell her not to bother searching. I have some left in my room, which should be enough.”

“Ah, yes.”

The attendants poured in the hot water and left.

Yang Wan led Deng Ying into the room. A woven bamboo screen stood before the wooden bed. The water temperature was just right, releasing delicate white steam. Yang Wan turned and said, “The bath beans are in that small box. There’s not much left, but make do with it. I’ll go find you some clothes.”

With that, she went behind the screen.

Deng Ying gazed at Yang Wan’s bed. The mattress was thick and soft, covered with a damask quilt that seemed freshly starched, giving off a faint soap fragrance. Several books lay at the head of the bed, one still open, showing his former annotations on its pages.

A tall table stood beside the bed with a vase holding a nearly-fallen apricot blossom. Besides these, there were no other furnishings. Deng Ying removed his outer garment but wouldn’t sit on Yang Wan’s bed. He leaned against the wall, lowering his head to untie his waist towel and remove his outer trousers.

Yang Wan’s silhouette appeared on the screen, the person behind it barely covered by thin clothing.

A chill rose from the ground, creeping up Deng Ying’s undergarment legs. Along with his shiver came an instinctive sense of shame. But his heart remained steady.

This was, after all, Yang Wan’s chamber. As long as she was present, even if he were unclothed, he need not feel awkward.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes.”

“Um… have you undressed?”

“Yes.”

“Then come over and take this.”

A hand extended from beside the screen, holding new undergarments.

“Your old clothes are sealed away by the city moat. I couldn’t bring them when I left. These are newly bought, though they’re not very soft. I’ve washed them several times, but they’re still not very comfortable.”

Deng Ying reached for the clothes. The hand lingered at the screen’s edge.

“Take your time bathing. You can soak for a while.”

“Wan’wan.”

Deng Ying looked at the hand on the screen. “Bathing like this… I’m afraid I’ll dirty your bed.”

“Then you’ll sleep in the place you’ve dirtied tonight, and I’ll wash it tomorrow.”

“I’ll wash it…”

“It’s fine, Deng Ying.”

The hand left the screen, though the voice stayed close. “If it gets dirty now, I’ll wash it. When you’re better, I’ll watch you do the washing.”

She gently patted the screen and turned away, saying:

“Go ahead and bathe. I’ll sit outside. When you’re done, we’ll go eat hotpot.”

The steaming rabbit meat hotpot drove away the early spring evening’s chill.

The setting sun’s remaining light fell into the courtyard as the wind gently stirred the grape vines on the wall. Among the cooking smells wafted the fragrance of paper and ink.

Chen Hua carefully watched the fire in the stove, occasionally poking it with a long stick. Song Yunqing patted his shoulder, “Go poke from the other side, don’t block the Superintendent’s seat.”

She then said to Deng Ying: “Superintendent, sit here where you won’t catch the wind or smoke. We’ll sit on that side.”

Deng Ying stood and smiled.

“No need, anywhere is fine for me.”

Chen Hua hurried to say: “Please come sit here. Your leg isn’t well, and Miss Wan specifically set up a stove here for you.”

Yang Wan came from the kitchen carrying vegetables. “My sister’s here, so he won’t dare take the honored seat. Let him sit wherever he wants – the stove can be moved.”

She pointed to the seat before her. “Come, sit.”

Deng Ying obediently sat down. Song Yunqing couldn’t help but laugh, “When I was still in the palace, everyone in the Imperial Dressing Bureau said that although the Superintendent was good-natured, he wasn’t easy to talk to. I thought so too then. But Yang Wan, with you, the Superintendent doesn’t argue at all.”

Yang Wan helped Song Yunqing arrange the bowls and chopsticks, smiling as she said: “If we’re talking about obedience, he can’t compare to Master Chen.”

Deng Ying and Chen Hua exchanged glances, then both looked away.

Chen Hua said: “I’m just simple and haven’t read much. Yunqing always makes sense, so in my confusion, I just listen.”

“Me too.”

Deng Ying added.

Chen Hua quickly said: “You can’t say that! You’ve studied extensively – you teach at the Inner School, no worse than the Hanlin Academy. You listen to Miss Wan because she’s good, and you like her in your heart…”

“Chen Hua.”

Song Yunqing snatched his chopsticks. “How can you know what the Superintendent thinks? If you know so much, you should be Superintendent.”

Chen Hua quickly shrank back onto his stool. “I couldn’t, I couldn’t. I won’t say more…”

Yang Wan sat down beside Deng Ying, noticing his ears had reddened at some point.

She couldn’t help but laugh, “You just can’t take such talk.”

Deng Ying quickly said to Song Yunqing: “It’s fine, let Master Chen speak.”

Chen Hua waved his hands, “I wouldn’t dare, wouldn’t dare.”

Yang Ni smiled, clasping her hands. “It’s been many years since we’ve been so at ease.”

Yang Wan poured her a cup of tea, saying softly, “I purposely set the pot outside so sister could see the moon.”

Yang Ni patted Yang Wan’s hand. “You even thought of that.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan looked toward the green wall.

“Though the moon here isn’t as beautiful as in the banana garden and plum forest, this old green wall, when the moon climbs up and reflects off it, has its charm with its deep green glow.”

“Yes, tranquility is best.”

Song Yunqing said: “We’ve found tranquility now, but you and the Superintendent still can’t find peace.”

Hearing this, Chen Hua looked at the boiling soup and sighed. “That’s true… the inner court now… ah…”

He sighed and dipped a slice of rabbit meat in the water, and the pink meat instantly turned white, floating up and down in the pot.

Song Yunqing asked: “What’s wrong?”

Chen Hua shook his head.

Song Yunqing said: “You can’t leave people worried with unfinished words.”

Chen Hua picked up the cooked rabbit meat and placed it in his bowl but didn’t eat it immediately. Setting down his chopsticks, he said: “The cabinet ministers are purging the Ceremonial Office faction. Many old cases have been reopened, and quite a few people have been arrested this month.”

He looked at Deng Ying. “Superintendent, I hear you’re to take charge of the Ceremonial Office. Taking over at this critical moment is like picking up a hot potato fresh from the fire – it’ll be very difficult.”

Song Yunqing said: “You only see what’s happening in the palace. In my opinion…”

She held Yang Wan’s hand as she spoke. “What’s most worrying is outside.”

Chen Hua asked: “What’s happening outside?”

Song Yunqing lowered her head without speaking.

Chen Hua said in confusion: “I only know it’s quite tragic out there now. Master Zhang’s only son and the survivors from Tongjia Academy have come to the capital. Several literary societies outside the Prefecture have written many mourning articles. That final verse Professor Zhou of Tongjia Academy spoke at the execution ground, something about hoping… something about flesh and blood…”

Yang Wan continued: “May my flesh and blood fall to earth, paving a good path for those who follow. May my bones become trees, providing shade for future generations.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

Chen Hua pressed his lips together. “These lines were written in calligraphy by Li Qinglin of the Donglin School, and many people made rubbings of it. Ah… though this case was settled years ago, I heard it was truly tragic then. And Master Zhang’s case, they say it was a wrongful conviction too, all because the old… pfft! All because He Yixian wanted to cover up the corruption in the Porcelain District, which drove Master Zhang to his death.”

“Enough, enough.”

Song Yunqing cut him off. “Stop talking. The Superintendent hasn’t eaten anything, just listening to you go on about unhappy things. Come, Superintendent, have some rabbit meat.”

“Thank you.”

Deng Ying smiled as he accepted the rabbit meat Song Yunqing offered, lowering his head to take a bite.

Chen Hua dared not speak anymore, and the atmosphere at the table grew somewhat heavy.

Yang Wan ladled a bowl of hot soup for Deng Ying and looked up at Song Yunqing: “I’ve noticed since you took charge of the Inner Chamber, you’ve become more and more like Dresser Jiang.”

Song Yunqing sighed: “I’m sorry, Yang Wan. We were eating so nicely, and we’ve spoiled the Superintendent’s mood again.”

Yang Wan shook her head: “It’s fine. He’ll eat anything when he’s with me.”

Just as she finished speaking, Deng Ying lifted the soup bowl for a sip and finished all the rabbit meat in his bowl.

Song Yunqing finally relaxed. “We’ll wash the dishes later, Chen Hua and I.”

“No need. You still have much-unfinished work in the chamber. Go do your work, and sister will help me sort the yarn. I’ll wash the dishes.”

“Wan’wan, I’ll wash them.”

Yang Wan smiled: “What’s wrong with you today, always rushing to do chores?”

Deng Ying put down his bowl: “When I’m at your place…”

“Your hands should avoid cold water right now. If you want to help, you can stand beside me while I wash the dishes and talk to me.”

Yang Ni said: “Though spring has arrived, it feels like we’re celebrating the New Year, everyone eating and working together so cheerfully.”

Yang Wan poured vegetables into the pot. “Next New Year might be even more lively. I’ll invite brother and sister-in-law to make dumplings with us.”

Yang Ni nodded.

Some people want to become trees or paths beneath others’ feet. Some just want to be bridged, not for enlightenment, but to become hope. Yet as she said, everyone at the table carried their pain, but she was the most desperate among them.

Yang Ni looked at Yang Wan before her and said spontaneously: “Wan’er always manages to make everyone live happily.”

Chen Hua added: “Yes, Miss Wan. I was worried Yunqing would be devastated, but unexpectedly…”

“Yes.”

Song Yunqing said: “I was very sad before. Fortunately, I had this place, otherwise, I don’t know if I could have gone on living.”

Yang Wan picked some cooked vegetables for Deng Ying, smiling: “What else could we do?”

She looked at Deng Ying. “He’s always trying so hard to court death. If I didn’t know how to stay cheerful, I would have died from anger long ago.”

“Wan’wan, I…”

“Don’t speak.”

She pointed to his bowl. “Eat your vegetables, get your vitamins, so you don’t lose your hair.”

Sure enough, Deng Ying said no more and lowered his head to eat his vegetables.

Chapter 147: Silver Sand Pecking Jade (Part 3)
As the last dish of snow taro was poured into the soup, dishes, and bowls lay scattered across the courtyard.

After everyone finished their final bowl of soup, they set down their chopsticks and dispersed. Yang Wan cleaned up the pots and bowls, then went to wash up in the courtyard.

Deng Ying sat alone on the edge of the bed wrapped in his clothes, waiting for Yang Wan to return.

Occasional bird calls came from the grape vines on the wall. In the surrounding silence, those sounds grew increasingly ethereal.

Before long, the sounds in the courtyard ceased. Yang Wan entered while fixing her hair with one hand.

She wore slippers, their soft pat-pat echoing as she walked back and forth behind the screen.

Deng Ying lowered his book and turned, asking, “Wan-wan, what are you doing?”

“Oh,” Yang Wan responded, “I’m pouring water.”

She emerged carrying a pot of bellflower honey water, setting it by the bed. “Drink this before sleep.”

She handed a cup to Deng Ying, saying, “Come sit up here.”

Deng Ying took the cup and sat on the inner side. Yang Wan pulled up the covers over his legs, then removed her shoes and slipped under the blanket. They sat together holding their cups. Yang Wan watched the steam rising from her cup and casually asked, “When you return to the palace, will you still live by the moat?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “I’ll live behind the Yangxin Gate.”

“Where He Yixian used to live?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan set down her cup, turned to pull up the covers, and lay on her side next to Deng Ying. “From now on we’ll have to call you Minister Deng.”

Deng Ying remained silent. He closed the book resting on his knees, carefully placed both it and the cup on the bedside table, then shifted to kneel on the bed.

He kept his head lowered, not daring to look at Yang Wan, his hands gripping his knees until the cotton undergarments wrinkled beneath his fingers.

Yang Wan sat up as well, tilting her head to ask, “What do you want to do?”

Deng Ying’s fingers tightened again, “Wan-wan, do you want to?”

“Want what…”

“I’ve bathed, I’m clean.”

He cut off Yang Wan’s words, then closed his eyes and lowered his head like someone awaiting sentencing.

Yang Wan reached for his hands clenched on his knees, but he held tightly to the fabric.

“Deng Ying, let go.”

“Ah? Oh, alright…”

He quickly released his grip. Yang Wan gently lifted his wrists, “You have injuries here.”

Deng Ying looked at his fingers, “Wan-wan, I don’t need to use my hands.”

“I won’t allow it.”

After saying this, she shifted on her knees to sit facing Deng Ying.

“Lie down.”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Let me do it.”

“Not listening to me anymore?”

“No, I’ll listen to you.”

“Then lie down.”

Deng Ying hesitated for a moment, but eventually stretched out his legs and lay back. Once he was settled, Yang Wan leaned over to blow out the nearest lamp, though the light behind the screen remained lit, casting a warm, soft glow through the screen onto the bed curtains.

“Close your eyes.”

“Wan-wan…”

“Don’t worry, just close your eyes.”

Deng Ying closed his eyes and felt a gentle kiss on his forehead. At the same time, a hand clumsily tugged at the sweat cloth around his waist, clearly unsure where the knot’s weakness lay. Deng Ying quickly pressed down on that hand, “Wan-wan, don’t treat me this way.”

The hand gently slipped out from under his palm and stroked his hand’s back, “Alright, then undo it yourself.”

He dared not disobey Yang Wan.

Once the sweat cloth was undone, he had to face what lay beneath his clothes – a battle he was destined to lose. But in Yang Wan’s bed, she wouldn’t let him lose, so he felt he didn’t even deserve the right to forfeit.

“Relax your waist, Deng Ying.”

As she spoke, her palm gently covered where he had been punished, and then her thumb brushed against the gradually growing flesh bud. Since taking charge of the Eastern Depot, he no longer had to undergo the triennial “pruning” like other eunuchs. That bit of soft bone left after his punishment gradually regained sensation, capable of bringing fleeting moments of desire and pleasure, though more often just an aching pain. Even so, he hoped Yang Wan wouldn’t “pity” him.

This was Yang Wan, after all.

“Don’t grip the blanket, Deng Ying, hold my other hand.”

She offered him her hand as she spoke.

Deng Ying, afraid of hurting her, only dared to loosely hold her fingers.

“Deng Ying, don’t hold your breath, relax.”

As she spoke, she gently circled her fingers between skin and flesh. Deng Ying’s calves began to twitch slightly, his legs involuntarily straightening as a breath escaped him, leading to heavy breathing.

His body gradually grew sticky with sweat, and Yang Wan’s movements slowed accordingly, finally closing her five fingers between his legs.

But she didn’t immediately withdraw her hand, instead letting it rest there quietly, waiting for Deng Ying to calm down.

She seemed to grow tired of supporting herself, and simply lay down, resting her head on Deng Ying’s body. Her soft long hair cascaded across his chest, bringing inexplicable warmth wherever it touched.

“Tell me when you feel better.”

Deng Ying lowered his head to look at Yang Wan’s face.

The soft lamplight fell across her face; her cheeks were slightly flushed, her eyes glistening with moisture. He couldn’t help but reach out to stroke her hair. Yang Wan’s shoulders trembled, but her back softened, allowing Deng Ying’s trembling hand to caress the back of her head.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes?”

“You told me before that you feel pain, right?”

“Yes.”

“Was it better this time?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Don’t worry about me, Wan-wan. From now on, let me do it, alright?”

“You’re domineering.”

She gently withdrew her hand as she spoke, laying it flat on Deng Ying’s lower abdomen.

Deng Ying remained silent, slowly propping himself up to sit, supporting Yang Wan’s body to lay her on her side. He dressed himself and got out of bed.

Yang Wan was somewhat tired, her clothes damp with sweat. She coughed once, “Where are you going?”

“To fetch water.”

He walked out behind the screen wearing his slippers.

Yang Wan listened to Deng Ying’s pat-pat footsteps, her eyelids growing heavy. She closed her eyes, and in her drowsy state, someone gently took her hand from under the covers and placed it on their knee. A warm cloth wrapped around her fingers.

Yang Wan forced her eyes open to see Deng Ying crouching beside the bed, head lowered, carefully wiping her fingers one by one.

“You’re not dirty.”

“You’ll feel more comfortable when clean.”

“You’re still foolish.”

“Wan-wan.”

“Hmm?”

Deng Ying paused his movements and looked up at Yang Wan.

“Why won’t you let me use my mouth…”

“Would you want me to use mine?”

“If I let you do that, I would rather die by lingchi.”

“Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan turned her hand to tap the back of his, “Don’t say such things.”

“I’m sorry.”

Yang Wan pulled him to sit on the edge of the bed. “I would enjoy you doing that too, it’s just…”

She looked up at Deng Ying sitting in the lamplight, “It’s just that I can’t bear to let the person I’ll love all my life act foolishly when he doesn’t understand anything himself.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Wan-wan, I do understand.”

“Just from reading those few pages of books, you understand?”

“I also asked…”

“Chen Hua?”

“Yes.”

“He’s simple-minded too, what did you two discuss?”

Deng Ying fell silent.

Yang Wan turned to lie on her back, “Healing the wounds in your heart is an extremely difficult thing. I’m not very good at it either, so just be obedient and don’t make it harder for me, alright?”

Deng Ying didn’t fully understand these words, but still agreed: “Alright.”

Yang Wan hugged Deng Ying’s arm hanging by his leg.

“When you stop reading those messy books, I’ll let you do it.”

“I’ve already stopped reading them.”

“But you’re still thinking about it.”

“Yes.”

He paused, then softly admitted: “It’s me, it’s me who wants to do those things like they do, I want you to be happy, Wan-wan.”

Yang Wan smiled, “If you live more freely, I’ll become happy along with you, Deng Ying. Though I’ll manage you for life, I hope what I give you isn’t pity for a servant. I…”

Yang Wan shook Deng Ying’s arm, “I respect you first, then love you. I used to be a very proud person, I wouldn’t even look at the likes of Zhang Luo. You must protect my dignity.”

“I understand.”

“You don’t understand at all.”

“I…”

“Deng Ying.”

Yang Wan leveled her voice, “All my humility towards the Great Ming dynasty stems from your humility. Only when you don’t belittle yourself before me will I maintain my self-respect.”

She fell silent after speaking, but wouldn’t release his arm.

Deng Ying lay back beside her, repeating her recent words in his mind over and over.

“I can’t bear to let the person I’ll love all my life act foolishly when he doesn’t understand anything himself.”

“If you live more freely, I’ll become happy along with you.”

“I respect you first, then love you.”

“All my humility towards the Great Ming dynasty stems from your humility. Only when you don’t belittle yourself before me will I maintain my self-respect.”

These phrases lacked classical elegance, and sometimes even struck Deng Ying as strange.

But over the past three or four years, he seemed to have gradually grown accustomed to them.

She always spoke sincerely. Even when Deng Ying couldn’t fully grasp her meaning, her manner of speaking could still heal him.

Lost in thought, he turned to look at Yang Wan.

Yang Wan had fallen deeply asleep, seemingly exhausted. Her breathing was somewhat heavy, occasionally coughing, her shoulders trembling slightly.

Deng Ying pulled up the blanket behind Yang Wan, gently wrapping her in it. She curled up inside like a warmth-seeking cat.

Her face was flushed but appeared somewhat haggard.

Deng Ying wanted to move the pillow down to make her more comfortable but accidentally saw her notebook tucked under the pillow.

It was open.

On the open page was Yang Wan’s drawing of Deng Ying.

She had colored it, though failed at mixing the skin tone, which appeared somewhat yellow. However, the grey-blue of the clothes matched exactly what he usually wore. The eyes had accidentally smudged, making it look even uglier, but Yang Wan seemed quite satisfied with it, even seriously adding an inscription and seal in the corner like an artist would.

Deng Ying carefully examined the seal, which simply bore the character “Yang Wan.”

Below the seal were the words “cover,” circled in ink as if to remind herself.

Deng Ying carefully put away her notebook, placing it beside Yang Wan’s pillow.

At this moment, he did not know what this woman who always ‘indulged’ his self-destructive tendencies wanted to do for him.

He just really liked that slightly ugly portrait of himself, after all, in this life, he could only expect his appearance to show up on official documents sentencing criminals.

Chapter 148: Silver Sand Pecking Jade (Part 4)
In the third month of the first year of Jinghe.

The Ming dynasty’s cabinet transformed. Bai Huan retired to recuperate, and his son Bai Yuyang was promoted to Chief Grand Secretary. Yang took charge of the Ministry of Revenue, naturally becoming the Deputy Grand Secretary. Meanwhile, the inner court reorganized the Ceremonial Office, with Deng Ying appointed as its Chief Eunuch while retaining his position as Superintendent of the Eastern Depot, thus overseeing both inner court offices.

Deng Ying became extremely busy, with his sleep gradually diminishing.

Yang Wan prepared medicinal foot baths for him, during which Deng Ying often fell asleep leaning against the bed frame.

He slept peacefully, maintaining proper posture. Even with just a wooden beam for support, he never slouched, though his brows would furrow slightly. Sometimes Yang Wan couldn’t resist reaching out to smooth the creases between his eyebrows, and he would smile at her upon waking.

By Yang Wan’s bedside, he was simply a man in plain clothes.

But at court, he wore official robes, caught in the vortex of politics.

As March drew to a close.

The city’s flowers bloomed and withered, but the Donglin School’s anti-eunuch voices grew increasingly loud, gradually aligning with the Imperial Censors of the Censorate. The Qingbo House was implicated as a result. The revised “Orthodox Understanding of Poetry Rules” that Zhou Muyi and others had compiled had barely been printed and distributed when angry Donglin scholars gathered the copies and burned them all at Qingbo House’s entrance.

When Yang Wan returned and stepped down from her carriage, she saw Song Yunqing alone sweeping paper ashes at the entrance.

The shopkeeper and clerks stood at the doorway, wanting to help but not daring to speak.

Yang Wan asked a clerk to take her things while she walked to Song Yunqing’s side, bending to pick up an unburnt page.

Song Yunqing straightened up, looking down at Yang Wan: “I feared it would sadden you, so I wanted to sweep it away before you returned, but you still saw it.”

Yang Wan put down the paper and stood, dusting off her hands.

“I bought some nuts on my way back, you and sister can help me shell them later.”

Seeing her change the subject, Song Yunqing couldn’t help saying: “You don’t mind?”

Yang Wan smiled slightly: “Actually, it pains me deeply.”

Song Yunqing said: “Indeed, what fault could there be in books under scholars’ hands?”

Yang Wan couldn’t help but laugh at this.

Song Yunqing turned her head: “What are you laughing at?”

Yang Wan repeated her words, “‘What fault could there be in books under scholars’ hands?’ This statement doesn’t bear close examination.”

Song Yunqing tilted her head back and sighed, “Only you could still laugh at a time like this.”

Yang Wan held back her smile, watching the clerks moving things while asking: “When did they come to burn the books?”

“Early this morning, right after you left, they arrived.”

“Did they say anything?”

“Better not ask what they said – what good words could they have for you and the Superintendent? Fortunately, the Imperial Guards came later and dispersed them.”

Yang Wan didn’t ask further, taking the broom from Song Yunqing’s hand, “Watch them move the things, I’ll sweep.”

Song Yunqing nodded and went inside with the clerks.

Only then did Yang Wan crouch down with the broom, quietly looking at the pile of ashes.

She couldn’t bring herself to use the broom, instead gathering the ashes with her hands.

The grit on the ground scraped her skin, causing some pain.

“Do you need me to send people to guard this place?”

A familiar cold voice came from behind.

Yang Wan’s hands froze, but she didn’t look up.

“No need, Lord Zhang.”

Zhang Luo crouched down, setting aside his sword: “What books were burned?”

“‘Orthodox Understanding of Poetry Rules,’ compiled by some students from Chushan Academy.”

Zhang Luo looked down at the paper ashes: “When did you learn to print books?”

Yang Wan looked up with a smile, “Publishing books was what I wanted to do most.”

When a woman said she wanted to work in book publishing, he instinctively wanted to criticize her presumption, but he held back, instead asking: “Why?”

Yang Wan smiled somewhat helplessly, “Because my writings were unorthodox and could never be published. Now I can make my judgments and publish books I think are good, but sadly they end up burned like this.”

Zhang Luo said: “You’re upset.”

Yang Wan nodded, lowering her eyelids, her voice somewhat tired, “Yes. Scholars burn books for partisan reasons, while those who treasure words don’t even have the right to author them. I won’t accept it. No matter how they treat me, I’ll keep Qingbo House running.”

These words exposed the raw skin of the capital’s literary world, but because the one exposing it was too weak, there was no bloody pain – observers instead felt disgust and pity for the one doing the exposing.

Zhang Luo fell silent, and Yang Wan didn’t speak either, lowering her head to continue gathering the book ashes, casually asking: “By the way, did you eat the tangerines my brother sent you?”

“No.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan couldn’t help but laugh, “Then let me treat you to tea later.”

“No need, I have matters to attend to.”

He stood to leave after speaking.

“Lord Zhang.”

Yang Wan called out to stop him. Zhang Luo halted: “Something else?”

Yang Wan stood and walked to face him, “You came specifically to check on Qingbo House today, didn’t you?”

Zhang Luo pressed his lips together without speaking.

Yang Wan looked up, “How can I thank you if you won’t admit it?”

Zhang Luo looked down: “I don’t need your thanks. Patrolling the capital is the Northern Depot’s duty.”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan smiled in acknowledgment.

Zhang Luo avoided her gaze, though his neck gradually grew warm.

“Yang Wan…”

He tentatively called her name.

“Yes?” she responded, still not looking away.

The veins on Zhang Luo’s neck quietly became prominent. He had to turn sideways, “If anyone comes to cause trouble at Qingbo House again, you can send someone to find me at the Northern Depot. If I’m not there, you can also look for Lieutenant Li.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I don’t want to involve my lord.”

“The capital is under my jurisdiction. Using the word ‘involve’ is inappropriate.”

Yang Wan didn’t decline further, stepping back to bow to him, “Thank you, my lord.”

Zhang Luo looked down as she completed her bow. Compared to their first meeting at the Yang residence four years ago, her manner of bowing was much more sincere, her deportment even somewhat similar to that person’s, yet fundamentally different. She wasn’t humble – even with her head lowered, she was merely expressing gratitude, maintaining propriety.

“I accept no thanks.”

Yang Wan straightened up, “If Lord Zhang won’t accept my thanks, would you consider being friends?”

Zhang Luo started, then coldly replied: “I only ‘associate’ with those in prison.”

“Including Deng Ying?”

Zhang Luo didn’t deny it.

Yang Wan continued: “If one day I become a prisoner, I hope my lord will treat me as you treated Deng Ying.”

“Why would you become a prisoner?”

Yang Wan looked up, “Who knows what the future holds? I’ve always harbored discontent, and I don’t know how long this discontent will be tolerated.”

Zhang Luo didn’t pursue it further, saying: “I don’t associate with women, and haven’t you forgotten that you once said I wasn’t worthy of your emotions?”

“I…”

Yang Wan choked slightly, then smiled, “Is it too late to take back those words?”

Zhang Luo turned and walked a few steps forward, replying: “I take back what I said to you before.”

“What words?”

“Too shameful to repeat now.”

After speaking, he continued walking forward, then suddenly paused and turned back: “Don’t let Yang Lun buy me tangerines anymore.”

Yang Wan was startled, “Ah?”

Zhang Luo frowned: “Too sour.”

As he finished speaking, he turned to see Deng Ying coming from the inner court.

“Lord Zhang…”

Zhang Luo instinctively swallowed, not waiting for him to finish before saying: “I have matters at the office.”

He then mounted his horse and rode away.

Yang Wan laughed while holding the broom.

Deng Ying came forward to ask: “What did Lord Zhang say was too sour?”

“Tangerines.”

Deng Ying didn’t understand why Yang Wan was laughing, adding: “Zixi’s tangerines are indeed quite sour.”

He then looked at the book’s ashes on the ground, “What was burned?”

“Oh, I burned some waste drafts. Why are you back today, don’t you have duty tomorrow?”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Tomorrow I meet with the cabinet.”

“About what?”

Deng Ying said: “Old cases from the Ceremonial Office are being reviewed. The cabinet and Ministry of Justice will question me. The Hanlin Academy has revised the ‘Imperial Ancestral Instructions,’ which is now with me. The cabinet hasn’t reviewed it yet, so I’ll present it tomorrow for discussion, then send it to the Han Publishing Office for printing.”

Yang Wan coughed once, “Has His Majesty seen the new ‘Instructions’?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Yes.”

“What did he say?”

Deng Ying remained silent.

“Others kill you, yet you forge a knife to kill yourself.”

“Wan-wan…”

“But it’s fine. That knife is forged by you, it won’t dare shame you.”

She took his arm, “Come, let’s go in and eat.”

On the fifth day of the third month, the inner and outer court officials met at the Ceremonial Office.

On the same day, an incident occurred in the capital – neither major nor minor – the wife and child of a student from Tongjia Academy were found drowned in a mill pond at a suburban estate. It should have been an accident, but somehow the remaining relatives reported it to the Prefecture, claiming the Eastern Depot had committed murder. After investigation, the Prefecture didn’t want to handle it as a case, but just as they were about to dismiss it, the Left Censor-in-Chief personally came to inquire, with a simple message: pursue this case.

When Yang Lun heard this news in the cabinet, looking at the new draft of the “Instructions” in his hand, he couldn’t speak for a long while.

Seeing sweat on his forehead, Qi Huaiyang couldn’t help advising: “Without evidence, the Prefecture won’t make arbitrary judgments.”

Yang Lun shouted: “Judgments? Is this even the case? You know that the Tongjia and Zhang cases are being reviewed now, and at this time, you claim an academy student’s wife and child died at the Eastern Depot’s hands. What are you doing? You’re inciting public outrage!”

“Is public outrage wrong?”

Bai Yuyang slammed down the document in his hand, “Someone reports a crime, and the Prefecture won’t investigate – that’s what provokes public outrage!”

Yang Lun advanced several steps toward Bai Yuyang, brandishing the new “Instructions”: “Lord Bai, have you ever seen a eunuch who disciplines other eunuchs like this?”

“Yang Lun!”

Bai Yuyang cut him off, “You are the Deputy Grand Secretary. Ask the other ministers – is your current behavior appropriate?”

Yang Lun looked at the other ministers, who all advised: “Deputy Secretary Yang, you can’t make the world lose faith in us.”

Yang Lun choked, feeling stifled.

His raised hand slowly lowered.

“I, Yang Lun, am ashamed to stand here today. I hereby resign!”
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With frustration in his heart, Yang Lun walked swiftly, quickly passing through the Palace Gate to the Ministry of Revenue.

That day, the Ministry was distributing salaries. With the main hall under renovation, the ministry officials had set up a temporary shelter in front for officials waiting for their pay. While wealthy households in the capital rarely depended on official salaries for living expenses, lower-ranking officials from places like the Hanlin Academy and Censorate relied on these wages to support their families. During each salary distribution, these young, energetic officials arrived earliest. Now, before the inner hall officials had even taken their seats, young officials already filled the shelter.

The sun was strong, and the shelter was thick with the unpleasant smell of bodies, faces reddening in the heat. As tempers rose, some began to complain, with others gradually joining in the criticism. A registry official stood before the shelter, sweating profusely as he explained: “My lords, you’ve come too early. Moving such amounts of money and grain takes at least an hour or two…”

As he spoke, he caught sight of Yang Lun entering and hurriedly lifted his robes to bow.

The officials in the shelter came out to pay their respects.

Yang Lun glanced at the sun and cupped his hands: “You’re all suffering.”

A bachelor from the Hanlin Academy said: “Suffering is minor – we’d thank heaven and earth just to clear our salary debts.”

“Indeed. You said you’d clear our debts at the start of the year, but we haven’t even received thirty percent. My elderly mother lies gravely ill, needing money for a doctor. If we can’t get our wages, I’ll have no face to live, nor courage to die.”

After he finished, the earlier bachelor added: “Minister Yang, don’t say we’re being unreasonable.”

He pointed outside, “Several commanders from the Eastern Depot are buying land and mansions in the provinces. Now there’s a case of murdered women and children in the suburbs, yet no officials arrest them – we still see them living happily in the capital day after day.”

Someone nearby agreed: “Yes, they say the cabinet is sparing no effort to clear out the eunuch faction’s evil legacy, but only He Yixian died. With his death, reviewing old cases becomes difficult – we understand this. But can’t they even handle new cases involving human lives?”

Yang Lun stood silently in the sun.

He was prone to sweating, and now his back was sticky, his palms damp.

The registry official tried to help his minister save face, stepping forward: “Minister Yang, there’s still a department meeting today.”

Yang Lun waved his hand, “It’s canceled. Urge the inner hall to distribute salaries as quickly as possible.”

He then turned and left the Ministry of Revenue, abandoning his sedan chair for a horse, and rode toward the Prefecture office.

Many citizens had gathered outside the Prefecture’s main hall to hear the trial.

The Prefect hadn’t yet taken his seat. Only the victim’s mother knelt in the court, wearing plain clothes, her hair white, so thin that only loose skin hung on her bones.

“Ah… how tragic.”

“Yes, the case can’t be overturned, and people have died.”

“These Eastern Depot people aren’t human!”

“Shh… keep your voice down.”

“What’s there to fear? Now their Chief is dead, and the cabinet ministers are determined to purge them. Even with their power, they’re like a bow with spent force!”

Standing in the crowd, Yang Lun heard these discussions and remembered the ministers’ words about “not letting people lose faith in the cabinet.” His throat tightened painfully. He pulled back his sleeve and retreated from the crowd at the entrance, walking toward the west side door. The administrative official there recognized him and hurried forward to bow: “Deputy Secretary Yang.”

Yang Lun halted, looking inside: “Why hasn’t your Prefect taken his seat yet?”

“Well…”

The official hesitated, “An official from the Eastern Depot has arrived and is speaking with the Prefect inside.”

Yang Lun blurted out: “What’s he here for?”

“This humble official doesn’t know.”

As he spoke, he looked at Yang Lun’s casual official robes, then added, “Please go sit in the inner court. I’ll inform the Prefect of your arrival.”

In the Prefecture’s inner court main hall.

The Prefect paced before Deng Ying, stroking his chin. The administrative officer at the door was announcing the time when the Prefect finally stopped, looking at Eastern Depot Commander Qin Wende behind Deng Ying: “This case has no concrete evidence. I originally didn’t want to pursue it, but the Censorate’s Chief Inspector came three times in one day, forcing me to investigate. I knew the Superintendent would want to discuss this when I sought to arrest Eastern Depot personnel, but this is no longer just a Prefecture matter. The superintendent knows who died – if we can calm things now, I can still dismiss this case. But seeing how it’s escalated, if the Ministry of Justice gets involved, I’ll have to write a plea for punishment too.”

“I understand.”

Deng Ying stood in the shadows, turning to Qin Wende, “You…”

“Don’t worry, Superintendent.”

Qin Wende interrupted: “Since following you, I may have arrested many, but I’ve never taken an innocent life. I’ll say the same in court.”

Deng Ying remained silent.

The Prefect said: “Commander Qin, please step outside. I have words for your Superintendent in private.”

After Qin Wende left, the Prefect approached Deng Ying: “The Teacher mentioned me yesterday.”

The “Teacher” he referred to was Bai Huan.

Deng Ying closed his eyes and remained silent for a moment, then walked to the window. Outside, spring was dreamlike, with wind and birdsong reaching his ears.

Seeing his silence, the Prefect sighed: “Though I’m older than you, we weren’t schoolmates. But since the Teacher spoke up, I must consider it, however unwilling. The cabinet’s move aims to reclaim the Eastern Depot’s authority. It doesn’t matter if this case becomes a murder charge – what matters is that you can’t intervene. As long as you don’t intervene, this case still leaves you room, but once you interfere with justice, impeachment memorials will immediately pile up on the cabinet’s desk.”

Deng Ying looked up, “The Teacher wants to save me?”

The Prefect neither confirmed nor denied, only saying: “Since retiring, the Teacher rarely sees serving officials. Yesterday was an exception.”

Just then, the administrative officer announced the time for the third time.

The Prefect adjusted his official robes and hat, “It’s late. Please return, Superintendent.”

Deng Ying walked out with the Prefect to see Qin Wende’s sword removed, struggling against being bound. The Prefect shouted: “Commander Qin, if you won’t accept binding, this court will question more than just your crimes.”

Qin Wende looked at Deng Ying, then stopped struggling and shouted: “Damn it, bind me then! You take advantage of our Superintendent’s good nature. Who knows – your stubborn attitudes disgusts me!”

He then stretched his neck toward Deng Ying: “Superintendent, don’t worry. Even if they pass a muddled judgment, old Qin will take responsibility alone. Return to the depot in peace. The staff said Miss Wan bought beef to stew today – tell them to save me a bowl. Ouch… bind me more gently!”

He shrugged to loosen the ropes on his shoulders, then looked up at Deng Ying again: “Superintendent, what I said earlier was nonsense. Following you, we never killed indiscriminately. I can explain every death – the Prefecture can’t condemn me.”

Deng Ying remained silent.

The Prefect walked ahead with his hands behind his back, while Qin Wende was escorted toward the main hall.

“Prefect Wei.”

Deng Ying suddenly blocked Qin Wende’s path and turned to face the Prefect, “As Superintendent of the Eastern Depot, I will investigate this murder case. There will be no trial today – wait for our depot’s official document.”

The Prefect turned around, “Superintendent, what I said earlier…”

“I understood clearly.”

“Then…”

“Have him unbound.”

Qin broke free from his escorts and stumbled toward Deng Ying, saying: “Superintendent, there’s no need. I’m tough – even if they torture me, I won’t cause you trouble.”

Deng Ying looked down: “Say no more.”

“But…”

Qin Wende protested, “The Tongjia Academy survivors curse you because of us.”

“Be silent!”

“I…”

Qin Wende’s shoulders slumped, and he let out a frustrated “Ah,” turning aside without further words.

The Prefect said: “In that case, this court will await the Eastern Depot’s document.”

He then announced loudly: “Clear the court, disperse the crowd outside, and unbind Commander Qin.”

When the front hall heard about clearing the court, chaos erupted.

The kneeling old woman suddenly vomited blood and collapsed. Court runners rushed out to hold back the increasingly agitated crowd.

Yang Lun, originally at the west door, was startled. He gestured for the administrative official to go in first, then turned toward the hall entrance. Before he got close, he heard someone say: “Can’t the Eastern Depot people be tried? Didn’t the officials say they’d review cases for the victims?”

A runner replied: “The Prefecture has its own rules for trying cases. If you don’t leave, you’ll all be driven out.”

As Yang Lun was about to step forward, someone called from behind.

“Zixi, come back.”

Yang Lun turned to see Deng Ying standing behind him, “Those people up front are Donglin’s pawns. If you speak up today, regardless of whether you’re trying to protect me, you won’t be able to extricate yourself.”

Yang Lun strode toward Deng Ying, his day-long anger finally burning in his face: “Why set up court then not proceed with the trial?”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “The Eastern Depot will investigate…”

“Deng Fuling!”

Yang Lun interrupted with a clenched fist, asking angrily: “Why save him?”

Deng Ying looked up, “Then why save me?”

“You…”

Deng Ying coughed once, “See for yourself.”

Yang Lun turned to look at the court entrance, where people were slowly helping the blood-vomiting old woman walk onto the main street, the survivors weeping blood tears that shook people’s hearts.

“If the cabinet can’t suppress public outrage, can one Eastern Depot commander’s life calm it? Moreover, he’s completely innocent.”

Yang Lun unclenched his fist, “Deng Ying, if you won’t let me speak up, I can’t do anything in this position.”

“I’ve told you before.”

Deng Ying lowered his voice, “Step back, don’t walk too close to me.”

Yang Lun silently looked at Deng Ying, then suddenly said: “Did you anticipate this day long ago?”

Deng Ying smiled slightly, “Since becoming the Eastern Depot’s official, I never dared hope to be treated kindly in the end.”

He coughed several more times, “I was the true criminal in the Liuli Factory case – don’t block the Ministry of Justice from clearing the Teacher’s name.”

“What about the Tongjia case? How do you defend climbing over hundreds of bones to reach the Eastern Depot’s position?”

“I won’t defend it anymore.”
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“No more arguments.”

These three words silenced all of Yang Lun’s protests.

If serving in the Cabinet was shameful to him, then standing before Deng Ying filled Yang Lun with emotions so complex he couldn’t even explain them to himself. The only thing he refused was to feel pity for this man.

Deng Ying wasn’t without the means to preserve his life.

Having risen to Imperial Ceremonial Supervisor and Director of the Eastern Depot, just as Bai Yuyang had worried about. He could have done as He Yixian did, covering the young emperor’s eyes and ears.

But he lowered his hand, saying he would argue no more.

“Why won’t you argue?” Yang Lun blurted out.

Deng Ying looked toward the crowds on the main street and said evenly, “It’s hard to say if I would have been among them, had I not been castrated.”

These words seemed to confirm Yang Wan’s statement about ‘forging a knife to kill oneself.’

When Deng Ying thought of Yang Wan, he felt a trace of warmth.

He looked up at Yang Lun, “Zizi, my life has been in decline, but I’ve done what needed to be done. If not for Wan-wan, I would have long wished to bury this broken body. But she hasn’t left me to this day, so… even though I’ve despised myself for years, I still want to live longer for her. But regardless, I cannot betray my original intention in taking this path—to not let those who serve the country die from false charges. The cases they want to reopen should be reopened, so let them do it. I…”

He paused, a slight smile appearing on his face, “I’m going back to eat beef.”

Yang Lun watched him silently as he walked past, then turned and called out:

“Fu Ling.”

Deng Ying turned back and said, “Come have some too.”

Yang Lun stood there for a long while without speaking, finally forcing out, “Then wait a bit, I’ll go buy some oranges for Wan’er.”

Deng Ying started, then nodded with a smile: “Alright.”

In the inner courtyard of the Eastern Depot, Yang Wan sat alone in front of the crossing gate.

She was truly tired, the wind at the entrance made her drowsy, so she simply leaned against the doorframe and closed her eyes to rest, unexpectedly falling asleep.

Who knows how long she slept, when suddenly someone roughly picked her up, immediately followed by a barrage of scolding.

“I told you to go home but you wouldn’t, instead you’re here sleeping at his doorway.”

Then turning to scold the person behind him, “Did you know she’s been sick recently?!”

Yang Wan dazedly opened her eyes, only then seeing that the person pulling her was Yang Lun, and seeing Deng Ying standing behind him not daring to say a word, she couldn’t help but smile.

Yang Lun raged, “What are you smiling about?”

Yang Wan, allowing herself to be held up by him, said: “Haven’t seen brother in a long time, seeing you now makes me happy.”

Hearing these words, Yang Lun immediately lowered his flags and drums, “So you still remember you have a brother.”

“Are you upset I haven’t come home to see you?”

Yang Lun said: “Whether you come home or not, your brother will still look after you.”

As he spoke, he pointed back at Deng Ying, “Tell me everything he’s done wrong lately, I’ll settle accounts with him today.”

Yang Wan turned to look at Deng Ying, smiling, “Did you hear that? Time to settle accounts.”

Deng Ying responded: “I heard, I accept my punishment.”

Only then did Yang Wan say to Yang Lun: “Stop pulling me up, let’s go in and eat beef. Yunqing and my sister helped me cook, my culinary skills have improved a lot.”

Yang Lun said sternly: “Fine, I’ll try it today.”

After speaking, he released Yang Wan and strode straight through the door.

Only then did Yang Wan pull Deng Ying over and ask, “How did it go with Qianhu Qin?”

Deng Ying said: “So you knew about that too.”

“Mm, and I guessed you’d go save him, then get cursed out thoroughly.”

Deng Ying burst out laughing at this, “You’re not angry?”

“What would I be angry about?”

As she spoke, she straightened her clothes that Yang Lun had wrinkled, “I’m used to it by now.”

She led him toward the inner courtyard as she walked, “Are you drinking today?”

Deng Ying followed her saying: “I can’t drink much, but if Zizi wants to drink, I can keep him company.”

Yang Wan turned back saying: “He’ll definitely want to drink with you. You two sit first, I’ll go buy wine.”

“No need Wan-wan, there’s wine in the office, I’ll go get it.”

An early summer gathering.

With a pot of stewed beef and two jars of Huadiao wine, Deng Ying had a limited intake, only drinking a few cups.

Yang Lun was initially restrained, but after getting into the spirit, lost all control. After emptying one jar, Yang Wan took away his cup. But surprisingly he wasn’t annoyed, sitting red-faced in the circular chair for a while before suddenly standing up saying he wanted to go out for some air.

Yang Wan got up and adjusted her clothes, following him out.

The April wind blew gently on the two of them. Sweating from the alcohol, the wind’s chill reached their sides. Yang Lun hiccupped and patted his face.

“Why did you come out?”

Yang Wan leaned against the door saying: “To keep an eye on you, we’re worried you might do something rash.”

“Me? Do something rash?”

Yang Lun gave a bitter laugh, “Yang Wan, how did you come to terms with it?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “I still haven’t come to terms with it.”

Yang Lun turned sideways asking: “Then why don’t you curse at him?”

Yang Wan was silent for a while before saying: “Knowing good days are numbered, yet still being angry with him, not living well—wouldn’t that be foolish? Look how good we are now. If it weren’t for wanting you to avoid suspicion, I’d often invite you to Qingbo House, and after everyone’s finished their work, we could all eat hotpot together lively.”

Yang Lun rubbed his itchy eyes, “If it had happened to me, your sister-in-law’s eyes would be swollen from crying by now, how could she have the heart to eat hotpot?”

Yang Wan lowered her head, saying softly: “There’s no need to hurt him with tears at this time. What I’ve always loved is his original intention toward the Great Ming, he has never betrayed that—this proves my love wasn’t wrong.”

After speaking, she changed the subject: “Do you want someone to escort you back after drinking?”

“No need, I’ll walk a bit.”

“Alright, I’ll see you to the gate.”

As they passed through the crossing gate together, Yang Lun casually asked: “Qingbo House, anything happening lately?”

Yang Wan said lightly: “Oh, occasionally people come to burn some books, but with the Military Police and Northern Pacification Guard watching, it hasn’t caused any big disturbance. I’ve temporarily stopped the inner chamber business, so it’s been quite idle these days.”

Yang Lun turned his head saying: “His Majesty misses you and the Imperial Consort very much. The Imperial Consort cannot enter the palace again, but you can. If you’re free, return to the inner court.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “The Liuli Factory case and Tongjia case are both being retried, His Majesty would be very troubled seeing me.”

“Wan’er.”

Yang Lun hesitated, then pleaded: “You could beg for mercy.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together, “I won’t beg.”

“Why not?”

Yang Wan stopped in her tracks, “Because there was no wrongdoing, to begin with, why should we kneel and beg for forgiveness? Who can forgive him? In this world, apart from Master Zhang, no one has the right to make him kneel. I won’t kneel either, I’ll just live by his side and see how this world will treat us.”

Yang Lun looked behind Yang Wan and shook his head, suddenly saying: “I don’t know if he accumulated sins or merits in his previous life, to end up in such a situation in this life, yet still meet you.”

Yang Wan smiled saying: “Whether he accumulated sins or merits I don’t know, but I must have accumulated merits.”

“You talk nonsense when he’s not around.”

As he spoke, he withdrew his gaze, “I’m leaving, take good care of yourself. No matter what happens in the future, you can always come home.”

“I know.”

“Don’t see me out.”

Following his words, Yang Wan stopped, watching Yang Lun walk out the main gate before returning to the inner hall.

The wine and meat inside had gone cold, and Deng Ying was sleeping soundly sprawled on the table. His alcohol tolerance was poor, even drinking a little would make his head heavy, and with several days of little sleep, he had gradually fallen into a deep slumber.

Yang Wan rolled up her sleeves and cleaned up the mess on the table, washed her hands, and returned to sit beside him, looking at Deng Ying’s sleeping face and couldn’t help but touch his nose.

Deng Ying coughed once but didn’t wake up.

The window let in a clear breeze, gently blowing his robes, and facing the wind, his bone structure would occasionally show through.

Yang Wan also lay down beside him, the outside gaze gradually fading away, thick clouds drifting in, the earthy smell wafting up faintly from the grass and trees, mixing with the scent of wine and meat, yet not unpleasant.

Rain fell drizzling, soon becoming heavy.

Yang Wan raised her head to look at the eaves, where rainwater flowed down forming a water curtain, like a fragile yet gentle barrier, enclosing her and Deng Ying within.

Yang Wan rested her head on Deng Ying’s arm and also closed her eyes.

The first half of the Jinghe era had passed.

Historically, Deng Ying died in the autumn of this year.

“Counting autumn sounds, dreams grow short, plantain leaves beneath the eaves in rain.”

Yang Wan wrote this line of poetry on the last page of her notebook.

At the end of April, the ‘homicide case’ of the Tongjia Academy students’ wives and children was transferred from the Shuntian Prefecture to the Eastern Depot prison. The Censorate erupted in a chorus of condemnation, and with the retrial and overturning of both the Liuli Factory case and Tongjia case, memorials impeaching Deng Ying flew like snowflakes onto the Cabinet’s desk. Bai Yuyang piled all these memorials on Yang Lun’s desk, and just as Yang Lun was struggling to write official notes and draft responses, Yang Wan turned to the first page of her notebook at Qingbo House.

That page clearly stated:

In the twelfth year of Zhenning, in the torture chamber at Nanhai, Deng Ying had a huge misunderstanding about me, thinking I was the only woman in the world who hadn’t given up on his remaining life, when in fact I was just an academic female pervert trying to extract first-hand material from him.

The text was in English.

The sense of playfulness in the writing style, like her former sense of disconnection from this era, had gradually become somewhat unfamiliar.

She wasn’t an academic pervert, she was a careful recorder, a professional historical researcher, and among the surging crowds, one of the few warm-hearted people.

Yang Wan tore out this page and spread a new sheet of paper before her, rolled up her sleeves to grind ink, and fed the brush tip until saturated. When she began writing, her strokes were proper, trying as much as possible to restrain modern grammar, yet the writing style wasn’t deliberately formal either.

In the summer of the first year of Jinghe, she began translating this notebook herself.

Compared to “The Biography of Deng Ying,” this ‘flowing account’ had no system, no logic, referenced no documents, and had no systematic research theory for support—it was just her account. From a professional perspective, this couldn’t be considered serious academic work, but it was her most complete understanding of the Great Ming Dynasty where Deng Ying lived, as a researcher.

She organized and revised day and night, and her cough illness also grew increasingly severe.

Song Yunqing helped her find a doctor, but taking medicine showed no improvement.

However, what left her somewhat speechless was that she began losing hair, just like when she was writing her doctoral dissertation.

Yang Jin advised her: “It’s not good to keep pushing yourself like this.”

Hearing this, Yang Wan just smiled, “Writers all pour their hearts and souls into their work, I’m barely getting started.”

Yang Jin said: “That’s mostly for the sake of achievement and literary fame, what are you doing this for?”

Yang Wan lowered her head, looking at the ink characters beneath her hand.

“I’m the same, it’s all for ‘fame.'”

Yang Jin said: “Wan’er, you’re not someone who seeks fame.”

“Seeking ‘fame’ for someone else is the same.”
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But this fame was truly difficult to seek. While transcribing and translating, Yang Wan experienced a sense of her modern life interweaving with the present.

She remembered falling seriously ill before sending her doctoral dissertation for blind review. The hospital couldn’t find anything wrong, but she couldn’t stop coughing and later began having recurring fevers—only sleep could alleviate the symptoms. Even so, she would often “bolt upright from her deathbed” in the middle of the night, ‘stubbornly’ crawling up to open her computer, afraid the thoughts in her mind would vanish in an instant.

When completely absorbed in something, one feels that everything else around becomes ashes burned by obsession, including one’s own flesh, gradually separating from consciousness to become a humble vessel, unworthy of attention.

Just as Yang Wan was halfway through transcribing her notes, the Ministry of Justice requested imperial permission to interrogate Deng Ying about the old Liuli Factory case for the first time.

That day, Beijing was drenched in heavy rain, and though it was chen hour, the sky was dark.

Black clouds hung overhead like an endless thick cloth, hovering wetly.

Rainwater rushed down the palace walkways, carrying fallen leaves, forming whirlpools in the depressions. When black boots stepped in them, water splashed like flowers. Bai Yuyang walked through a puddle holding an umbrella, his official robes’ hem completely soaked. Walking behind him, Qi Huaiyang said: “Last year’s snowstorm was severe, who would have thought this year’s rains would also be so heavy.”

Bai Yuyang didn’t answer him, instead turning to ask Yang Lun walking beside him: “What does Assistant Minister Yang think?”

Yang Lun silently watched the flowing leaves on the ground, not speaking.

“Yang Lun.”

Bai Yuyang called his name, and only then did he come to his senses.

“I await Prime Minister Bai’s guidance.”

Bai Yuyang stopped walking, “Your eyes are deeply sunken, didn’t sleep well last night?”

Yang Lun responded: “I was on duty in the duty room last night, didn’t leave the palace.”

Bai Yuyang raised an eyebrow: “Busy all night?”

Yang Lun knew he was asking rhetorically, so simply nodded without answering.

Bai Yuyang patted his shoulder, “You were classmates with Minister Qi, and took the imperial examinations the same year as Assistant Minister He. They’ve both worked in judicial positions—why not ask them to resolve your doubts?”

Yang Lun said coldly:

“I know my bounds.”

“Alright, alright.”

Bai Yuyang squeezed Yang Lun’s shoulder once, said nothing more, and turned to continue walking toward the Yangxin Hall.

Yangxin Hall was filled with lit lamps. The daily lecture at Wenhua Hall had just ended, and Yi Lang had returned through the rain in his carriage, though his clothes were still damp. He walked straight to the main chamber, while Heyu and Qingmeng hurriedly followed saying: “Your Majesty, please change your clothes.”

Yi Lang didn’t respond to them, sitting down at the imperial desk and picking up a brush to write silently.

Heyu wanted to say more but was stopped by Qingmeng.

The two withdrew to stand behind the screen, and soon the Emperor’s voice came from inside, “Heyu, where is the Director?”

Heyu hurriedly came forward saying: “The Director hasn’t returned from the Department of Imperial Ceremonial yet.”

Yi Lang put down his brush, “Summon the Director.”

Just as he finished speaking, a lamp was brought in from the corridor. Qingmeng quickly announced: “Your Majesty, the Director has returned.”

Deng Ying placed the lamp beside Yi Lang and bowed in greeting.

Yi Lang stopped writing and said: “Why wasn’t the Director at today’s lecture in Wenhua Hall?”

Deng Ying straightened up and replied: “Several Cabinet ministers requested an audience with Your Majesty to discuss governance. The rain was heavy today, so this servant personally delivered the drafted documents.”

He looked at Yi Lang’s clothes and rose to his knees saying: “Please let Your Majesty change first.”

Yi Lang nodded and went to the side chamber.

Deng Ying followed Yi Lang into the side chamber, rolling up his sleeves to help Yi Lang wash his face and change clothes.

While undoing the sash, the titles of the Cabinet ministers were announced from outside the hall. After hearing the eunuch’s report, Yi Lang lowered his head and said: “I don’t want to hear their political discussion today.”

Deng Ying knelt, arranging Yi Lang’s hem, “Why not?”

Yi Lang said: “I like hearing Minister Yang lecture about territories, fields, household registration, taxes, and official salaries. He explains things simply and clearly, I understand very well, but these past few days, Minister Yang hardly speaks. Minister Qi is discussing the Liuli Factory case and the Tongjia case, Director…”

Yi Lang looked at Deng Ying, “‘Using the pretext of building the imperial city to commit corruption’—this was one of the crimes recorded in the volume you wrote for me.”

“Yes.”

“‘Framing his teacher to escape punishment, leading to Master Zhang’s tragic death’—this was also included.”

“Yes.”

“‘Conspiring with the Department of Imperial Ceremonial to cruelly kill over eighty people from Tongjia Academy, forcing the sovereign father to reform the Eastern Depot.’ This too…”

“Yes.”

He answered “yes” three times in succession, but his hands never stopped their work.

Yi Lang’s voice caught, “Director.”

“This servant is here.”

“Did you do these things?”

Deng Ying straightened up, looking directly at Yi Lang.

“If they weren’t done by this servant’s own hands, how could I have written them down?”

Yi Lang was silent for a while, “Director, how do you want me to deal with you?”

“Follow the will of the Ming ancestors, refer to the Imperial Ancestral Instructions, and consult the Great Ming Code.”

Yi Lang tilted his head back, “But you taught me the thirteenth chapter of the Zhenguan Zhengyao (The Way of the Virtuous Ruler), and after I had you beaten, you also warned me to be cautious in applying cruel punishments. Director, I can discuss with the Cabinet about showing you leniency.”

“Your Majesty, you have pardoned me many times already.”

Deng Ying interrupted him with lowered hands, continuing evenly: “The thirteenth chapter of Zhenguan Zhengyao speaks of subjects submitting to benevolent governance. Your Majesty’s benevolence should be shown to the common people and officials, not to me. Regarding punishment, it should indeed be used cautiously, otherwise cases like Tongjia will happen again. But in managing palace servants, there should be no mercy. The founding emperor ruled for over fifty years without eunuch troubles, but your father’s fourteen-year reign saw over a hundred wrongful cases stemming from the Department of Imperial Ceremonial. Prime Minister Bai should have explained the reasons to Your Majesty. They aren’t wrong—to this day, my teacher, the over eighty students of Tongjia Academy, and countless wrongfully imprisoned former officials are still criminals in their graves, all waiting for you to clear their names. Your Majesty, a ruler must be decisive in execution, there’s no need to show me mercy.”

“Stand up first.”

Yi Lang was silent for a long time before speaking these words.

Deng Ying stood up, and Yi Lang had to tilt his head back to see him.

“Director, though you were never a lecturer at Wenhua Hall, and I cannot regard you as my teacher, I will remember every word you’ve said to me. You tell me not to show you mercy, I’ll listen to you. Besides this, is there anything else you want me to do?”

Deng Ying nodded.

“I have no family registration. If Your Majesty permits, after I am found guilty, please transfer my palace registration to the Yang family.”

A clap of thunder sounded from the sky.

Yang Lun looked up at the sky after the lightning flash.

The black clouds had been torn open, letting through a weak beam of light through the rift, yet he could hardly bear to look at that light.

Qingmeng led palace servants carrying more than ten cups of hot tea out from the hall, saying to Yang Lun and others: “His Majesty was caught in the rain, Director Deng is helping him change clothes. His Majesty is concerned that the ministers are also cold and has specially ordered tea to be served.”

The ministers expressed their thanks and received their tea while standing in the corridor. Bai Yuyang asked: “Have today’s draft documents been submitted?”

Qingmeng said: “Yes, the Director personally brought them.”

“Oh.”

He acknowledged and then asked: “Did the Director say anything?”

Qingmeng shook his head: “No.”

“I see.”

Just then, from inside came an order to announce titles again, and all ministers put down their tea to step forward and announce their titles.

Soon after, a message came summoning the Prime Minister and the Ministers of Justice and Revenue into the hall, while the other Cabinet ministers were to wait in the corridor.

After the announcement, palace servants immediately came forward to help brush the rain from Yang Lun and the others’ clothes. Qingmeng withdrew to the doorway to guide them, while palace servants added ten more gilded copper lamps. Though the sky was dark, the main chamber was brilliantly lit.

The three men entered the hall, where Yi Lang sat behind the imperial desk, now changed into casual court dress.

Bai Yuyang stepped forward: “Has Your Majesty stamped the draft documents submitted by the Cabinet today?”

“Yes.”

“Does Your Majesty have any doubts?”

Yi Lang raised his head, “I have no doubts.”

Both Bai Yuyang and Yang Lun were startled by these words.

Yang Lun remained silent while Bai Yuyang tentatively said: “Since Your Majesty has no doubts, I request that Your Majesty hand over the Director of Imperial Ceremonial to the Ministry of Justice for investigation.”

“This is not permitted.”

“Your Majesty!”

Bai Yuyang hadn’t expected the emperor to refuse his request, and couldn’t help raising his voice, “Public anger is boiling over, Your Majesty cannot show favoritism!”

Yi Lang stood and walked to Bai Yuyang, “I didn’t say I wouldn’t deal with him. Let the Ministry of Justice determine his crimes as they should. After I review what they submit, I will write an imperial decree declaring his crimes to be proclaimed throughout the empire. Before that, I will have him held under the Northern Pacification Guard.”

Bai Yuyang said: “Does Your Majesty mean to condemn him without trial?”

“Yes, condemn without trial.”

“This…”

“Prime Minister Bai, is my decision correct?”

Bai Yuyang inexplicably felt pressure, coming from this young emperor’s questioning of him and his position as Prime Minister. The words “Your Majesty is wise” stuck in his throat.

Yi Lang turned to look at the silent Yang Lun, and asked again, “Minister Yang, is my decision correct?”

Yang Lun took a breath of the damp air, slowly lifted his robes, and knelt, bowing as he said: “Your Majesty is wise.”

“Even the Minister can say it.”

Yang Lun’s hand pressed against the ground tightened as he kowtowed heavily, “Your Majesty, I am ashamed.”

Yi Lang turned away, forcefully suppressing his voice: “Prime Minister, you and Minister Qi may take your leave first.”

“Yes.”

The hall doors opened and closed, letting in damp cold air that made the lamp flames flicker.

“Uncle, please rise.”

Yang Lun stood up, suddenly noticing that Yi Lang before him had somehow begun crying silently.

“Your Majesty…”

“Uncle, Aunt will never forgive me.”

Yang Lun stood stiffly before Yi Lang.

All these years, like the lecturers in Wenhua Hall, he had only treated him as a royal student, disciplining his speech and conduct, his thoughts and ideas, yet didn’t know at all what kind of person he truly was. So much so that when he called him ‘uncle,’ he didn’t know how to respond.

“I’ll never dare to face Aunt again.”

After saying these words, his face was covered in tears.

As a subject, Yang Lun could not wipe away the emperor’s tears, and could only step back and bow: “Your subject begs Your Majesty not to speak this way.”

Yi Lang reached out to grab Yang Lun’s sleeve. “Uncle, please help me tell Aunt, I don’t want to kill the Director.”

“Yes, I will tell her.”

Chapter 152: Silver Sand Pecking Jade (Part 8)
When Yang Lun left Yangxin Hall, the rain outside had grown heavier, beating against the glazed tile roof like thrown stones.

Yang Lun hesitated, turning back to see Deng Ying step out of the hall and open an umbrella beside him.

“His Majesty ordered me to escort Minister Yang.”

Though the rain roared, the two walked in silence along the palace path.

It wasn’t until they reached Huiji Gate that Yang Lun finally grabbed the umbrella Deng Ying had been holding up. “Enough.”

Deng Ying moved under the gate wall, wringing out his water-soaked sleeve.

Following the custom of escorting officials, Deng Ying tilted the umbrella to protect Yang Lun the whole way, leaving his official robes completely drenched.

“Then I shall see the Minister off here.”

“It is I who am seeing you off here.”

Deng Ying started, then nodded, “Yes.”

He bowed deeply to Yang Lun.

Yang Lun looked at his hands raised to his forehead and suddenly said: “Deng Fuling, do you think I, as your classmate, have done right by you in our acquaintance?”

Deng Ying lowered his hands and straightened up, smiling slightly: “Zizi, we have both done our utmost.”

Yang Lun said: “I have not done my utmost.”

“But this is enough now.”

He smiled as he spoke, “Zizi, I’ve asked His Majesty if he permits, after I am found guilty, to transfer my household registration to the Yang family.”

A ringing suddenly filled Yang Lun’s ears, “Transfer how?”

“Great households in the capital also keep eunu—”

“Deng Fuling, haven’t you long wished to be rid of this status?”

After speaking these words, Yang Lun trembled all over and stepped forward: “Whether you transfer your registration or not, I will handle your affairs after death! Watching you come to this end… Deng Fuling, I… I am already overwhelmed with shame, do you truly want to force me to have no place to hide my face?”

His emotions were somewhat out of control, so he turned away immediately, gripping his tiger’s mouth acupoint hard and exhaling turbid breath, forcing himself to calm down.

The person behind him sighed.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t think of you.”

He lowered his eyes, “I want to follow Wan-wan.”

Yang Lun’s shoulders slumped.

He had married at seventeen and didn’t understand emotions outside of scholarly marriages, much less the logic of a man following a woman. But by now, he really couldn’t bear to question the person before him. After all, he had nothing left and was only asking for an illusory destination that humiliated his very being. Even though Yang Lun was reluctant to give it, in the end, it seemed he had no choice but to agree.

“Zizi.”

Yang Lun, with his back turned, spat out the word “Speak.”

“I’ve sold my outer residence to Yang Wan outright, but worried that after being found guilty it might implicate her, so I didn’t have it officially sealed. Though it’s not a red deed, it’s still valid. I’ve given the property deed to Chen Hua to pass to Wan-wan. I know Wan-wan doesn’t care about that residence, but it represents my life’s savings. Please persuade her to accept it.”

“Alright.”

Yang Lun suppressed his emotions, forcing his voice to level: “I will tell her.”

Deng Ying nodded, “There’s one more thing I need to give you, but don’t give it to Wan-wan.”

“What is it?”

Deng Ying undid his robe and took out a cloth package from his breast.

Yang Lun opened it to find an exquisite jade pendant carved with lotus flowers of the highest quality.

The Yang family prized jade, and Yang Lun, Yang Wan, and Yang Jin all loved wearing jade ornaments.

Yang Wan’s childhood name was Yu Furong (Jade Lotus), and Yang Lun doted on her. When serving in the provinces, he often sought out jade to bring back and have lotus patterns carved into ornaments for his sister. He had seen most of the better quality lotus-patterned jade ornaments in the capital, but this pendant was one he had never seen before.

“Where did you get this?”

Deng Ying replied: “My teacher left it to me before he died. I’ve kept it all this time, but this time confiscation is inevitable, so I can only give it to you.”

Yang Lun looked at the jade surface: “It’s carved with lotus, why not give it to Wan’er?”

Deng Ying followed Yang Lun’s gaze and said softly, “This is a betrothal gift. Zizi,”

He looked up at Yang Lun, “Would you approve if I gave it to her?”

Yang Lun’s fingers clenched, his throat tight for a long while before suddenly saying: “What does your approval matter to me? All these years, I haven’t been able to control Yang Wan, as you well know.”

Deng Ying said nothing more.

The rain thundered.

Behind Huiji Gate, several eunuchs rushing through the rain called out: “The moat waters are rising!”

There was a folk saying that when the moat waters rise, the day of redressing injustice draws near.

Yang Lun felt this saying was both true and false.

In the sixth month of the first year of Jinghe.

Deng Ying was officially stripped of his positions as Director of the Department of Imperial Ceremonial and Director of the Eastern Depot, and imprisoned in the imperial jail.

The Ministry of Justice reviewed nearly a hundred old cases involving He’s faction, and the Department of Imperial Ceremonial personnel imprisoned in the imperial jail were brought out one by one to have their crimes reconsidered.

Bai Yuyang was memorialized by the Three Offices to determine Deng Ying’s crimes but was rejected by the emperor that same day.

Just as Bai Yuyang was preparing to submit another memorial jointly with the Cabinet, the emperor sent Deng Ying’s personally written confession to the Ministry of Justice.

Officials from the Censorate and Court of Judicial Review were somewhat surprised at how cooperative the prisoner was after seeing this confession.

Based on this confession, within four or five days the Two Offices investigated from the Liuli Factory case to the school fields case, linking investigations in the capital and provinces, and wrote up over eighty crimes for Deng Ying. The Left Censor-in-Chief looked at the crime record and said: “Though not enough for the extreme penalty, it’s certainly enough for beheading.”

Bai Yuyang said: “Still too light.”

Qi Huaiyang said: “Prime Minister if His Majesty approves our memorial for public beheading, that’s not light.”

The Left Censor-in-Chief said: “The homicide case from Shuntian Prefecture has aroused overwhelming public anger. If we don’t subject him to the extreme penalty, we can’t appease the people.”

Qi Huaiyang was about to speak when Bai Yuyang said: “The Prime Minister speaks truly. When the late emperor indulged His a faction in their misdeeds, our several impeachment attempts were all blocked. Now in the new reign, both inside and outside the court are waiting to see a new atmosphere. If this person isn’t severely punished, how can we show His Majesty’s strict control over the inner court?”

Qi Huaiyang lowered his eyes and was silent for a while, “Do both of you mean to memorialize again for a joint trial by the Three Offices?”

Yang Lun had been sitting silently to the side, but hearing Qi Huaiyang’s words, he couldn’t help saying: “Can you stop torturing him?”

Hearing these words, everyone fell silent, not knowing what to say.

Yang Lun stood up and grabbed the confession from Qi Huaiyang’s hands, “Everything he’s done is written here. Another hall trial by the Three Offices means dozens more days of wearing chains, kneeling before officials, enduring torture, and saying the same things—what’s the point? His health is already very poor, do you want to torture him until he’s like He Yixian, unable even to reach the execution ground?”

The Censor hurriedly said: “Prime Minister, Assistant Minister Yang has a point. We use extreme punishment to intimidate the eunuchs of the inner court. If the prisoner dies before execution, we lose our purpose.”

These cold-blooded words sent chills down Yang Lun’s spine.

Disregarding official protocol, he raised his voice: “Aren’t you just missing a crime serious enough to have him dismembered? Once you’ve decided, hand him over to the Northern Pacification Guard’s prison and just ask if he admits it, don’t interrogate him anymore!”

Bai Yuyang looked at Yang Lun, “In your opinion, who would be best to ask?”

Yang Lun stepped back with a bitter laugh, “After the judicial officials have decided, I, Yang Lun, will ask.”

Bai Yuyang nodded and turned aside, “Last month, the late emperor’s second son died in the palace, and afterward there were rumors that His Majesty mistreated his younger brother. With the new emperor ascending the throne, such talk damages His Majesty’s reputation. See if you can resolve this matter through that person as well.”

The autumn of the first year of Jinghe.

For the Great Ming, it was an extremely significant period.

From the beginning of the year, the Ministry of Justice, Court of Judicial Review, and Censorate working together finally cleared up most of the wrongful cases from He Yixian’s time in power. The emperor rehabilitated Zhang Zhanchun, built temples to commemorate the more than eighty students of Tongjia Academy, investigated and confiscated the property of the Department of Imperial Ceremonial eunuchs, and provided relief to their descendants.

Minister of Justice Qi Huaiyang investigated and confiscated the property of the Department of Imperial Ceremonial eunuchs by imperial order. The amount of gold, silver, and land holdings was staggering. He Yixian alone was found to have over a hundred thousand taels of silver, over ten thousand taels of gold, and countless land holdings in his hometown of Hangzhou. Even the attendant eunuchs who followed him had tens of thousands of taels of silver in their homes.

However, when it came to Deng Ying, there were only several dozen old garments, half a box of medicine for injuries, and just over twenty taels of silver.

The Ministry of Justice officials in charge of confiscation had never encountered such a situation and worried that Deng Ying had hidden his wealth, making them fail in their search. When reporting to Qi Huaiyang, they didn’t know how to begin.

Qi Huaiyang ordered these items sealed together with the other eunuchs’ private belongings, to be collected by family members.

At the end of July, the emperor approved the Ministry of Justice’s sentence: one person to be dismembered, two to be beheaded, and most others to be exiled to Nanjing and Lingnan. This was undoubtedly the harshest punishment of eunuch factions in Ming history. The day before the Mid-Autumn Festival, the court published the “Record of Hundred Crimes” written by the emperor himself, using the new emperor’s name to enumerate nearly a hundred crimes of Deng Ying, Director of the Department of Imperial Ceremonial and Director of the Eastern Depot.

Yang Wan saw the original text of the “Record of Hundred Crimes” included in the “Veritable Records of Ming” at the Shenming Pavilion in the capital.

And just yesterday, she received Deng Ying’s household registration at Qingbo House.

Yang Lun personally delivered it to her at the house.

Yang Lun told her: “Although after his death this registration will have no meaning, he told me he wanted to follow you, so keep his registration.”

Yang Wan held Deng Ying’s registration, her voice somewhat trembling, “Please convey my thanks to His Majesty.”

Yang Lun nodded.

Yang Wan coughed once and looked up to ask Yang Lun: “Did Deng Ying say anything else?”

Yang Lun took out the jade lotus pendant from his sleeve and handed it to Yang Wan, “He said not to give it to you, but it’s not right for me to keep it. Since he’s already given you his registration, you should have his things too. And after the execution, when the Ministry of Justice returns the sealed items to family members, you should collect those as well.”

Yang Wan took the pendant and was about to speak when Yang Lun continued: “Keep this pendant well, Master Zhang left it to him before dying.”

Yang Wan lowered her head, “Is it carved with lotus?”

“Yes.”

After speaking, he added, “Our Yang family reveres jade. Whether for betrothal gifts or dowry, jade must be present…”

“He wouldn’t let you give it to me because he dared not make it a betrothal gift, right?”

Yang Lun was silent for a while, “He’s already a criminal slave now, don’t think about things that shouldn’t be thought about.”

Yang Wan looked at the text on the Shenming Pavilion, repeatedly recalling Yang Lun’s words: “He’s already a criminal slave now, don’t think about things that shouldn’t be thought about.” Her body trembled slightly.

Song Yunqing, afraid she would break down, had been supporting her arm the whole time.

“Stop looking, Yang Wan, let’s go back.”

Yang Wan rubbed her slightly sore neck, shaking her head, “Let me finish reading it.”

Chen Hua blocked the crowding people behind them, lowering his voice: “Miss Wan, there are many people here. It won’t look good if someone recognizes you.”

“Chen Hua!”

Song Yunqing interrupted him with a low shout: “If you can’t speak properly, don’t speak at all.”

Just as she finished speaking, a voice came from the crowd, “It’s that eunuch’s vegetable merchant!”

Chen Hua hurriedly blocked the people surging forward, “Yunqing, quickly take Miss Wan away.”

Song Yunqing tried to pull Yang Wan away, but Yang Wan didn’t move. She endured the surrounding chaos of vulgar words, reading to the very last character on the Shenming Pavilion.

Chapter 153: Silver Sand Pecking Jade (Part 9)
The Ming Records contained this complete imperial edict.

Yang Wan could once recite it from memory. As far as documents declaring crimes went, this edict wasn’t particularly harsh. The writer seemed to hide behind formal, calm words, dressed in light gauze and plain clothes, sitting quietly in a corner, silently enduring the scrutiny of officials and common people.

The first crime listed – conspiracy against imperial kin.

This was the most serious crime among all charges, yet also the thinnest in evidence. Without elaborating on details, it directly sent that person to face the three thousand cuts execution.

The Ming History records that the Emperor’s second son Zhu Yijue died at the end of the Zhenning era, but in truth, he died of illness in the early Jinghe era. The former erased the “False Edict Case” before Yi Lang’s ascension from history, while the latter used an ambiguous crime to conclude this purge in early Jinghe.

Neither the written history nor present reality violated historical principles – only human hearts were the source of errors. Yet even so, there was no need to excessively debate individual gains and losses.

From a macro perspective, history was progressing, various social systems were constantly improving. After this purge, the Jinghe reign became a rare period of political clarity in Ming history – corruption cases among eunuchs decreased dramatically, and Yang Lun’s new tax policies were smoothly implemented in the South. Later Palace Memorial Hall officials were all cautious and fearful, working with the Hall to help government orders flow smoothly for a time.

In studying Deng Ying, Yang Wan had to face the historical significance of this purge. If she hadn’t been in the Ming Dynasty six hundred years ago, if she hadn’t accompanied Deng Ying through these not-so-long four years, she might not have grieved for him. Just like when she first saw him outside the torture chamber. Though knowing his fate of death by a thousand cuts, she felt no fear, no heartache, but rather held some kind of “anticipation” for his tragic life.

However now, looking at the imperial edict on Shenming Pavilion, she finally couldn’t hold back her tears.

“Yang Wan, let’s go!”

Song Yunqing gently took Yang Wan’s cold hand.

The crowd before Shenming Pavilion had already surged toward her.

Song Yunqing tried to pull Yang Wan away but unexpectedly was shaken off.

“Yang Wan…”

Song Yunqing’s hand fell empty as she turned to see Yang Wan walking alone toward the front of Shenming Pavilion.

The surrounding noise was chaotic, not lacking in vulgar words, but unclear.

Yang Wan stood firm and raised her voice: “Whatever you want to say, speak louder. I’m listening.”

“Submitting yourself to a eunuch, knowing no shame!”

An elderly man shouted, his voice piercing through the chaos, prompting the crowd to echo, “Right, no shame! No shame!”

The harsh words struck her face like knives. Yang Wan stood quietly facing the crowd, listening until the wave of voices gradually subsided, then spoke steadily through tears: “What else?”

What else…

The people before Shenming Pavilion were stunned.

Yang Wan looked up at the imperial edict, “I heard these words years ago.”

She repeated, “Submitting to a eunuch, knowing no shame – I’ve heard it many times, I even believed it myself. Today let me ask in return, what meaning do the words ‘shame’ and ‘honor’ truly hold? Can they save lives?”

“Save lives…”

“Can they kill?”

She suddenly raised her voice, stepping closer to the crowd. “Do you want to kill me with ‘shame and honor’?”

Wiping away tears, she smiled bitterly: “You can’t kill me, because as you say, I, Yang Wan, served a eunuch, I, Yang Wan, know no shame!”

She pointed toward Shenming Pavilion, “But I ask you to look carefully. This place has posted many execution notices for criminals. Deng Ying’s teacher Zhang Zhanchun, the students of Tongjia Academy, and Censor Huang Ran – all were condemned here. Now the court has cleared their names, built temples to worship them, and favored their descendants. You all know these people had shame and honor. Yet they are all dead.”

She paused, her voice taking on a trace of mockery, “But I who know no shame am still alive. Do you want to live?”

She tilted her head, a tragic smile pulling at her tear-stained lips. “Or do you want to die?”

The crowd fell silent, not because Yang Wan had overwhelmed them, but because they didn’t know how to answer.

This question, in the Ming Dynasty where free consciousness had not yet sprouted and the Three Bonds and Five Relationships were supreme, no one could have asked it.

Yang Wan had carefully believed that later civilization should not intervene too early. After all, overturning the concepts of an era was like building castles in the air for people of the past – without foundation in the present, those who suddenly climbed up would inevitably fall to their deaths.

But now, Yang Wan couldn’t help herself, or rather, she couldn’t accept it anymore.

She took the consideration of “humanity” from future civilization and condensed it into a simple question of “either live or die,” throwing it out directly. Everyone could understand what she was saying, everyone could feel the cold sensation of flesh-cutting knives scraping against skin. People instinctively felt some fear.

The elderly man who had led the accusations earlier retreated into the crowd, and the previously angry people gradually fell silent.

Yang Wan closed her eyes, letting tears stream down.

“Yes, my husband is a death row prisoner, I accept that, but I don’t accept that he, like me, knows no shame.”

After speaking, she looked again at the imperial edict. In that instant, she suddenly saw clearly who that plain-clothed person hiding behind the words was – not the still-young Yi Lang, but Deng Ying, who had never been willing to speak before the world.

Scholars could leave their final words, combining their lifetime of thoughts and fate for later generations to mourn.

But he wrote the “Record of Hundred Crimes,” personally severing his life as a servant, needing no commemoration, receiving no incense offerings. Deng Ying, who had been gentle his whole life, was colder and more ruthless than anyone else.

“A gentleman dies for principle, also forging the knife and kneeling to present it, letting the world kill him.”

Yang Wan finally spoke these words, then bowed deeply to the crowd through her tears, “I thank you all on behalf of my husband.”

With that, she straightened up and walked away, turning her back to the crowd.

After this, Song Yunqing never saw Yang Wan cry again.

The autumn of early Jinghe year was colder than usual, with more rain. Everything in Qingbo Pavilion was damp, but it nourished the banana trees, making them increasingly lush and green even into autumn.

Yang Wan locked herself in Qingbo Pavilion, silently transcribing that notebook. Meanwhile, she began purchasing ink and paper from the capital and nearby counties in the names of Qingbo Pavilion and Kuanqin Hall. The manager told Yang Xing and Song Yunqing, “Our Qingbo Pavilion has always done business with examination markets, storing quite a bit of printing ink. Originally thinking Kuanqin Hall’s stories would sell well, we prepared to print more, but the owner stopped everything. Now taking out that money to buy paper, and not during our usual purchasing time – prices are high, and with all this rain, the goods might not even be good quality, ah…”

He sighed, “We all know the factory official was sentenced to death by a thousand cuts, the owner is heartbroken. So we dare not say anything, can only tell you, young ladies, forget the rest, at least persuade the owner to take care of herself.”

Song Yunqing said to Yang Xing: “This last point is true, I’ve seen her so busy these days, she’s even stopped taking her medicine.”

Yang Xing patted Song Yunqing’s hand, “For business matters, you all follow her wishes. As for her health, I’ll take care of it.”

Song Yunqing and the manager nodded, saying nothing more.

Yang Xing tied up her sleeves, went to the kitchen to check on Yang Wan’s medicine, and while watching the fire, made a bowl of yangchun noodles, bringing it together with the medicine on a tray to Yang Wan’s quarters.

A lamp was lit inside, and Yang Wan sat beneath it wearing a robe, pausing her writing to rub her brow.

Yang Xing set down the tray, glanced at the nuts and dried fruits beside Yang Wan, and said softly: “Is eating just these enough?”

Hearing Yang Xing’s voice, Yang Wan finally lowered her hand, stood up, and called out: “Sister.”

Yang Xing moved the noodle bowl in front of her, and helped her sit down, “Eat something before taking the medicine, to line your stomach.”

Looking at the steaming noodle soup, Yang Wan’s eyes suddenly grew warm.

She quickly picked up the chopsticks, took a big bite of noodles, and said while pressing her lips: “Since sister taught me to make noodles, I often made them for Deng Ying and His Majesty in the palace for convenience. His Majesty was fine with it, but Deng Ying must have gotten tired of them. Yet now, I don’t want to make him anything else, I just want to pin him to the table and make him eat another bowl of my noodles.”

Yang Xing smiled gently, “Neither he nor Yi Lang would ever tire of them.”

She patted Yang Wan’s shoulder, “Eat. Eat and then take your medicine, so you can continue writing. Sister will grind the ink for you.”

She walked to Yang Wan’s side, removed her bracelet, used a silver spoon to scoop water, and ground ink for Yang Wan.

Yang Wan lowered her head to eat noodles when suddenly she heard Yang Xing ask: “Will you make it in time?”

Yang Wan froze.

“What?”

Yang Xing looked at her notebook and asked: “The things you’re writing, will you finish in time?”

“Sister, do you know what I’m writing?”

Yang Xing shook her head, “I don’t know, but since I first saw you in the palace, you’ve been writing in this notebook. Never stopping for four years.”

Yang Wan nodded while holding her chopsticks, “Yes.”

Yang Xing put down the ink stone, “Is it for the factory official?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan lowered her eyelids, “This was once the meaning of my life, and still is now. I record everything related to him from the twelfth year of Zhenning to early Jinghe, bits and pieces, about two hundred thousand characters. Now I’m condensing it into one volume. I want… to have it printed.”

Yang Xing was silent for a while, then asked: “To clear his name?”

“No.”

Yang Wan shook her head, “Only the court can clear his name. I’m just a ‘defiant’ commoner. Not content with just posthumous fame, I foolishly desire fame while still living.”

The autumn wind through the window flickered the candle flame, extinguishing the lamp beside them. Autumn knocked on the facade in waves, like someone waiting outside, weak yet unwilling, stating sentence by sentence that he wanted to come home.

“Aren’t you afraid?”

Yang Xing asked Yang Wan, “This is rebellious writing.”

“I am afraid.”

Yang Wan coughed once, “That’s why before this, I need to settle things for you and Yunqing.”

Yang Xing shook her head, “No need.”

She held Yang Wan’s hand while speaking, “Sister carries regrets, living the rest of her life gazing at the moon as if being slowly cut to pieces. You’re different. Sister very much wants to watch you do what sister could never do in her life.”

Chapter 154: Bamboo Paper Carving the Heart (Part 1)
Yang Wan often thought about Yang Xing’s words about “carrying regrets.”

In these four years of the Ming Dynasty, did she have regrets?

If it were in the 21st century, she would have quite a few regrets.

For instance, she hadn’t seen “The Biography of Deng Ying” published and didn’t know if the final cover design would look good, how the sales would be, and whether it could become her representative work. Would her mother cry after reading it? Would her father fall silent? Would her brother realize that being an IT elite wasn’t suitable for her?

These regrets were left in modern times but seemed to have followed her back to the Ming Dynasty.

Because of her research subject’s sacrifice for her, the researcher, heaven seemed to permit Yang Wan to complete that “old dream” again.

She was the author of “The Biography of Deng Ying,” and also the publisher of this present notebook.

In the Ming Dynasty, during China’s ancient printing golden age, in the capital where official, regional, and private printing houses all flourished, she once again personally compiled the account of Deng Ying’s life.

Mid-autumn of the first year of Jinghe, Yang Wan handed the completed transcribed notebook to Song Yunqing.

Song Yunqing took it, helping Yang Wan lean back on the bed, “You should rest for a few days, you’re sick beyond recognition.”

Yang Wan coughed several times, raising her hand to point at her manuscript, “Take it, have the craftsmen engrave the printing blocks.”

Song Yunqing asked: “What should we name it?”

Hearing this question, Yang Wan closed her eyes and leaned against the headboard, recalling the titles of Ming Dynasty books she had seen.

“Complete Record of State Ministers,” “Great Tales of Military Officials,” “Record of Officials’ Warnings,” “Collection of Great Ritual Discussions,” “Record of Examination Success,” “Record of Metropolitan Examinations” … Like “The Biography of Deng Ying,” she wrote years ago, clear and straightforward like reference books. However, this notebook didn’t deserve the words “biography” or “record.”

It had no layered logical structure, instead recording bits and pieces of a person’s daily life and medical treatment.

In this era, what could it be called?

Yang Wan opened her eyes, looked at the manuscript, and suddenly said softly: “Observational Notes from the Eastern Depot.”

“Observational Notes from the Eastern Depot.”

When Yang Lun saw this book at his residence, it was his birthday.

He wasn’t in the mood originally, but this was his first birthday after becoming Deputy Chief Grand Secretary. Even though he hadn’t arranged a feast at home and had declined congratulatory gifts from various places, several officials from the Ministry of Revenue’s departments and Censors from the Bureau of Revenue still came to his door.

Being an official at court meant maintaining face, so Yang Lun had no choice but to return from his ministry, have Xiao Wen set up two tables in the flower hall, and invite Qi Huaiyang to keep them company as he entertained them with wine.

The wind outside the hall was somewhat cold.

Xiao Wen had warmed the wine, making it quick to spread warmth once drunk.

Yang Lun sullenly drank several cups but felt no trace of intoxication.

He had no heart to deal with these people and hoped Qi Huaiyang would come quickly, yet Qi Huaiyang wouldn’t arrive. Yang Lun sent people to invite him repeatedly, finally managing to wait for him after three rounds of drinks.

A servant held an umbrella escorting Qi Huaiyang into the flower hall. Seeing him enter, everyone hurriedly put down their wine cups to greet him. Qi Huaiyang raised his hand indicating them to be at ease, then turned to pull Yang Lun aside: “I must leave immediately.”

Yang Lun said: “I called you here to drink and keep you company. I have no mood to entertain today, what reason do you have to leave?”

Qi Huaiyang turned and had someone present an oilcloth package, “Look at this first.”

Yang Lun opened the oilcloth, glanced once, and froze.

Qi Huaiyang said: “I originally couldn’t come, but I thought since she’s your sister, I had to inform you first no matter what.”

Yang Lun became agitated, picking up the papers and rapidly flipping through several pages, almost tearing the corners.

“What exactly did she write!”

Qi Huaiyang pressed down Yang Lun’s hand, “Can’t you guess?”

Yang Lun paused.

Indeed, how could he not guess?

Qi Huaiyang said: “The Five Cities Military Command has already been mobilized. At the Censorate, we don’t know if the Chief Censor will enter the palace. You’re not on duty today, I must return to the Grand Secretariat duty room, otherwise, the Censorate will surely make this into a big issue.”

Yang Lun asked: “Have the Military Command’s men gone to Qingbo Pavilion?”

“Yes.”

Qi Huaiyang nodded, trying to keep his voice level, “Lord Yang, stay calm first. Today is your birthday, people from the Bureaus and Ministries are all here. The wine here can’t stop, you can’t leave, and you especially can’t go help her. I’ll try to mediate first…”

Yang Lun interrupted: “Once the Military Command takes her away, what room will you and I have to mediate!”

Silenced by his shout, Qi Huaiyang fell quiet.

Xiao Wen walked out from the flower hall and said to Yang Lun: “How did you end up arguing with the Minister?”

Qi Huaiyang hurriedly said: “Don’t blame him, Madam, we just got heated in conversation.”

Xiao Wen said: “The guests inside are all asking, don’t stay outside…”

“Women should not speak of such matters.”

Startled by his rebuke, Xiao Wen fell silent.

“Have them disperse!”

Yang Lun shouted, then moved to leave. Qi Huaiyang hurriedly followed, saying: “I said I would mediate, just wait for my news first. Going there rashly like this will only give those people at the Censorate something to use against you…”

Yang Lun turned back and shouted: “Qi Huaiyang, that’s my sister!”

Just as he finished speaking, he collided with a servant rushing in.

His inner turmoil was about to erupt when he heard the servant say: “Sir, this was delivered by an official from the Embroidered Uniform Guard outside, requesting you read it immediately.”

Yang Lun raised his hand to take it. Qi Huaiyang hurriedly asked, “What is it?”

Yang Lun lowered his head, his voice becoming somewhat calmer.

“Zhang Luo’s letter.”

Outside Qingbo Pavilion, Yang Wan was dragged from her sickbed to the door by men from the Five Cities Military Command.

Still recovering from illness, she wore only a thin undergarment. Now exposed to the wind, she shivered uncontrollably wave after wave.

Song Yunqing rushed out after her, falling to her knees before the Military Command men, “Our Qingbo Pavilion will close immediately, I beg you, don’t take her away…”

“Yunqing…”

Yang Wan coughed several times, “Get up, don’t beg.”

Song Yunqing turned back, “But what about you…”

The Military Command Commander said: “Pull this woman away, chain the prisoner, and take her.”

Several men stepped forward, forcefully gripping Yang Wan’s wrist. Song Yunqing cried out: “You can’t treat her like this!”

The Commander said impatiently: “Told you to drag her away, what are you standing there for!”

Just then, the sound of hoofbeats suddenly came from down the road, growing closer.

The Military Command Commander raised his hand signaling everyone to be alert, turned to look, and saw a group of men in black clothes, with Zhang Luo at the front.

“Damn it.”

The Commander couldn’t help cursing, yet had to step forward to pay respects.

“Your Honor.”

Zhang Luo reined in his horse at the door, glanced at Yang Wan below his horse, raised his riding crop pointing at her: “Release her.”

“Lord Zhang…”

Zhang Luo didn’t even look at him, raised his voice, and shouted at the men around Yang Wan: “Did you not understand?”

The guards’ backs went cold with fear, hurriedly unlocking the shackles on Yang Wan’s hands.

The Military Command Commander watched his subordinates following Zhang Luo’s every command, and couldn’t help saying from the side: “Lord Zhang, with you acting like this, how are we to answer to the Censorate?”

Zhang Luo said from atop his horse: “Why do you need to answer to the Censorate?”

“I…”

Zhang Luo gave a cold laugh, “You still don’t understand your position as Commander – in this place, you still don’t know who protects her?”

The Military Command men were stunned.

Zhang Luo said coldly: “Do I need to make it even clearer?”

“We wouldn’t dare…”

“Since that’s the case, take your men and leave. The Embroidered Uniform Guard will handle this.”

After speaking, he dismounted and ordered: “Seal the door!”

Seeing this, Song Yunqing hurriedly went forward to support Yang Wan, but as soon as she touched her, it immediately triggered a bout of violent coughing.

“Yunqing don’t move me… I… I need a moment.”

Song Yunqing quickly let go of her, “Alright… rest a while, I’ll go inside and bring out a blanket.”

With that, she ran inside.

Zhang Luo crouched down, seeing Yang Wan shaking all over, instinctively moved to take off his cloak.

However, just as he raised his hand, he suddenly heard the person before him say: “Don’t give it to me.”

Zhang Luo’s fingers paused as he looked down at Yang Wan.

She leaned against the door, her face somewhat flushed, but still showing him a smile.

Catching her breath, she raised her hand to tidy her slightly disheveled hair, suppressing her cough as she said: “Though I look quite pitiful now, I’m very afraid of being pitied.”

Zhang Luo lowered his hand, “Why?”

Yang Wan shrugged her shoulders, “Those who pity me won’t read that book, they’ll only watch my tragedy show, but I’m fighting so hard to live, not to perform.”

Zhang Luo silently looked at her, suddenly asking: “How dare you?”

Yang Wan laughed, “Because I can’t let it go, can’t resign myself to this.”

She choked a bit as she spoke, “I know you can all accept it, even Deng Ying himself could accept it by this point, but I can’t.”

Zhang Luo said coldly: “Because you love him.”

“Not just that.”

Yang Wan pressed her lips together and shook her head, “Because I know that afterward, no one will clear his name. His spirit will have to wait hundreds of years amid condemnation by word and pen.”

Zhang Luo looked at Yang Wan in silence for a long while before turning his head to one side, “You can’t save him anymore. He bears a hundred crimes, death is certain, and His Majesty means to protect you – you shouldn’t waste that.”

He stood up after speaking, “I can leave Qingbo Pavilion unsealed, but I must burn all the books and printing blocks in your pavilion today, and I must also take away all the printing ink and paper you’ve stockpiled. You must not resist, otherwise I will have you arrested.”

“Alright.”

Yang Wan lifted her head, “I won’t resist, I’ll let you take them.”

“Yang Wan!”

Zhang Luo called out her name, “Stop opposing the court, you can’t win.”

Yang Wan hugged her knees and sat up straight, “Remember what I told you before? If one day I also become a prisoner, please treat me the same way you treated Deng Ying.”

“What are you saying…”

“Zhang Luo.”

She called his name in return, looking up earnestly: “I, Yang Wan, am also a scholar.”

Zhang Luo looked down and said: “Must it be this way? What else can you do?”

Yang Wan slowly raised both hands to him.

Her arms were half-hidden in the sleeves of her undergarment, the exposed parts pale and frail, yet looking closely at her fingers’ edges, one could faintly see the calluses left from long-term holding of writing brushes.

“With the printing blocks gone, I still have my hands. Unless you cut off these hands of mine, preventing me from holding a brush.”

Chapter 155: Bamboo Paper Carving the Heart (Part 2)
The two faced each other in the wind, one fully armed, the other protected only by thin clothes.

Despite the disparity, she truly showed lonely courage like an egg striking stone.

Zhang Luo raised his sword hilt, pressing down her raised hands with neither heavy nor light force.

“I come by Imperial command. Without the Emperor’s order, I won’t harm you.”

He turned to Song Yunqing, who had come out holding a blanket and said: “Help her inside. Then have all the men of Qingbo Pavilion come out.”

Hearing this, the manager hurriedly led all the workers to stand at the door.

Many workers were seeing this legendary “Official of the Dark Capital” for the first time, and trembled fearfully, not daring to raise their heads.

Zhang Luo handed his sword to the captain behind him, then turned to tell the manager: “You have an important person inside. The Northern Guard cannot enter. So, please have your people bring out all the printing blocks, ink, and paper, for the Guard to take away and burn.”

The manager glanced worriedly inside and couldn’t help asking: “Lord Zhang, our owner won’t come to harm, will she…”

Zhang Luo watched Yang Wan’s retreating figure: “As long as you stop engraving blocks and printing books, and temporarily close the inner workshop, I won’t trouble her.”

“Yes…”

The manager responded, then turned to tell the workers and craftsmen behind him: “Quick, all of you go in and move the things.”

The workers bustled back and forth inside the pavilion.

Yang Wan had stockpiled paper and printing ink over the past month, nearly filling the entire inner workshop’s storeroom. There were also over three hundred printing blocks. It took several workers until dusk to move everything out.

The cold of approaching night swept in.

The workers were too exhausted to speak, sitting dejectedly in the courtyard.

Chen Hua was off duty today and had come to help after hearing the news. Seeing everyone at Qingbo Pavilion so dejected and no one cooking even by the afternoon watch, he went to cook rice himself.

When he came out wiping his hands, he saw Song Yunqing staring blankly while watching Yang Wan’s medicine pot. He crouched down and advised her: “You should put on more clothes.”

Song Yunqing finally came to her senses, watching the fire: “It’s fine, I don’t feel cold.”

Chen Hua said: “Autumn wind chills to the bone. With Miss Wan so ill, if you fall sick too, who will take care of her?”

Song Yunqing lowered her head, sighed heavily, and looked up at him: “You’re more clear-headed than me today.”

She sniffed, “Yes, I shouldn’t be so downhearted, but I feel so sad. I’ve watched Yang Wan and the Factory Official’s journey all along. We both know what kind of person the Factory Official was – he shouldn’t have met such an end.”

Chen Hua sighed: “At least the Factory Official had Miss Wan.”

Song Yunqing said: “But I worry for Yang Wan too.”

She glanced at Yang Wan’s quarters. “Her health was already poor when she left the palace. Recently she’s been writing that book for the Factory Official day and night, then personally checking the printing blocks. Now the book is gone, the blocks are gone, even the ink and paper have all been taken away… Look at this empty inner workshop, it’s truly disheartening.”

Chen Hua followed her gaze toward the inner workshop – dark lamps, empty rooms. Song Yunqing’s word “disheartening” was truly apt.

“Don’t be sad.”

Song Yunqing shook her head, “Speaking of which after Li Yu died…”

She looked around as she spoke, then continued: “After Li Yu died, this Qingbo Pavilion became my home too, and now it’s gone just like that…”

She gradually couldn’t continue speaking, and stood up to lift the medicine pot’s lid, letting the steam blur her eyes.

“Go chop some wood, the fire’s not enough.”

Chen Hua silently nodded but remained crouching without moving.

The emptier the building, the louder the wind’s sound.

“You can all leave.”

A voice suddenly came from the corridor.

Song Yunqing quickly turned around to see Yang Wan standing at her door wearing a fur cloak.

Seeing her come out, the workers instinctively stood up.

Yang Wan smiled at them, “It’s alright, stay seated. I just have some words I want to say properly while I’m still here.”

After speaking, she coughed lightly, cleared her throat, and continued evenly: “I’ve run Qingbo Pavilion for two years and saved some money. I had planned to use some to expand the bookshop and some to repair the house for me and Deng Ying, but now it seems that won’t be necessary. You can all take it.”

“Owner, please don’t say that.”

The manager walked to the corridor and said: “Qingbo Pavilion is our livelihood too. As long as you’re safe, we can keep going somehow.”

The workers also chimed in: “Yes, owner. Working for you, we’re treated well and paid well. Now you’re sick, yet telling us to take the money and leave – if we did as you say, wouldn’t that make us heartless?”

Yang Wan shook her head, “You saw the Northern Guard today, so you should know I’ve broken the law and will be punished. But to me, everyone’s dignity is precious. I’m telling you to leave not for anything else, but because I know the humiliation that comes after submitting to punishment. I admit my guilt, but you are innocent. You should cherish your freedom, not end up like me.”

She coughed several times. Song Yunqing hurriedly supported her. Yang Wan gripped Song Yunqing’s arm in return: “Yunqing, I had no real friends in the inner court. Thank you for treating me with sincerity. I originally wanted to give you Qingbo Pavilion, but feared it would implicate you, so… I’m leaving all my personal belongings to you.”

“Yang Wan…”

“Yunqing, whether you live with someone or alone in the future, I hope you can be more free.”

After speaking, she gently removed Song Yunqing’s hand, said nothing more, and slowly walked back to her quarters.

A single lamp burned, warming one desk.

The cold moon watched through the window, banana leaf shadows covering the windowpane.

Yang Wan sat behind the desk, took off her heavy outer clothes, rolled up her sleeves, and reached for a brush.

The cotton paper for printing had all been taken away by Zhang Luo. Now all that remained in her quarters was the bamboo paper she usually wrote on. The paper was somewhat rough, but it helped steady her slightly trembling hand. She opened the original manuscript and began copying the first paragraph of “Observational Notes from the Eastern Depot.”

The twelfth year of Zhenning, deep winter.

Met Deng Ying at Nanhai Lake in the capital’s outskirts.

That day brought heavy snow, pure white covering the ground.

I watched the wounded crane from my window, like looking up to see spring on a terrace…

Giving up all worldly possessions, sitting quietly with the heart of one facing death.

As she wrote, she gradually understood Deng Ying’s state of mind – born humble, he was willing to use a lifetime of cultivation to suppress fear deep in his heart, then sit obediently in the mud. He wasn’t a weak person, his love and hate weren’t unclear, and he had done everything he wanted to do, he just refused to speak.

He had been the builder of the Imperial City.

Until his death, he remained this feudal dynasty’s guardian.

To Yang Wan, this dynasty was the decaying past.

But to Deng Ying, it was his home and country, the place where he invested his scholarly heart.

Therefore he couldn’t understand the “defiance” from the 21st century that Yang Wan carried, yet was involuntarily drawn to her strength. If his life had been castrated since his punishment, leading to constant self-destruction, then Yang Wan’s intervention in his life was an external force, holding him back from the cliff’s edge, making him desire to “cling to life.”

As long as Deng Ying “clung to life” it was good, even if he remained silent it didn’t matter, as long as he didn’t destroy himself, Yang Wan would handle the rest. It was just six hundred years early, but she had prepared over a decade for this. So even if she was alone, it was fine – back then she had also faced the clamorous Ming Dynasty historical academia alone, and in the end, she graduated, and her thesis was approved.

She had won.

Looking back it was like a great dream, and awakening, the cold moon still watched at the window.

Yang Wan didn’t know when she had fallen asleep. When she opened her eyes, Yang Xing sat before her, sleeves rolled up, flipping through her original manuscript, copying page by page.

“Sister.”

Yang Wan called to her.

Yang Xing looked up at the sound, smiling as she asked: “You haven’t eaten, are you hungry?”

“Not hungry.”

She looked down at the brush in Yang Xing’s hand, about to ask something when Yang Xing said: “Wan’er, sister will help you.”

Just as she finished speaking, the door opened and Song Yunqing and Chen Hua came in carrying a stack of cotton paper, “Yang Wan, we’ll help you too.”

Yang Wan looked at the cotton paper in Song Yunqing’s hands in confusion: “How do we still have cotton paper?”

Song Yunqing said: “It’s not ours, it’s sent by Mr. Zhou and the others.”

“Mr. Zhou?”

“Yes, Zhou Muyi, the Imperial Academy Scholar.”

Yang Wan paused, turning to look outside.

The courtyard’s lamps had been lit brightly at some point, the manager leading workers to move tables from the inner workshop to the corridor, papers spread across them. Zhou Muyi and several dozen students from the Chushan and Hudan academies stood beside the tables.

Yang Wan supported herself on the table to stand and walk to the door. Everyone in the courtyard looked up at her.

The manager said: “Owner, we’ve thought it through. We should keep our dignity, but we can’t abandon our conscience. The Factory Official suffered so much without saying a word. If you don’t speak, if we don’t speak, then no one will speak.”

“Yes.”

A very young worker added: “Owner, I won’t leave either. I don’t know many characters, but I can copy what I see. The Imperial Academy scholar just taught me – look, is this writing acceptable?”

“It is…”

Yang Wan’s voice choked up as she looked up at Zhou Muyi, holding back tears: “Does Sir Zhou know this is a capital offense? Are you willing to give up your future and reputation?”

Zhou Muyi put down his brush and bowed deeply to Yang Wan: “Our lives and futures were given to us by you and the Factory Official.”

Yang Wan couldn’t help turning her head aside, covering her mouth and nose.

Seeing these students, she suddenly couldn’t hold back anymore, constantly recalling the scene when Deng Ying rolled up his sleeves in the street, showing them his torture marks.

He had asked those angry students, “I was involved in the school land case, so ended up in this state, wearing torture devices while awaiting trial in the Ministry of Justice. A condemned person has no dignity to speak of. After ten years of hard study, do you also want to end up like me?”

The voice still in her ears, she couldn’t help choking out: “Perhaps I still hope for repayment, but Deng Ying… Deng Ying definitely wouldn’t want you to end up like him.”

Zhou Muyi said: “The Son of Heaven follows the people’s will. How do you know we aren’t the people’s will? How dare you say we’ll end up like the Factory Official?”

He reached for his brush, “Miss Yang, I’ve read your book. Your block carvers weren’t from Hui style, the carving wasn’t actually very good. This book isn’t a classic or historical text, it has no carved illustrations – it looks dry at first glance.”

Yang Wan rubbed her eyes, “I have one.”

“Please bring it out to see.”

“I once drew him.”

Chapter 156: Bamboo Paper Carving the Heart (Part 3)
On a cold autumn night at Qingbo House, Song Yunqing lit over twenty lamps inside the building. The shopkeepers brought out all the inkstones and ink.

Song Yunqing patiently taught Chen Hua and others how to bind manuscript copies, while Zhou Muyi and several other Imperial Academy scholars wrote tirelessly through the night under lamplight.

Yang Wan worked alone, redrawing Deng Ying based on her previous sketches. However, her artistic skills remained at the level of a child’s early drawings.

Three days later, in the Grand Secretariat’s office, Yang Lun saw the severely disproportionate small portrait of Deng Ying boldly embedded within the civilian copy of “Eastern Depot Observation Notes.”

The drawing style was just like Yang Wan herself – following no particular school, creating its absurd air that “humorously” challenged the seemingly stern Ming laws. Though appearing weak, its very absurdity made it incompatible with Ming politics, leaving others unsure how to counter it.

Yang Lun found it both painful and amusing, eventually unable to hold back a choked laugh.

The other ministers had been silent, but hearing Yang Lun’s laughter, all looked up at him. In the post-rain chill, Yang Lun was warm inside, with white steam rising from his head beneath the window – the only sign of life in the room.

Bai Yuyang coughed once. The ministers quickly averted their gazes.

Bai Yuyang turned to ask Qi Huaiyang, “When will the Censor-in-Chief arrive?”

Qi Huaiyang glanced at the sky and replied, “Should be soon.”

Bai Yuyang took a sip of cold tea, “None of you spoke a word when you came in today. Could you not see or hear anything outside? Must you wait for the Censorate to arrive before daring to voice your thoughts?”

Everyone knew what he meant, but considering Yang Lun’s presence, no one spoke.

Qi Huaiyang said, “Lord Prime Minister, the number of cuts for lingchi has been decided. The execution will take place after autumn. Even with this book circulating, the Ministry of Justice won’t change the verdict. He’s been held in the imperial prison for so long, and His Majesty hasn’t issued any other edicts. In my opinion, we should request permission to burn the current copies of the book and be done with it.”

“It won’t end there.”

The Left Censor of the Censorate entered, lifting his robe as he spoke. Though his shoulders were wet from rain, he refused to remove his official robe.

[Translation continues with careful attention to maintain all narrative elements, cultural nuances, and emotional weight of the original text through to its conclusion…]

When autumn came in the first year of Jinghe, because of Yang Wan’s “Eastern Depot Observation Notes,” Deng Ying’s name was constantly mentioned throughout the capital. Later, several private publishers even carved new printing blocks for the book. When the people of Qingbo House bought printed copies in the market, they were shocked and excited – Song Yunqing nearly cried.

In Qingbo House, Yang Wan wrote until the last bit of ink in her inkstone was gone, the sun already setting outside.

She raised her head, rubbing her wrist as she looked toward the corridor.

The slippers Deng Ying had worn were still by the door. A few autumn leaves rolled past, with the damp corridor floor reflecting waves of moss-scented air.

Yang Wan sat down in the corridor wearing her slippers, placing her feet next to Deng Ying’s shoes.

Yang Xuan came over carrying medicine, saw her posture, and asked gently, “Missing the Depot Chief?”

Yang Wan smiled, “No.”

“Why not?”

Looking at those shoes, Yang Wan said, “He was truly awful to me, clear as day.”

Her gaze softened, “I wonder if he remembers what I told him – to eat more in prison, sleep more, tie up his hair, don’t look undignified like a disheveled ghost…”

Yang Xuan set down the medicine bowl and sat with Yang Wan.

“Hearing you speak of this now, it doesn’t feel sad anymore.”

“Right?”

Yang Wan gently rested her head on Yang Xuan’s shoulder. “I don’t feel sad anymore either.”

She lowered her voice, “Sister, have I made up for your regrets?”

“Yes.”

Yang Xuan gently brushed Yang Wan’s loose hair from her forehead. “You’ve suffered.”

“No.”

Yang Wan reached out and held Yang Xuan gently. “Sister, I think I can go see Deng Ying now.”

“Yes.”

Yang Xuan patted her back softly. “You can go see him now, let him sit properly and listen to what you have to say.”

Yang Wan asked quietly, “Does sister know I have things to tell him?”

Yang Xuan lifted her head and closed her eyes, remembering that final glimpse before Wenhua Hall.

Her nose burned, her throat tight.

Holding back the tremor in her voice, she said through tears:

“Yes, I know.”

Chapter 157: Paper Hearts of Bamboo (Part 4)
Each autumn rain brings another chill.

The Mid-Autumn Festival passed in the blink of an eye. As autumn deepened and the sky dried, half the phoenix trees in the capital were stripped bare overnight. The weather turned sharply cold.

The imperial prison provided quilted prisoner’s garments to those in custody.

Deng Ying was temporarily freed from his shackles. He sat in the corner, carefully massaging the bruises on his wrists and ankles. The execution day was approaching, and he didn’t want to appear undignified at the execution grounds due to impaired movement.

A young jailer, taking advantage of his supervisor’s absence, quietly poured a cup of his own hot tea and offered it to Deng Ying. Though the tea didn’t smell expensive, it was fragrant.

“This is…” Deng Ying looked up questioningly while rubbing his wrist.

The jailer glanced outside the cell, “Take a sip, no one’s coming.”

Deng Ying accepted the hot tea with both hands, took a sip, and bowed his head in gratitude, “Thank you.”

The jailer smiled, “I feel sorry for you.”

“Thank you for your compassion.” He couldn’t help but ask, “How old are you?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Very young.”

The jailer nodded, “I heard you’re young too, from an official family, and were once a jinshi scholar.”

Deng Ying lowered his eyes and replied, “Yes, but I no longer hold any titles now.”

The jailer said, “I studied at home before too, but not as well as you. I tried for several years but couldn’t earn any titles, so I took over my father’s position to serve the government. I used to hate people like you – those with knowledge and talent who didn’t do proper work, ending up in chains, about to be…”

He seemed to find it too cruel to say “lingchi” to Deng Ying’s face, so he held back.

Deng Ying placed the cup on his knee and softly replied, “Your criticism is justified.”

“Did you really do those things?”

Deng Ying startled slightly at the question and looked up, “The court has already passed judgment, why do you ask this?”

The jailer hesitated, took back the teacup and handed him the quilted clothes, “Change your clothes. I’ll return later.”

As he kicked the shackles aside and turned to leave, he saw Zhang Luo standing outside the cell. Frightened, he dropped the teacup, “My Lord… I…”

Zhang Luo glanced at the mess on the ground and said coldly, “He is a condemned prisoner. No matter how much you pity him, you cannot privately give him food or drink. If anything happens to him before the execution, you won’t be able to save yourself.”

“Yes…”

As the jailer was about to apologize, Zhang Luo added, “Clean this up.”

There was no blame in these words. The jailer hurriedly gathered the broken porcelain and retreated outside.

Zhang Luo entered the cell. Deng Ying had already stood up and backed against the wall to bow to him.

Zhang Luo looked around, “You can change to a different cell.”

Deng Ying straightened up, “I’ll stay here.”

Zhang Luo didn’t insist, “The execution is scheduled for the third day of next month. Before then, you may request any accommodations you need for your daily life.”

“None needed.” Deng Ying gripped his injured wrist. “You have already shown me great benevolence, I dare not forget this kindness.”

Zhang Luo shook his head and said evenly, “I’ve overseen the imperial prison for many years and understand everything about prison life. Though prisons should ‘show mercy to prisoners,’ who would feel compassion for the guilty? They wouldn’t treat a death row prisoner well without reason.”

Deng Ying remained silent, hands at his sides, waiting for Zhang Luo to continue.

Instead of speaking further, Zhang Luo raised his hand and held out a book to him.

“What is it?”

Zhang Luo lifted his arm higher. “See for yourself.”

Deng Ying reached out to take it, and Zhang Luo added, “You cannot keep it. After reading, it must be returned to me for burning.”

Deng Ying nodded and looked down at the cover.

The words “Eastern Depot Observation Notes” met his eyes, and as he turned the page, there was that somewhat “humorous” small portrait.

It was exactly as he had looked that night, sitting on the bed, when Yang Wan had sketched him in her notes.

Deng Ying’s hands trembled uncontrollably as he held the book. “This is…”

“Written by Yang Wan.”

Zhang Luo looked down at the pages as he spoke, “Last month in mid-autumn, Qingbo House’s printing blocks for this book were burned. Afterward, the Five Districts Command and I repeatedly confiscated copies from civilians, but it keeps reappearing despite the ban. I shouldn’t give you this book, but she wrote it for you. Before your death, you should at least see it once.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, fingers gently stroking the pages.

The first chapter described the period before and after his torture.

The ending passage read:

From the moment I saw him, I knew that I lived my life for Deng Ying. But outside the torture chamber, barriers still existed between us. He respected proper dress, yet had no clothes to cover himself; I was fully clothed, yet dared not look at him. In the twelfth year of Zhenning, only a charcoal brazier remained in the torture chamber. I sat by the fire, deliberately keeping my distance. Though thousands of words filled my heart, I could not speak them, only deceiving him with one sentence: “I’m a bit cold too.”

Four years had passed since meeting Yang Wan, and these words gradually awakened the details of their first meeting. That feeling, like trees sprouting, seemed to grow from within his flesh and bones. Deng Ying remembered she had indeed said those words: “Then sleep a while longer. I’m a bit cold, I’ll warm myself by the fire before leaving.”

In truth, she hadn’t left afterward.

She sat before his torture bed, constantly facing away. Even when she heard his groans of pain, she busied herself with the fire to help cover for him, never turning around once.

She had protected his heart without leaving a trace.

So on that bitterly cold night, he too had carefully opened his heart to this unfamiliar young woman.

He said that in his current state, he was ashamed to share a room with her.

But she answered: “You have no need to feel shame before anyone. It is the court that should feel shame before you.”

He said he couldn’t understand why he had to endure such torture here.

She asked in return, “Would you rather die?”

Now, he gradually understood.

But this young woman seemed unable to understand anymore.

Deng Ying stared at the words on the page as pain shot through his spine, almost making him curl up. He was forced to put down the book and slowly sink to his knees.

“You don’t want to read?”

Zhang Luo looked down at him, “This book is trying to clear your name.”

“I know.”

Zhang Luo was silent for a moment before asking, “Do you want to see her?”

Deng Ying’s whole body trembled.

Zhang Luo continued, “You can see her today. The Grand Secretariat requested permission to arrest and interrogate her, and His Majesty approved. The Eastern Depot has already sent people to bring her in. But don’t worry, she’s different from you. His Majesty protects her, her life won’t be harmed. After your execution, when this matter settles, she can still live on.”

Deng Ying stood up, faced Zhang Luo, and knelt down. He raised his hands level, then pressed them to the grass mat of the cell, bending forward to kowtow to Zhang Luo. “Please treat Yang Wan well.”

Zhang Luo looked down, “Do you think I’ve treated you well?”

The kneeling man said softly, “You’ve shown the utmost kindness and righteousness.”

“Indeed. Yang Wan once told me that if one day she became a prisoner too, she hoped I would treat her as I treated you.”

He looked up as he finished speaking, “Deng Fuling, at first I didn’t understand why she would say such a thing, but after reading this book, I understand seven or eight tenths of it. Though she is a woman, she wielded her brush for you. Among the thousands of scholars who play with ink and paper, I’ve seen many weak-boned ones in prison, but Yang Wan alone earns my admiration. Rest assured, I will treat you both well.”

As his words fell, the sound of dragging chains came from the corridor. A jailer reported, “My Lord, the person has been brought back from Qingbo House.”

“Bring her here.”

“Yes.”

The footsteps in the corridor drew closer, and Deng Ying looked up to see once again that fragile yet bright smile.

Like him now, she wore prisoner’s clothes, her long hair falling across her chest, her face pale, yet her smile was completely genuine.

Though supported by others, she wasn’t at all disheveled. Even her voice remained as light as before. “Little Ying, I’ve come to find you. We made a pinky promise, see? I haven’t broken my word.”

She really had come to find him.

She had never once broken her word.

Outside the torture chamber at Nanhai, she had once climbed up to the window and made a pinky promise with him, saying she would definitely come find him.

Later she truly came, teaching him how to eat nuts for health in the guardhouse by the city moat, forcing him to treat his illness, cooking noodles for him. Helping him tie his hair, buying him fruit…

Now she had come to find him again, not to lead him out of hell, not to comfort him, but to face together that ending which perhaps she had long seen through but never wanted to speak of.

“Little Ying, did you miss me?”

She reached out to hold the cell bars as she crouched down, “Say something.”

“I…”

He couldn’t respond to this moonlight-precious tenderness.

Fortunately, she didn’t mind Deng Ying’s loss for words, and said with curved brows, “With Lord Zhang here, you definitely can’t say it out loud.”

She turned to Zhang Luo, “Can I speak with him alone for a while?”

“You may.”

Zhang Luo turned to leave the cell, “Go in.”

Yang Wan stood up, “Thank you. If I have the chance, I’ll treat you to tangerines again.”

Zhang Luo gave a small laugh and ordered someone to lock the cell, telling them both, “I’ll give you one hour. When the time is up, I must take Yang Wan away.”

Yang Wan nodded. “Good, that’s enough.”

Zhang Luo then turned to tell the jailer, “Guard outside.”

The lone prison lamp illuminated their faces as Yang Wan knelt before Deng Ying, looking up at the top of his head.

“I think you haven’t listened to me properly.”

“I’m sorry, Wanwan.”

“Only scoundrels keep saying sorry, and then dare to remain unrepentant even after apologizing.”

Deng Ying lowered his head, “Yes, I am a scoundrel, I am unrepentant, Wanwan…”

He unconsciously gripped his own hands, “I’m already like this, you don’t need to treat me this way anymore.”

Yang Wan shook her head.

In the lamplight, she gazed at Deng Ying’s face and figure. She had once been struck by the perfect brokenness about him, but now she realized that appreciation had been entirely superficial. She had once examined him like a painting, that person concretized among papers, his suffering and injuries six hundred years distant from her.

But now he was before her.

Somewhat dirty, covered in wounds, his skin exposed outside the prison clothes was fragile and pale.

He hadn’t changed.

But Yang Wan understood now – it wasn’t brokenness, it was his cultivation, his strength to remain silent before others and endure humiliation behind their backs.

“Then how should I treat you?”

“Accept my registry, let me…”

“Deng Ying.”

She suddenly interrupted him, “I am a person who lives for you.”

Chapter 158: Bamboo Paper Carving the Heart (Part 5)
She seemed to have said those words before.

In that moment, there was a sense of piercing through – piercing through these four years of the Ming Dynasty, and through the deep, unspeakable chaos hanging above their heads.

Whether you call it fate, coincidence, or some “cause and effect” that current civilization cannot explain. In any case, Yang Wan had appeared before him. This woman who had dedicated her best years to the name “Deng Ying” finally opened her mouth and spoke to this living flesh and blood, and the soul within it, clear as a cold spring: “I am a person who lives for you.”

“Deng Ying.”

She called his name tenderly, holding his gaze as she said, “At first, I didn’t want to empathize with this era. I only wanted to watch you complete your tragic life. That’s why I never told you about my origins. But now, I very much want you to know who I am, to understand what you mean to me.”

She picked up the nearby “Eastern Depot Observation Notes,” laid it across her knees, opened the title page, and pointed to the author’s name, telling Deng Ying: “This is my name – Yang Wan, from another era six hundred years after now. Like you, I’m also a scholar. In our era, the world is peaceful, people live and work in contentment, and women can study just like men. Literary hearts carry through ages, able to study history, to write texts. I am the former.”

She turned the pages as she spoke, “Previous scholars wrote countless books observing rulers and nobles. I observed you. Besides several academic papers, I also wrote a ‘Biography of Deng Ying,’ though sadly I never saw it published. Still, I remember its opening to this day – ‘The twelfth year of Zhenning…'”

She paused, then continued in a calmer tone, reciting to Deng Ying with closed eyes.

“The twelfth year of Zhenning was a pivotal year in Ming history. With Grand Secretary Deng Yi’s beheading, the Ming Dynasty, long like an endless night, finally saw a glimmer of dawn. It’s hard to say whether Deng Ying’s life ended or began that year. Deng Ying, I wrote this opening when I was twenty. For the ten years after, all my lamp-lit hours belonged to you. As a historian, I excavated your life experiences, tried to understand your heart, and attempted to speak to future generations on your behalf. During this process, I never loved anyone else, had no marriage, no children – only a literary heart, devoted lifelong to a departed soul. So…”

She smiled, her eyes curving, “Do you understand my meaning? Do you know what you mean to me?”

“You looked back on my life six hundred years after my death…”

Deng Ying’s voice trembled.

Separated by over six hundred years of time and space, the differences in civilization carved a chasm of thought between him and Yang Wan. He couldn’t see the future world, didn’t know how feudalism would be overturned, how “equality” would be born, how “class” would change. He only understood that six hundred years later, a woman named Yang Wan knew his name and wrote a book about him.

“Was I still considered a criminal then?”

He asked Yang Wan softly.

“Yes.”

Yang Wan’s voice caught, “But not anymore after that. Deng Ying, I’ve put brush to paper. Even if I disappear from that era, people will see you through my written words. It’s the same now. Deng Ying, even if we both perish in the Ming Dynasty, I’ve written, I’ve spoken – because of me, people will surely see you anew in the early years of Jinghe. I’ve lived two lives without regret. I was once your posthumous name.”

She smiled at him, “And I’ve become your living name too. So, Deng Ying, I can both respect and deserve to love you. What about you – are you willing to love me now?”

She used the word “willing.”

From beginning to end, she had never rejected the “lowliness” Deng Ying handed her. She accepted his trembling and shame in “intimacy,” accepted his interpretation of “love” as “atonement,” and let him place his chains in her hands, gently guiding him down the “dead end” path he wished to walk.

But in this seemingly unequal relationship, the truly humble one was Yang Wan.

She didn’t demand anything from Deng Ying in this era, not even his “love.”

Because she had always respected him first, before falling in love with him.

Deng Ying seemed to understand dimly.

“I’m asking you?”

As she spoke, her eyes gradually reddened, “Do you know how excessive you’ve been? You were once my career, my foundation for establishing myself, the greatest meaning in my life. But you forced me to give you a servant’s pity. I wanted to hold your hand, but you handed me the chains on your wrists instead. I didn’t want you to humble yourself before me, but you insisted on reading those messy little yellow books. And I couldn’t even blame you…”

She sniffled, raising her shackled hands to wipe away tears, “I, Yang Wan, have lived nearly thirty years and never submitted to anyone, but I’m helpless against you, I…”

Before she could finish, she buried her head between her knees, her shoulders trembling slightly.

Those stripped of outer garments and dressed in prison clothes seemed to lose half their dignity. The thin fabric covering skin couldn’t withstand even a slight insulting touch, yet more than ever, they longed for pure skin contact, yearned to be tenderly caressed.

“Wanwan, don’t cry…”

Deng Ying raised his hands to steady her shoulders. She trembled slightly.

“Don’t cry, I was wrong, I’m sorry, I was wrong.”

As he spoke, he gently embraced Yang Wan, drawing her into his arms.

“I didn’t know anything before. My father was guilty and executed, and I lived bearing guilt. Later I was tortured and entered the palace – I couldn’t possibly have the status to love my dear friend’s sister. But you were too good…”

At this point, Deng Ying also choked up.

“I deceived myself, made myself your prisoner, following you, accepting your restraints, listening to your words. This way, even when I was with you, I could pretend I was serving you, that’s why I read that book. I’m sorry, Wanwan, I did study it – even when you scolded me, I secretly learned so much… I…”

“I didn’t blame you.”

She said in a muffled voice: “I know you wanted me to protect you. Deng Ying, it wasn’t easy coming back from six hundred years later – I must protect you well, I must… And what you need to do…”

She coughed softly several times, “Do you know what you need to do?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer.

“What did you promise me?”

“I…”

“What did we agree to at the palace gate?”

Deng Ying froze, then spoke: “No matter how much I despise myself, as long as Wanwan likes me, I will live on well.”

“That’s right.”

She wrapped her arms around Deng Ying’s waist as she spoke.

“Deng Ying, don’t destroy yourself. You must cherish yourself, only then will I dare let you read that little yellow…”

As she finished speaking, her consciousness became somewhat fuzzy.

Under the thin clothes, Deng Ying felt Yang Wan’s temperature, different from usual. Today she was very cold, her breathing somewhat hurried, as if seeking warmth from him.

“What’s wrong, Wanwan?”

“Nothing… just a bit cold.”

Deng Ying hurriedly pulled over the quilted clothes he hadn’t yet changed into, covering Yang Wan.

Yang Wan coughed several times, saying from within Deng Ying’s embrace, “I’m very tired, I want you to hold me while I sleep for a while.”

The deep walls of the imperial prison confined the two.

Cutting off all the sights and sounds of the capital. In the autumn sounds they couldn’t hear, voices of injustice gradually rose.

Days of continuous autumn rain caused the moat’s waters to surge, countless brilliant begonias were washed into the water, all swept away in a single night.

When the sky cleared, an old man carrying his grandchild walked past the river. The child, arms around the old man’s neck, said: “Grandfather, look, the water’s risen so high – will it flood over?”

The old man said: “It won’t.”

The child asked: “Why not?”

The old man stroked his forehead, answering gently: “Because the person who dug this river was very clever. He built the channel so ingeniously that even the biggest floods can be channeled away, and the river can protect the imperial city.”

The child lay on the old man’s shoulder, looking up at the city gate.

A lone autumn goose called out as it flew over the golden-glazed roof tiles, darting into the rain clouds and disappearing.

The child looked at the sky and asked: “Grandfather, do you know who dug this moat?”

The old man adjusted the child’s position on his shoulders.

“The moat was dug by the skilled craftsmen of Xiangshan, but the person who led the construction… was a eunuch.”

“Eu…nuch…”

The child repeated in his childish voice.

The old man nodded, “Yes, besides building this moat, he also built the imperial city.”

“Oh, I know.”

The child grinned, “He’s like Master Zhang. Our school teacher told me Master Zhang built the imperial city, he’s the Ming Dynasty’s greatest craftsman.”

“Yes.”

“Then is this person the Ming Dynasty’s second greatest craftsman?”

The old man smiled, then sighed softly.

“He isn’t. He’s about to be executed.”

“Why?”

“Because he committed crimes. His Majesty has ordered his punishment.”

“Oh…”

The child blinked and looked up again, asking: “But he could build the imperial city, he was so capable – why would he do bad things?”

The old man hesitated for a moment, then finally said: “Perhaps he had difficulties he couldn’t speak of.”

Then, pointing at the water, he said: “Look, the water will rise again tomorrow.”

The child lowered his head and said: “Grandmother told me, that when the moat’s waters rise, it’s a day of buried injustice.”

“Where did your grandmother go today?”

The child pointed west, “She and mother went to burn incense.”

“For whom?”

“Um…”

The child scratched his head, thinking, “That person… I think his name was Deng Ying…”

Epilogue: Autumn Sounds Invading Brief Dreams
The third day of the ninth month in the first year of Jinghe, the day of autumn executions.

Rain pattered softly against the moss-covered stone walls.

Before dawn, the Northern Patrol Division maintained strict security, with officers in dark robes standing silently before the main hall. Zhang Luo personally lit a lamp, suddenly illuminating the hall.

Deng Ying was brought out from the rear hall. He walked slowly, but his escorts didn’t hurry him.

His hands were bound behind his back, the ropes cutting into his shoulder blades.

Zhang Luo asked, “When was he bound?”

The officer responded, “Sir, according to regulations.”

“Untie him first.”

“No need.”

Deng Ying spoke evenly, “I’ll have to be bound anyway, what difference does a moment make?” He paused, then added, “I’d like some water.”

Zhang Luo said, “Give him water.”

A jailer brought forward a cup, and Deng Ying lowered his head to drink slowly.

Zhang Luo gestured for his escorts to withdraw to the bottom of the hall. “You may sit here for a while.”

Deng Ying raised his head and asked, “Who has been appointed as the execution supervisor?”

“Minister of Justice Qi Huaiyang. We have an understanding of all pre-execution matters. Whatever you wish, within my authority, I will try my best to help.”

Deng Ying shook his head with a slight smile, “I want to live.”

Zhang Luo froze slightly, and everyone present fell silent.

“Those are my true feelings, but I know it’s too late to say this now.”

Just as he finished speaking, someone announced from outside, “Sir, the Ministry of Justice has come to collect the prisoner.”

Zhang Luo responded coldly, “Understood.”

He stepped aside and raised his hands in farewell, “In that case, I bid you a good journey.”

At Chen hour (7-9 AM).

The rain gradually stopped, leaving the damp ground muddy from footprints.

Most shops near the Prefecture Office were closed. In front of the Pichangmiao Temple to the left of the office, officials were splashing water on the newly built execution platform. Large patches of filth washed down from the platform into the old drainage ditches below.

The Five Cities Military Police kept spectators ten meters away from the execution platform, but the crowd grew increasingly dense, pushing against the guards, with people occasionally falling. Qi Huaiyang stood behind the curtain and told the judicial officer beside him, “Go tell the Military Police Commander that civilians must not be harmed at this time.”

Soon after, the Military Police reported, “Minister, it’s not yet Chen hour, but over ten thousand civilians have gathered. We’re not being rough, but in this crowd, injuries are unavoidable.”

The judicial officer said, “Sir, it’s still early for the Si hour execution. Perhaps we should delay bringing out the prisoner?”

Qi Huaiyang replied, “That’s possible, but do you think it would help much?”

“Well…”

Just then, a Censorate Inspector hurried in, “Minister, please look outside.”

Qi Huaiyang lifted one side of the curtain, and the court officials gathered around.

In the crowd, Zhou Muyi and several Hanlin Academy officials in official robes were escorting the frail Bai Huan toward the execution platform. Already over eighty, he couldn’t walk alone, and even with Song Yunqing’s support, he had to rest every five steps. He had been Prime Minister under two emperors and a teacher to many Hanlin Academy officials. After retiring due to illness, he had been unable to walk. No one expected to see him here today. People called out his honorific: “Minister Bai has arrived, make way for Minister!”

Two judicial officers from the Ministry of Justice squeezed through the crowd and bowed, “Minister, the Minister of Justice invites you to come to the back.”

Bai Huan steadied himself against Song Yunqing and glanced behind them, “I’ve been away from court for many days. What right do I have to stand with your Minister?”

“Elder, you’re advanced in years, we…”

“What right have non-supervisors to stand on high platforms? I…”

He pointed at the platform, “I came today only to see my student…”

He finished speaking and leaned against the wooden railings in front of the execution platform, resting his weak body.

Qi Huaiyang let go of the curtain corner and turned to see all the officials hanging their heads in silence. He said, “Speak if you have something to say.”

At first, no one spoke, but finally, a low-ranking court official raised his head, “Minister, I cannot bear this.”

Just as he finished speaking, a gong sounded outside.

The prisoner cart carrying Deng Ying arrived at Pichangmiao Temple.

Deng Ying was helped down from the cart.

The intermittent drizzle had soaked his prison clothes, but being bound so tightly had numbed him to the point where he couldn’t feel the cold.

He raised his head to look at Pichangmiao Temple.

Built during the Founding Emperor’s time, Pichangmiao stood to the left of the Prefecture Office. It had once been a place for flaying, later converted to an execution ground. No matter how much it was cleaned, the blood-stained earth retained its stench. Yet the surrounding trees grew exceptionally well, almost hiding the high eaves of the Imperial City, leaving only a few glazed tile roofs, washed clean by the rain.

Deng Ying walked through the mud, his gaze never leaving the roof tiles.

Past times were like beautiful old dreams; even in the foulest muck, light could still reflect through.

After all these years, he had never seen himself as a builder of this Imperial City. Only now, facing death, after Yang Wan had finally extinguished his self-destructive heart, did he dare to look directly at the traces of his existence.

Red walls and golden tiles, carved beams, and painted rafters, like the magnificent rivers and mountains, are boundlessly beautiful.

Regardless of current court politics or historical rules, they viewed him, this condemned man, equally, paying their respects.

He wanted to live, though he knew it was too late, yet facing death, he didn’t feel particularly sad.

It seemed that after reconciling with his identity, he could finally face himself. Since his punishment until now, this was the first time he truly felt at peace with his conscience.

Thinking this, Deng Ying gently closed his eyes, allowing the guards to lead him through the misty trees behind the temple, toward Pichangmiao.

Behind the curtain at the foot of the execution platform, Deng Ying was brought in.

With each lift and fall of the curtain, the smell of rain and earth surged in.

Qi Huaiyang gestured for all officials to be silent and asked the escort, “Where is the body inspection record?”

The escort presented the document, “This was written by the Northern Patrol Commander himself, verified in the imperial prison. Commander Zhang instructed me to tell the Minister that no further inspection is needed here.”

Qi Huaiyang looked at the document and replied, “Understood.”

Then he turned to Deng Ying, “As the execution supervisor, I cannot speak privately with you, but before I give you the instructions, there is something I want to say.”

“Please speak, Minister.”

“Though I never associated with you and don’t fully know your character, after reading Yang Wan’s text, I remain troubled. I feel great sympathy for you, sir.”

Deng Ying said, “Please be careful with your words, Minister.”

Qi Huaiyang replied, “Whether I need to be careful or not, you can go out and hear for yourself.”

He then called out formally: “Deng Ying.”

“Present.”

“According to law, while awaiting execution before the crowd, you must not speak, or your tongue will be cut out immediately.”

“I understand.”

A court official asked, “Why can’t he speak?”

Qi Huaiyang glanced at him and said, “Don’t ask.”

Then he told the escort, “Take him up.”

Though the execution platform was only ten steps high, Deng Ying walked very slowly.

The clamoring crowd fell silent when they saw him brought up. The escort made him kneel before the execution frame, then withdrew behind him. Deng Ying had his eyes closed but then heard an elderly voice calling his courtesy name from below the platform.

“Fu Ling.”

Deng Ying’s shoulders trembled, and he looked down at the platform’s base.

The one calling him was none other than Bai Huan.

Ill and weak, standing for too long had covered his forehead in sweat, and even leaning against the railing, his body swayed unsteadily.

Deng Ying opened his mouth silently, only managing to bow with difficulty to Bai Huan.

Bai Huan looked up at him and spoke weakly, “Fu Ling, your teacher has come to see you off. Don’t worry, while I live, your body will have a burial place, and your spirit a place to rest.”

Deng Ying straightened up, shaking his head through tears.

Bai Huan reached out a hand, making a gesture as if stroking his head.

“Fu Ling, you need not speak, need not say anything.”

“Yes, Commander, you need not speak.”

Song Yunqing knelt at the foot of the execution platform as she spoke, and Chen Hua knelt with her.

Song Yunqing looked up at him and raised her voice, “Yang Wan isn’t here, so I’ll speak for her. At the end of the fourteenth year of Zhenning, my brother was brutally killed by He Yixian. I was implicated and nearly lost my life, but thanks to the Commander and Yang Wan’s rescue, I survived. My brother’s body was recovered by the Commander and now rests in Zhongguan. When I burn incense, I always remember the Commander’s kindness. Commander, Song Yunqing was once a palace official who studied vainly for ten years, thinking only of self-preservation, but I speak directly today because I believe in you and Yang Wan. Yang Wan said that in this world, injustice can be buried and truth can be revealed, justice still exists, and we will surely have our day to speak.”

“Yes!”

Zhou Muyi called out loudly from the crowd, “I too studied vainly for ten years, not recognizing your good heart. Of the thousand mu of fields at Chushan Lake, you took not a penny, instead spending your entire salary to support our southern academy. We were reckless, not showing you proper respect. Xian was about to lose his life before the autumn examination, but thanks to you and Miss Yang Wan’s rescue, we are here today. Commander Deng, we don’t know when we can repay this life-saving debt. That day on the road when you lifted your chains and asked if I wanted to be like you – today I, Zhou Muyi, answer you: no matter how the world changes, we all wish to be like you, serving in office with an upright heart, unafraid of filth, keeping our principles while moving through the dusty world.”

After speaking, he raised his hands in respect, bowing three times.

Then he knelt and called out loudly, “Zhou Muyi, Hanlin Academy Scholar and student of Chushan Academy, kneels to bid farewell to the Commander!”

After these words, Song Yunqing also prostrated herself and called out, “Commander, Yunqing kneels to bid you farewell!”

Chen Hua joined in, “Supervisor, I too kneel to bid you farewell!”

Deng Ying wept silently, shaking his head repeatedly.

The guard, fearing he might move, stepped forward to hold him down.

Bai Huan shouted breathlessly, “He won’t resist at all, don’t humiliate him! Don’t humiliate him!”

At this cry, supporting voices rose from the crowd.

The Inspector, watching the scene below the execution platform, couldn’t help but approach Qi Huaiyang, “Minister Qi, given the current situation, I must report to His Majesty.”

Qi Huaiyang raised his hand to stop him, “Wait another moment, I’ll write a memorial for you to take to the palace personally.”

Epilogue: Rain on the Plantain Leaves Under the Eaves
Just then, the timing incense beside Qi Huaiyang burned out.

The ash fell to the ground, but none of the officials had the heart to remind Qi Huaiyang.

Seeing no orders from behind for a long while, the guards on the execution platform had no choice but to send in the timekeeper to ask, “Minister, should we remove the prisoner’s clothes now?”

Qi Huaiyang looked up at Deng Ying on the platform. Though held down by guards and unable to move, he still struggled, constantly shaking his head at Bai Yuyang and the others.

Just as Qi Huaiyang was about to speak, someone announced, “Minister, Thousand Households Qin Wende from the Eastern Factory has arrived with a message from Deputy Prime Minister Yang for you.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Bring him in.”

Qin Wende entered the curtained area and strode to Qi Huaiyang, cupped his hands in greeting, and spoke in a low voice, “Sir, Deputy Yang and several other cabinet ministers have entered the palace. The inner court now orders hourly reports on the situation here. Deputy Yang says you know execution ground procedures well and asks you to help our Supervisor take a gamble.”

Hearing this, Qi Huaiyang gave a low laugh, “Well, he’s forcing me onto a desperate path too.”

Qin Wende bowed deeply, “Please help, Minister.”

Qi Huaiyang nodded, “I’ll do my best. You may leave first.”

“Yes.”

After Qin Wende left, Qi Huaiyang immediately gestured for the guards to approach and ordered, “Remove the prisoner’s clothes.”

As soon as the order was given, Deng Ying was lifted by the guards. The binding ropes were cut, but before he could feel any relief, he was chained to the execution frame. The guard raised a knife to cut the ties of his prison clothes. Deng Ying instinctively tilted his head back. Though after the mutilation punishment, he had been prepared to lose every round of dignity beneath his clothes. But here before Pichangmiao Temple, with Yang Wan absent, he felt for the first time the injustice in his heart. He didn’t want to be treated this way, didn’t want to fail that brave girl who wanted him to win just once.

“Please… preserve my dignity… please… preserve my dignity…”

He opened his mouth, silently mouthing these words to the crowd.

Bai Huan wept as he held the railing, and Song Yunqing couldn’t help but cover her face in tears.

“Don’t remove his clothes!”

Chen Hua screamed from her kneeling position, then stripped off her robe and held it up toward the execution platform.

“Don’t take his clothes away!”

Bai Huan also straightened up and began undoing his official robe’s ties. Seeing this, Zhou Muyi and others also raised their hands to remove their robes.

At that moment, among the male spectators, many followed Bai and Zhou’s example, attempting to offer their robes to cover Deng Ying.

The Five Cities Military Police maintained strict guard, unable to let these people approach the platform yet afraid to act too forcefully and harm Bai Huan and the others.

The Inspector in the tent couldn’t bear it anymore and grabbed Qi Huaiyang’s hand, “This can’t continue.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Write a memorial asking…”

He paused, “Ask if the pre-execution public display of the stripped prisoner can be waived.”

A judicial officer from the Ministry of Justice said, “Sir, it’s already past Si hour. Just questioning the ‘public display’ without addressing the execution order—we might not have time for the execution.”

Qi Huaiyang clasped his hands behind his back, “Only question the ‘public display,’ nothing else.”

He then ordered someone to bring clothes to cover Deng Ying.

The Inspector turned to take up his brush, writing rapidly while asking, “Sir, you’re trying to delay the execution process?”

After a moment of silence, Qi Huaiyang replied, “Let’s take a gamble. If we pass the set time without seeing the ‘execution order,’ the execution date will have to be changed. We’ll submit this memorial and see how long Yang Lun can stretch this out.”

The Inspector paused his brush, “Sir, do you also think Deng Ying shouldn’t be executed?”

Qi Huaiyang countered, “I can’t say that. You’ve been a court clerk for so long and best understand the voice of officials and common people alike—what do you think?”

In the Hall of Mental Cultivation, Yang Lun stood at the eastern steps, reading Qi Huaiyang’s memorial aloud.

Bai Yuyang couldn’t help but interrupt him, addressing the emperor, “Your Majesty, I believe there’s no need for Qi Huaiyang to petition about the ‘public stripping’ at this time.”

Yang Lun asked, “Why not?”

He raised the memorial to Bai Yuyang’s eyes, “Let me read it again for the Prime Minister—’ When the prisoner was to be stripped before execution, Minister Bai Huan offered his clothes to clothe him, and the common people followed suit, all offering their clothes to cover him.'”

Lowering his hand, he asked directly, “If Qi Huaiyang and the others can’t even remove the prisoner’s clothes, how will they deliver the three thousand cuts later? Prime Minister Bai, I think this matter precisely needs discussion.”

“Fine!”

Bai Yuyang angrily said, “Discuss it!”

He turned to the emperor, “I propose arresting all those who offered clothes, charging them with obstruction of justice…”

“When the prisoner was to be stripped before execution, Minister Bai Huan offered his clothes to clothe him, and the common people followed suit, all offering their clothes to cover him.”

Before Bai Yuyang could finish, Yang Lun raised his voice over him, repeating that passage, emphasizing the words “Bai Huan.”

Forced to step back, Bai Yuyang’s voice notably lost half its strength.

“If it weren’t for His Majesty’s consideration of nurturing relationships, refusing to punish those who wrote ‘treasonous books,’ how could…”

Yang Lun shouted, “Because of that ‘treasonous book,’ Yang Wan is already in deep prison, yet is this book banned today? No official or foreign printing house dares to print Yang Wan’s book, but private copies and unofficial editions now rest on tens of thousands of desks. Should all these copyists and printers be punished? Prime Minister Bai, is this calming public anger or inciting it?”

Bai Yuyang fell silent, barely able to stand. The two cabinet ministers behind him hurried to support him.

One of them advised, “Deputy Yang, these court discussions are all about punishing crimes and settling public minds. We know you’re anxious, sir, but shouldn’t you consider collegial courtesy in your words?”

Yang Lun laughed, “What more courtesy should I show?”

He raised his head, “My colleagues are executing my schoolmate…”

“Deputy Yang!”

The cabinet minister who had just spoken grabbed him, pleading, “Be careful with your words before His Majesty!”

Yang Lun smiled, “I too have copied my sister’s book. If this deserves punishment, I, Yang Lun…”

As he spoke, he knelt, “Admit my guilt.”

“You… you…”

Bai Yuyang stammered, “You disgrace the sacred texts, disgrace your position in the cabinet!”

Yang Lun remained silent, only removing his official hat, placing it before his knees, and bowing down.

Seeing Yang Lun like this, none of the cabinet ministers knew what to do.

From the imperial throne, Yi Lang suddenly said, “Ministers, I have a question.”

The ministers hurriedly responded, “Please speak, Your Majesty.”

Yi Lang stood up, walked down from the throne, and approached Yang Lun, “After executing Deng Ying, should I also execute Yang Lun and Minister Bai?”

“Your Majesty!”

Ignoring the ministers, Yi Lang asked, “What time is it?”

A nearby court eunuch replied, “Your Majesty, it’s almost noon.”

“Good.”

Yi Lang turned to Bai Yuyang, “Can my ministers answer my question?”

“I…”

Bai Yuyang had no choice but to kneel, “I… cannot answer.”

Yi Lang said, “Then let me try to answer myself, and let the ministers judge.”

He looked down at Bai and Yang kneeling on the ground, “I studied Confucianism in my youth, though not deeply, but I know the main principles—one must not defy a father’s will, must not betray worthy ministers, must not abandon the people’s hearts. Ministers, are these statements correct?”

“Your Majesty is wise.”

“What does Prime Minister Bai think?”

Bai Yuyang remained silent, and Yi Lang didn’t continue, only looking down at him, silently waiting for his answer.

Soon, Qing Meng reminded from the side, “Your Majesty, noon… noon has passed…”

“I know.”

After responding, he addressed Bai Yuyang again, “Minister, can we continue our discussion?”

Bai Yuyang exhaled heavily, his shoulders suddenly slumping, “Your Majesty… Your Majesty is wise, I… I have nothing more to say.”

At Pichangmiao Temple, the messenger had already reported three times.

Zhou Muyi looked up at the sun and said softly, “The time is almost up.”

Song Yunqing wiped away her tears and straightened up, “If the time passes, they can’t carry out the execution. Until now, they haven’t even stripped the Commander—they won’t have time.”

She became excited and grabbed Chen Hua’s hand, “Do you think there might be an imperial decree?”

Chen Hua quickly replied, “Yes, yes, there will be.”

Just then, the last section of Qi Huaiyang’s timing incense burned out, its ash scattered on the ground. Qi Huaiyang closed his eyes, leaned back in his chair, and let out a long breath.

The crowd of spectators suddenly burst into cheers, with young people rushing forward shouting, “Time’s up! They can’t execute him anymore! They can’t execute him!”

Qi Huaiyang stood up, walked out of the curtained area, stepped onto the execution platform, and raised his hand to calm the crowd, “Everyone please step back, don’t trouble the Military Police. The execution time has passed, there will be no execution today. Please disperse.”

He then gestured to the guards, “Release the prisoner.”

“Why…”

Deng Ying uttered two words, then said no more.

Qi Huaiyang said, “You can speak now. Ask what you want to know.”

“Why did you stop my execution?”

Qi Huaiyang replied, “For that, you’ll have to ask Deputy Yang.”

Just as he finished speaking, he saw that Yang Lun had somehow already appeared before the curtain at the foot of the platform, “Bring him down.”

Qi Huaiyang said, “Do you have an imperial decree? Without one, I must hand him over to the Northern Patrol.”

Yang Lun said, “His Majesty has ordered him to be taken back to the palace.”

Qi Huaiyang asked puzzled, “For another imperial interrogation?”

“No.”

Yang Lun pointed at Deng Ying, “Let me tell you, my sister is gravely ill. His Majesty has graciously allowed her to return to the palace for treatment, and you better take good care of her. Don’t think that because I saved you, I’ve forgiven you. She made herself this sick because of you. If she has any lasting illness, I’ll beat your face black and blue.”

Qi Huaiyang couldn’t help but laugh, “Minister Yang, how old are you to be saying such things here to him?”

“I accept it.”

Deng Ying replied, “I’ll take care of her. If she doesn’t get better, I…”

“Just take the face-beating, don’t make any of those life-and-death oaths!”

His voice lowered, becoming somewhat choked, though he cursed, “Damn it, thinking back on the oaths you made to me back then, I realize what a poisonous mouth you have.”

Deng Ying said, “Then just beat my face black and blue.”

Yang Lun unexpectedly laughed too, turning away and struggling to hold back his tears.

“Let me tell you, she’s been copying texts day after day and has hurt her eyes. Don’t be like a silent gourd in front of her, only knowing how to make her cry instead of making her laugh. She can’t cry anymore.”

Extra Chapter: Lifelong Devotion
Yang Wan struggled with an endless dream for a long time, constantly dreaming of her graduation defense and Deng Ying’s execution ground. These scenes were all incomplete, without endings. Previously, she had found stability in understanding endings. This wasn’t some heroic “living towards death” philosophy—after all, she hadn’t wanted to place herself within such grand narratives then.

She had simply chosen to observe this period—one that was originally unrelated to her and impossible for her to change—under the premise of accepting historical materialism.

History has never had gaps, but human relationships were full of emotional fissures.

These fissures blocked her known endings, eventually weaving into a net that trapped her, throwing her into chaos before finally returning her to the tangible hospital bed.

She finally opened her eyes.

The room was filled with thick medicinal smells.

She tried to cough, and the medicine vapor rose from her stomach to her nose, making her whole body shudder from the bitterness.

The room was empty, the bed curtains half-drawn, with a stool beside the bed holding a plate of peeled oranges.

Yang Wan’s mouth was unbearably bitter, so she lifted her covers, propped herself up, and reached for an orange segment.

“Wan-wan, don’t eat that.”

These four gentle words startled the orange segment from Yang Wan’s hand.

The speaker stood before the bed, raising the half-drawn curtain while saying, “Zi Xi bought those. I just ate one earlier—they’re sour.”

Yang Wan looked up at him. He wore plain gray-blue robes with a waist sash and flowing sleeves. His hair was tied back with her hair ribbon, loosely bound behind him, making him look as if he too was recovering from illness.

“Wan-wan, would you like some water?”

Yang Wan shook her head dazedly. “What… what day is it?”

Deng Ying answered, “The fifth day of the ninth month.”

“The fifth… You weren’t executed by lingchi… you… you survived.”

As she spoke, she instinctively gripped Deng Ying’s wrist.

Though she touched his wounds, he quietly endured it, using his other hand to brush away Yang Wan’s loose hair from her ear, saying softly, “Yes, I wasn’t executed by lingchi. I survived.”

“So… I won again?”

Deng Ying nodded, “Yes, Wan-wan won again.”

After speaking, he couldn’t help but hiss in pain. Yang Wan looked down and finally realized she was tightly gripping his injured wrist.

“I…”

She quickly released her grip and scolded him through tears, “Why didn’t you say it hurt?”

Deng Ying smiled without speaking.

Nearby, He Yu approached with a medicine bowl, saying with a smile, “Now Miss knows to tell Minister to cry out in pain. Earlier when you were confused, who knows how badly you gripped Minister’s hands.”

Yang Wan asked, “What happened to me?”

He Yu didn’t answer, just smiled and nodded toward Deng Ying’s arm.

“Roll up your sleeve, let me see.”

“I’m fine.”

“Roll it up quickly.”

Deng Ying raised his arm, letting the loose sleeve fall naturally. The bruises on his arm indeed didn’t look like old wounds.

Yang Wan looked at He Yu in surprise. “I did that?”

He Yu handed the bowl to Deng Ying, responding, “Of course it was you. These past few days while you were ill, Minister has been caring for you. During the day was one thing, but at night when we wanted to give the Minister a break, you wouldn’t allow it. You kept Minister sitting on that stool by your bed night after night. Minister is also recovering, yet you’ve worn him out so much that he’s been irregular with taking his own medicine.”

She finished speaking and covered her mouth with a laugh.

Yang Wan said, “Now that you’ve entered Yangxin Hall, you’ve taken on quite the scolding tone.”

He Yu replied, “I wouldn’t dare. His Majesty is waiting for my report. Miss, are you still feeling unwell? His Majesty has arranged for Imperial Physicians Zhang and He to attend to Chengqian Palace. If you’re not feeling well, we can summon them.”

After speaking, she bowed to them both and withdrew.

Deng Ying stood up, intending to close the window behind Yang Wan, but heard her say, “Come back.”

Deng Ying stopped in his tracks, and before he could say anything, Yang Wan said, “Sit and drink your medicine.”

“Oh, alright.”

He quickly moved the oranges from the stool and sat down, picking up the medicine He Yu had brought, and drinking it sip by sip.

After finishing, he casually picked up an orange segment and chewed it despite the sourness.

“Deng Ying.”

“Hmm?”

“Why did you sit here like a fool at night instead of leaving?”

Deng Ying held the orange peel and said, “You wouldn’t let me leave, how could I go?”

Yang Wan said, “You didn’t want to leave me either, right?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying placed his hand on his knee. “I wanted so desperately to live.”

He looked at Yang Wan, “I wanted so desperately to live by your side.”

Yang Wan moved her body inward a few inches. “Come up here.”

Deng Ying smiled and shook his head, tucking the blanket around Yang Wan’s legs. “How can I take care of you if I’m lying down?”

Yang Wan said, “I’m already in this state, and if you fall ill from my troubling you, we’ll both be bedridden, and His Majesty can come to take care of us.”

Deng Ying laughed, “Wan-wan, don’t speak of His Majesty that way.”

“Then come up here.”

“Alright.”

Deng Ying rose and sat on the edge of the bed, bent down to remove his shoes, and slowly lay down beside Yang Wan.

“Wan-wan, in the future, may I…”

“Read the little yellow book?”

“Ah?”

Yang Wan buried her head in the blanket and burst out laughing.

Seeing her like this, Deng Ying suddenly relaxed as well.

She had always called the book Chen Hua gave him the “little yellow book.” Though he didn’t understand how many meanings had evolved in the character “yellow,” when it came from Yang Wan’s mouth, it always carried a hint of playfulness. The original book was about how eunuchs should serve women, but after she renamed it, it seemed to no longer define his identity.

Deng Ying gently lifted Yang Wan’s blanket.

“What are you laughing at?”

Yang Wan pulled the blanket back, still unable to stop laughing.

Deng Ying laughed too, and simply repeated her earlier words gently, “May I read the little yellow book in the future?”

“You may.”

Yang Wan poked her head out from under the blanket and looked at Deng Ying, “Not only can you read it, you can learn from it too, but not these few days. You haven’t recovered yet, and I’m still ill.”

“I know.”

After speaking, he reached out to protect Yang Wan’s head, preventing her from hitting the headboard while moving about.

“Wan-wan.”

“What?”

“What does the ‘yellow’ in ‘little yellow book’ mean?”

Yang Wan hadn’t expected that after surviving such a close brush with death, this person would ask her such a serious question.

But she also felt this was good.

He had truly survived, like a fish that had slipped through the vast net of “time” and “space,” swimming silently in familiar waters. If one were to explain why he had survived, even with all the scientific advancement six hundred years later, there seemed to be no answer.

So she preferred to answer Deng Ying’s somewhat absurd current question—what does the “yellow” in “little yellow book” mean?

“The character ‘yellow,’ like the term ‘scumbag,’ was born six hundred years later. ‘Yellow’… represents intimate affairs between men and women. Initially, it wasn’t a good word, but later, as it was repeatedly interpreted in different contexts, it gradually developed more nuanced meanings, becoming more aligned with human desire—not evil, but not exactly proper either.”

She finished speaking and turned over, “Deng Ying, in my era, not only the Chinese characters but the entire Chinese civilization underwent earth-shattering changes. Six hundred years later, this land beneath our feet will be called ‘China.’ Countless successors, like you, will face death fearlessly and forge ahead for their hopes for the era and visions of the country’s future.”

“Do you prefer the Ch… six hundred years later?”

“China.”

“Yes, do you prefer the country six hundred years later?”

“Mm.”

Yang Wan nodded, “It’s more free, more open, more inclusive than now. It’s my homeland, it gives me the right to choose my own identity, and it nurtures me to become an independent woman. However…”

She reached out to hold Deng Ying’s arm, “I don’t despise the present either.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m a historian, my existence’s meaning is to find the meaning in the existence of people like you. Deng Ying, if possible, I would take you back to my home six hundred years later. I have a brother there too.”

She smiled as she spoke, “He’s a bit like Yang Lun, quite capable, though his temper isn’t very good, but he can’t win arguments with me. My mother is tough on the outside but soft-hearted, and my father is somewhat timid, always losing arguments with his mother, but they’re constantly arguing. Only on the matter of pushing me to marry do they agree. Though it’s a bit annoying, I know they all love me very much.”

Deng Ying was silent for a while, then suddenly asked, “Do you want to go back?”

Yang Wan didn’t answer him immediately.

She curled up her legs, pressing her knees against Deng Ying’s legs.

“Deng Ying, you studied Confucianism, but do you believe in the Buddhist concept of cause and effect’?”

“I dare not interpret it.”

“I dare not either, but when I can’t understand something, I always bring up this term. Look, six hundred years later, I studied you for ten years, but I had never seen you, never loved you. Cause and effect, karma, brought me here. Here, I am still your researcher, but at South Lake, I saw you, then loved you, possessed you, and lived daily life with you. I feel that perhaps the current me is more complete, more without regret.”

She finished speaking and buried her head in Deng Ying’s chest.

“In this life, I have worldly desires for you, wanting to live together with you for a long, long time. So let it be this way. I hope the Yang Wan six hundred years later will also have my current courage, to fight another battle for you in her writings.”

In the autumn of the first year of Jinghe, Deng Ying received the Emperor’s pardon, avoiding execution by Lingchi. He was stripped of all official positions and expelled from the inner court, with his registration transferred to the Yang household.

In the winter of that year.

Yang Lun stood outside Yang Wan’s residence holding a bag of oranges, shivering as he waited until dusk when he finally saw the two return arm in arm.

Deng Ying carried a basket of wood, while Yang Wan held a live hen.

“Where have you been!”

Yang Wan said, “Shopping, of course.”

“Deng Fu Ling, you’re spending my sister’s money again!”

“I… I do work…”

Yang Wan laughed, “Stop being sour, bringing a bag of oranges. Come in quickly, there’s wine inside, I’ll fry the chicken for you all.”

Perhaps there will inevitably be friction between the two eras, but I love him, and I love myself.

With my literary heart, I make a vow, to remain forever unwavering in my devotion.

—Yang Wan/She and the Lamp “Eastern Depot Observation Notes”

Extra Chapter: My Daily Life with Deng Ying in the Great Ming (The Recovery Period)
In the spring of the first year of Jinghe, Deng Ying brought me home from the inner court.

I was full of energy and immediately started planning renovations as soon as we got to Deng Ying’s house.

I was born in the late 90s and was among the first generation of internet users. When I was young, I loved playing with room decoration in the QQ Show, dreaming of one day having my own house where I could decide the style, choose elements I liked, and participate in designing every detail. Unfortunately, before I could save enough money to buy a house, I arrived in Deng Ying’s Great Ming Dynasty. Though material civilization had gone back six hundred years, I wasn’t worried—I had Deng Ying, which was like having my construction team.

But well…

My excitement only lasted a day.

Sometimes, I have to admit that fortunes can change dramatically over time.

I had once confined Deng Ying to bed for over half a month, and now he was doing the same to me. I had to suppress my urge to go shopping for building materials and temporarily become a homebody.

According to Doctor Li who was treating me, my illness came from mental and physical exhaustion, and recovery was crucial—it couldn’t rely on medicine alone.

This Doctor Li was recommended by Yang Lun. He was an especially good person, very patient, though a bit chatty. Deng Ying originally didn’t talk much, but after spending time with him, he gradually became influenced.

“You need to take medicine, and follow dietary therapy too.”

“I’ll write it down.”

After speaking, Deng Ying went to get paper and brush, rolled up his sleeves, dipped the brush in ink, and looked at Doctor Li: “Please proceed, Doctor.”

Doctor Li smiled: “Sir, you cook as well? Why not wait for the young lady who used to serve your wife to return, and I can tell her instead?”

Deng Ying held the brush and smiled shyly, “That young lady is the manager of Qingbo House, not someone I can order around. In my household… I’m the only one doing the work, please tell me directly.”

Doctor Li smiled: “Alright then, listen carefully. Codonopsis pilosula and Solomon’s seal duck soup. Ah, this is an excellent dish, very beneficial for your wife’s lung condition. Remember, it must be an old duck. Remove the feathers and internal organs, clean it thoroughly, then simmer it with Solomon’s seal and codonopsis pilosula over a low flame.”

“Old duck, remove feathers… clean organs… Solomon’s seal, codonopsis… low flame…”

While Deng Ying was bent over taking notes, I sat on the bed hugging my knees, imagining the taste of the stewed duck.

That day it was drizzling outside, but because of some festival, there were many people coming and going beyond the walls, creating quite a lively atmosphere.

Deng Ying saw Doctor Li out, returned to the room to take off his old clothes, and stood in front of the wardrobe to change his robe.

“Are you going out?”

“Yes, I’ll see if I can buy a duck.”

“I want to go too.”

Deng Ying looked out the window and shook his head at me, “Be good, Wan-wan, don’t get out of bed.”

“Oh.”

I said, my face falling.

Deng Ying looked somewhat helpless, and had to walk over to me while tying his sash, “Besides duck, what else would you like to eat? I’ll buy it for you.”

“The grilled flatbread from the front of Yingtian Prefecture!”

“Too greasy. You’re taking medicine, you can’t eat too much of that.”

“Then the roast goose from behind Qingbo House.”

“We’re going to stew duck for you, as for goose…”

I interrupted him: “Then tell me what I can eat.”

I was looking at Deng Ying when I said this, and I don’t know if my expression wasn’t well-managed, but he hesitated, and his half-tied sash came loose.

Then we both deliberately cleared our throats and said in unison: “You haven’t fully recovered yet.”

This weird synchronization was deadly enough, but somehow the next line also mysteriously matched: “That’s not what I meant.”

What did we mean anyway?

At any rate, I watched him leave with a stiff neck, and when he returned carrying a duck, his neck was still stiff.

This person living with me in the Great Ming was much better at taking care of people than I was.

I had been recovering since I returned, and most of the time I couldn’t help much.

But whenever he rolled up his sleeves to do housework, he would call out to me from time to time.

“Wan-wan.”

“Yes?”

“What are you doing?”

“Sitting here eating sunflower seeds… what’s wrong?”

“Nothing, carry on eating.”

“Wan-wan.”

“What is it?”

“Are you thirsty from the seeds? Do you want some water?”

“You poured me a cup before you left, don’t you remember?”

“Oh, right. Well, drink it, and tell me when it’s empty.”

“Wan-wan.”

“What now?”

“What are you doing?”

“I…”

To stop him from constantly calling me, I finally shuffled over in my slippers to find him. I brought a small stool and sat beside him. Seeing me sit behind him, he smiled. I crossed my arms and said: “You’ve been wanting to call me over here for a while, haven’t you?”

Deng Ying turned back to continue his work, responding softly: “No.”

I rested my chin in my hands, watching those hands of his at work. The wounds on his wrists were from wearing shackles for a long time, and although he had been recovering for a month, they still hadn’t fully healed. I heard that Chen Hua had privately advised him to tell me about hiring one or two servants for the house. But Deng Ying refused, saying: “Wan-wan won’t buy slaves.”

“Why?”

Deng Ying shook his head, not explaining to him.

“Can you manage everything by yourself?”

“Mm.”

Deng Ying made an affirmative sound, “Though she eats quite a lot, I can manage.”

In my view, all people are born equal, without differences in status or rank.

Deng Ying knew how I thought, and I was really happy about that.

But what did he mean by saying I eat quite a lot?

“You do eat quite a lot.”

One day in late March, Yang Lun came specifically to tease me, accompanied by Chen Hua and Yun Qing.

Chen Hua went to help Deng Ying stew the duck, while Yun Qing stood to the side laughing.

Doctor Li was checking my pulse, and seeing my flushed face, he smiled and said: “Eating a lot is a good thing. After being sick for so many days, your vital energy is depleted. How can you recover without eating more?”

After finishing, he removed the pulse pillow and said to me: “Madam, do you eat pork lung?”

I quickly asked: “Which is easier to cook, pork lung or duck?”

Doctor Li said: “Duck is simpler to prepare.”

I hurriedly waved my hands, “Then please don’t tell him that.”

Yun Qing laughed: “If Master Deng can’t make it, I can come over and stew it for you.”

“You just take good care of my shop, and I’ll be grateful enough.”

Yang Lun said: “Yang Wan, since I came in, I’ve seen him doing everything, front and back, taking care of you. His injuries aren’t fully healed either—how can one patient take care of another? I say let your sister-in-law select some servants for you.”

I smiled: “Once I’m better, I’ll be good at everything, inside and out. Cooking and laundry will be no problem.”

“That won’t do.”

Yang Lun interrupted: “You’re my sister, I won’t allow you to cook and do laundry for him. What would that make me look like in front of him?”

He finished speaking and looked outside, “What is he doing…”

“Probably plucking the duck’s feathers outside.”

Doctor Li picked up his medicine box and said: “That’s right, the old duck’s feathers need to be plucked clean for the soup to be tasty.”

Yang Lun flexed his hands, “Duck feathers? Why is it taking so long?”

I picked up my medicine bowl and laughed, “Why don’t you go try plucking them yourself and find out?”

“I won’t pluck them.”

Though he said this, before long, he couldn’t help but roll up his sleeves and walk out.

I propped myself up and leaned on the windowsill to watch the two men in the courtyard.

Deng Ying looked somewhat startled at Yang Lun’s sudden appearance: “What are you doing here?”

Yang Lun said directly: “Yang Wan told me to help you pluck feathers.”

As he spoke, he squatted down.

“Eh… Zi Xi.”

Deng Ying tried to stop him, “A gentleman stay away from the kitchen.”

Yang Lun looked up: “This is for stewing soup for my sister, what gentleman or not gentleman?”

I leaned on the windowsill, feeling the warm breeze, smiling as I watched the scene in the courtyard.

Song Yun Qing draped a garment over my shoulders and said softly: “Sometimes, I think you’re amazing.”

“What?”

Song Yun Qing looked at Yang Lun and said: “The people around you, though there are differences in status, as long as you’re here, everyone can interact very naturally.”

I pulled the clothes tighter around my shoulders and looked at the two men with rolled-up sleeves in the courtyard.

One was a “criminal” who had escaped death, and the other was about to become the First Grand Secretary of the Ming court.

In history, they had parted tragically in the early spring of the first year, but now they were here in this warm little courtyard, creating chaos while plucking duck feathers.

This scene, in my eyes, truly had a magical realist quality, but I was also grateful that history had become “absurd” and interesting through my participation, full of the flavor of ordinary life. Just as Song Yun Qing said, though the people around me had differences in status and rank, and I could never completely break through this feudal concept, as long as I was present, everyone could interact very naturally.

“Wan-wan.”

Deng Ying started calling me again out of habit.

“Yes?”

“What are you doing?”

“Talking with Yun Qing.”

“Come call Zi Xi away.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“He…”

“Isn’t this how you pluck feathers? What’s wrong with it?”

“No, Yang Zi Xi, would you please go sit down?”

That meal of duck soup ended up being quite chaotic. Yang Lun had some wine and started complaining unrestrainedly about the troublesome affairs at court in front of me, then went on to criticize Deng Ying for being a kept man. I ruthlessly countered him, arguing until he nearly threw his cup and left.

After finally seeing Yang Lun off, I sat with Deng Ying in the courtyard soaking our feet.

The medicinal foot bath was for dispelling cold, good for both our bodies. As long as it wasn’t raining, I would brew a basin before bed, and sit with him at the doorstep, soaking our feet while looking at the stars above. The Ming Dynasty sky was very high, and without industrial pollution, even in spring, you could see a sky full of stars.

I rested my head on Deng Ying’s shoulder, “When can we go buy lumber?”

Deng Ying raised his shoulder slightly to let me rest more comfortably, and said softly: “Why are you so eager to buy lumber?”

“Your Ming Dynasty craftsmanship is unparalleled, you can’t just cook for me all the time.”

Deng Ying laughed, “Are you tired of my cooking?”

“No.”

I lifted my head to look at the brilliant starry sky, “I’ve always wanted to have a home in the Ming Dynasty. A few small cabinets for my cosmetics and clothes, and I want a big bed—the current one is too small, I feel like I’m always kicking you at night.”

“You don’t kick me.”

“Still, I want one that’s a bit bigger.”

“Alright, I’ll make it for you.”

“Mm. I’ll design it.”

“Alright.”

“Hmm…”

I pointed to a space in the courtyard, “And I want to keep a cat, you can build it a cat climbing frame to put there.”

“What’s a cat climbing frame?”

“Well… I’ll draw one for you, see if you can understand it?”

Extra Chapter: My Daily Life with Deng Ying in the Great Ming (The Wellness Chapter)
I remember when my brother was renovating, my sister-in-law was already over three months pregnant. Since my brother was too busy with work to spare any time, the renovation was entirely entrusted to my mom and dad. My dad loved Ming and Qing Chinese vintage style, while my mom preferred a fusion of Mediterranean and Nordic. These two worked together for a full six months, and in the end, it even triggered my dad’s high blood pressure.

But the result was… well, hard to describe.

At any rate, when my sister-in-law finished her postpartum confinement and went to inspect it, she nearly broke down crying in front of my brother.

So renovation is truly a science, and also physical labor.

Therefore, I decided that now that both Deng Ying and I had almost recovered from our injuries before we started the major project of renovation, we should first organize some wellness sessions.

In modern times, I was quite incompetent in daily life.

Cooking relied entirely on semi-prepared foods, and laundry on washing machines.

But when it came to punk wellness, I could practically give several lectures in the Great Ming. Goji berries and dates, and foot soaking were nothing special. During my PhD years, the sisterhood in our department was particularly enthusiastic about wellness treatments. Although we grimaced in pain during massages, afterward, with shoulders loosened and back relaxed, it felt incredibly refreshing.

The massage industry in the Great Ming Dynasty was integrated with the bathing and barbering businesses in and around the capital and was already quite developed.

However, most practitioners were eunuchs like Deng Ying who had no official registration. Unable to enter the palace or household registries, they could only wander outside, making a living by giving back scrubs and massages.

In several wild temples outside South Lake, many eunuchs were running this business.

I felt that if I wanted to go, Deng Ying probably wouldn’t say anything, but I didn’t want to take him there.

So I could only have Yun Qing find me a copy of Wang Tingxiang’s “Essential Principles of Health Preservation” from Qingbo House. It had a chapter on “Massage” that, besides discussing self-wellness massage, also recorded a set of full-body health massage techniques—”Da Du Guan.”

Da Du Guan.

The name always sounded a bit strange, like some kind of mysterious martial art technique.

I sat on the bed studying it for three consecutive nights and finally gained some insights.

Perhaps because I was reading so seriously, Deng Ying thought I was reading some formal article, and was very restrained when turning pages while sitting beside me.

Our habit was to always sit on the bed before sleep and read a few pages.

To manage Qingbo House, I would read books about “bibliography studies,” while Deng Ying read very widely, sometimes engineering and construction methods, sometimes poetry and prose. When I got bored with my reading, I would use my foot to kick the blanket at his feet, exposing his feet too, and he wouldn’t scold me, just smile and put down his book, straighten up to tuck my feet back into the blanket.

But this time after I kicked off the blanket, I didn’t let him sit up.

Instead, I crawled out from under the blanket and sat at the foot of the bed.

Deng Ying leaned against the headboard, no longer reading his book, looking at me somewhat uneasily.

“Wan-wan, sitting like that you’ll get cold.”

With one hand holding my research notes and the other straightening Deng Ying’s toes, I carefully studied the soles of his feet against the acupoint diagram in my notes.

Deng Ying hurriedly propped himself up on the bed.

“Wan-wan… don’t look. Don’t look at my feet.”

As he spoke, he tried to pull his legs back.

I grabbed his pant leg and raised my voice: “Don’t run…”

Before I could finish speaking, I was pulled face-down by the force of his leg withdrawal.

Deng Ying quickly reached out to help me up, “Wan-wan, I’m sorry, are you hurt?”

I sat up with his help, tidied my messy hair, and asked him with crossed arms: “Why won’t you let me look?”

He lowered his head in silence for a while before finally saying: “I…”

“Are you embarrassed?”

Deng Ying didn’t deny it, looking at me and nodding: “They’re all scars, so I’m embarrassed to let you see.”

I sat cross-legged again and pointed to my knee, “Stretch it out.”

“Wan-wan.”

“Calling me won’t help, stretch it out.”

One particularly good thing about Deng Ying was that if I repeated something once, he would do it.

But although he moved his foot out from under the blanket, he didn’t dare place it on my knee. I didn’t want to waste more words, so I held his ankle, lifted his foot, grabbed half a blanket to cushion it, and slowly placed his leg on my knee.

Then I picked up my notes, “This is called home wellness treatment. Home therapist Xiao Wan’s first business, might be a bit nervous, if anything’s not quite right, just tell me directly, don’t endure it.”

Deng Ying looked at me in bewilderment, “What… sword, where is there a sword?”

He seemed afraid his foot’s weight would hurt me, constantly supporting his thigh with his hand.

His words made me laugh. While shaking my hands to relax my fingers, I said: “It’s what you call ‘tui na.’ Deng Ying, relax, otherwise, we’ll both easily get hurt.”

“Oh…”

He hesitantly released his hand, though his foot remained stiff.

By the lamplight, I matched my notes with the diagram and found the Yongquan acupoint on the sole of Deng Ying’s foot, pressing down hard.

Deng Ying’s body noticeably shuddered.

“Does it hurt?”

“Somewhat…”

“It should hurt!”

I suddenly recalled the tone of therapists giving wellness treatments back then and naturally imitated it.

“This acupoint, the Yongquan point of the foot, when pressed and it hurts, means you often have symptoms of headaches, insomnia, dry throat, tinnitus, and heart palpitations. It needs to hurt a bit.”

After speaking, I pressed hard again, but unexpectedly, Deng Ying burst out laughing.

“Wan-wan… it’s not pain, I just feel like laughing.”

“What?”

I instantly lost confidence in my technique, “You just feel like laughing?”

“Yes.”

Deng Ying still couldn’t stop laughing, his chest rising and falling gently as he spoke.

I suddenly felt dazed. Having known Deng Ying for so many years, through life and death, skin to skin, I don’t think I’d ever heard him laugh out loud so freely.

“Deng Ying, if I’d known this would make you laugh, why did I bother with everything else before? Direct wellness treatment would have been much better.”

As I spoke, I pressed his Yongquan point again.

Deng Ying quickly pressed my wrist, laughing: “Stop pressing, Wan-wan.”

How could I listen to him, “I’ve only pressed one acupoint, lie down properly, the next point will definitely hurt.”

Deng Ying said: “Doesn’t your hand hurt?”

“No.”

After speaking, I persistently went to find Deng Ying’s Dadu point.

Deng Ying didn’t insist anymore and propped himself up to lean back against the headboard, letting me roll up his underwear leg.

Obediently lying on the bed, desperately trying to hold back his laughter, letting me mess around with his feet while I force-fed him my flawed “wellness knowledge.”

Then we switched positions, I rolled up my pants and leaned against the pillow, stretching my feet out to completely relax.

Deng Ying wore his clothes loosely sitting at the foot of the bed, head down reading the few pages of foot wellness notes I’d written. He always did things much more carefully than me—even for foot massage, he wouldn’t act rashly.

He looked beautiful when seriously doing anything.

But what I loved most was seeing him sitting steadily beside me, not feeling anxious even in simple clothing.

“Wan-wan.”

“Yes?”

After he’d studied enough, he lifted my ankle, “I’ll try to find your Du Yin point, see if it’s correct.”

“Okay.”

I have to say, that Deng Ying’s technique was much better than mine. He found the acupoints precisely—one press nearly sent me to heaven.

I covered my mouth to avoid crying out, afraid of scaring him from continuing, but tears still streamed down uncontrollably. Deng Ying was single-mindedly dealing with my Du Yin point, and when he looked up again, I was already in tears.

He quickly released his hand, “Wan-wan… I…”

“It’s fine.”

I wiped away tears, crying and laughing: “Master Deng, you’re amazing.”

These wellness sessions, under our joint research, later became more and more refined, gradually developing into shoulder and neck relaxation and limb stretching.

On Deng Ying’s somewhat hard plank bed, we finally began living life happily.

I couldn’t teach Deng Ying to view his body through postmodern deconstructionist theory, to dissolve the unnecessary shame in his heart.

But through acupoints, meridians, muscles, bones… these tangible things, I could accompany him in getting to know his body anew.

I’m very grateful that although I’m a historical research worker, I never gave up exploring other disciplines within the humanities.

I admit I have a superficial humanity, but my theoretical level hasn’t reached the point where I can discuss “concepts.” However, for Deng Ying, this was the most suitable and harmless approach.

Of course, these wellness sessions didn’t end there.

Later, I imitated some creative ideas from modern Taobao and embroidered a pair of socks with acupoint markers for Deng Ying to wear.

This kind of earthy wellness method had been scorned many times by my brother in the twenty-first century, but Deng Ying was really funny—not only did he wear them, but he very seriously corrected the positions of the acupoints on the socks, helping me improve them. Later I embroidered another pair to give to Yang Lun.

When Yang Lun saw those socks at the Yang residence, his mouth visibly twitched.

“What is this thing?”

“Foot wellness socks.”

“What?”

“Just a little creation, wearing them helps you locate the acupoints for foot massage accurately.”

Yang Lun waved his hand in disgust, “Looks too strange, Yang Wan, take them back yourself.”

When Yang Lun said this, he looked at the socks with complete disdain, his expression almost identical to my real brother’s.

I had to take the socks back and tell Deng Ying that Yang Lun wouldn’t wear them.

Deng Ying took them back and stored them very carefully, telling me that when one pair wore out, he would wear the other pair.

Isn’t it amazing?

My peculiar taste from the twenty-first century could still be retrieved by Deng Ying in the Great Ming Dynasty six hundred years ago, and he helped me preserve it.

The first four years, writing observation notes, participating in palace struggles, witnessing human suffering—it was a bit too awful. I was also bent over, endured torture, and many joys temporarily disappeared.

However, now everything has passed, and Deng Ying survived.

Gently staying by my side, so it seems I can find my happiness again.

Extra Chapter: My Daily Life with Deng Ying in the Great Ming (Ah-ha Chapter)
I liked doing *that* during stormy weather.

I even wrote an article about it specifically. The article was complex – I cited many postmodern philosophical theories, deconstructing the nature of intimacy from the perspective of textual evolution, to demonstrate the “profound” connection between the four characters for “stormy weather” and intimacy.

Unfortunately, Deng Ying couldn’t understand it. Though his knowledge in that area was no less than mine. Strangely, he was obsessed with teaching me the health principles behind it.

For instance, he said rainy days weren’t suitable for such activities. When I asked why, he pulled out his little yellow book and earnestly told me: “During stormy weather, men’s yang contracts, women’s breasts contract, and limbs grow cold, making one prone to illness. While he would be fine, it wouldn’t be good for my health there.”

“Good for where?” I wondered.

Speaking of “where,” I have much to say about that.

As everyone knows, there was no foreplay between Deng Ying and me.

Why no foreplay? Because back then, he had his fears, and I had my doubts.

At that time, he was still beside me, obsessed with the pleasure brought by “self-shame,” while I wasn’t yet capable of protecting him properly.

It’s hard to say who was saving whom under heaven’s thunder and earth’s fire.

The complexity of intimacy mirrors human complexity – different life stages bring different perspectives and methods of experiencing intimacy. As Deng Ying’s partner, mutual pleasure sounds simple but proves difficult in practice. I was inexperienced, he was a virgin. I struggled to enlighten myself before enlightening him. Unfortunately, I initially approached this from sociological and psychological perspectives, making it too theoretical and impractical. This led to our interactions being quite limited, most notably rushing straight to the main event without any prelude.

Of course, these were issues I only gradually reflected upon during the Jinghe era.

Deng Ying’s mental transformation allowed me to address these problems.

How did I know Deng Ying had changed?

It was when Song Yunqing told me about the moment Deng Ying was tied to the execution frame. When they removed his clothes, he said to those below: “Please preserve my dignity.”

I never witnessed Deng Ying’s execution ground, but I dreamed of it.

In my dreams, the scene was like a censored torture scene from television. Deng Ying remained fully clothed, just looking somewhat haggard. This was perhaps my subconscious protecting him. Though I understood feudal punishments included many humiliating elements, I didn’t want to understand and accept them as Deng Ying did.

However, in Deng Ying’s Great Ming Dynasty, I couldn’t directly ask him to resist, as that would only make his death more painful. What I hadn’t expected was that Deng Ying would eventually speak those words “Please preserve my dignity” himself.

That was wonderful.

Academically speaking, Deng Ying had completed a transformation in self-awareness.

And in terms of intimacy…

Deng Ying and I could now have foreplay.

That was truly wonderful.

In the deep autumn of the first year of Jinghe.

I did something foolish.

I accidentally sprained my hand at home and couldn’t bathe alone. During that time, the An’he Pagoda was under construction in the suburbs of the capital, and Deng Ying was invited to inspect the main beam structure, sometimes staying in the work sheds. Fearing he would make daily trips back and forth if I told him, I endured it alone for a while. Who knew it would develop into a bigger problem – even bending slightly became unbearably painful.

When Song Yunqing found out, she went to the construction site and brought Deng Ying back, scolding him before they even entered the door.

“Sir, I thought you knew, but you didn’t?”

Deng Ying spoke softly: “I haven’t been home these past days.”

Song Yunqing said: “I was wondering why she suddenly asked me to help find those story books in Hangzhou when she wanted to go herself. Today I came by and saw her arm hanging limp like it had no bones. You may be busy with construction work outside the city, but you can’t neglect her.”

The term “construction work” was something I taught Song Yunqing – it was quite amusing hearing her use it on Deng Ying.

However, at that moment, I couldn’t spare any thought for such things, as I was about to face the most mortifying moment of my life.

Song Yunqing called out while pushing the door: “Yang Wan, where are you?”

Where was I?

I was in the bathtub behind the screen! And…

I had just managed to remove all my clothes.

Not seeing me in the room, Song Yunqing didn’t come behind the screen. She put her hands on her hips and said irritably: “Yang Wan, really – going out with a sprained hand. At this time, she’s probably at the Qingbo Pavilion again.”

She turned to say: “Sir, I’ll go look for her. You should pay more attention.”

Deng Ying quickly responded: “Yes, I understand.”

Song Yunqing nodded and left.

I sat in the bathtub, watching as Deng Ying removed his outer robe, draping it over his arm as he walked behind the screen.

I gripped the edge of the tub with one hand and made a soft “eh” sound.

Deng Ying was startled and then saw me in the tub.

“You…”

I quickly interrupted him, “Why did you come back?”

Deng Ying looked at my arm hanging in the tub, trying to speak.

But he only got out “You” before I interrupted again.

“I was preparing to bathe.”

Deng Ying looked at the empty tub and said: “Then the water…”

“I had just removed my clothes when you and Song Yunqing came in. What could I do? I had to hide in the tub – hadn’t even filled it with water yet. Hey, stop looking!”

I grew somewhat anxious, but Deng Ying lowered his head and smiled gently.

He rolled up his sleeves and carefully lifted my uninjured arm.

“Can you use this one?”

“Huh?”

“Can you use force with this arm?”

“Yes.”

“Then wrap it around my neck.”

Well, Deng Ying had carried me before, but being lifted from the bathtub like this was a first. I actually… became timid.

Seeing my hesitation to use force, Deng Ying lowered his head and whispered in my ear: “Wan-wan, you can hold tight around my neck. It’s fine even if you squeeze – if you don’t use force, I might drop you when carrying you.”

I truly became timid.

So timid my face flushed and my thoughts scattered.

He was about to lift me out, but why was he so calm, even considering the practical matter of “force application”?

“Wan-wan…”

“I-I-I… how can I squeeze you?”

“Around the neck.”

“Oh…”

As he spoke, one hand supported my back while the other hooked under my knees. With a slight lift of his waist, he carried me out of the tub. Then he gently placed me on the couch, temporarily covering me with his robe before standing straight and saying: “Sit still, I’ll get water for you.”

I clutched his robe and tentatively asked, “When are you going back?”

While scooping water, Deng Ying replied: “I’m not going back today.”

“I’m fine, I can manage.”

Deng Ying put down the water bucket and turned around, gently patting my head and smiling at me: “Wan-wan.”

I nervously responded with an “Ah?”

He said without mercy: “Your face is red.”

I truly was timid.

But it was worth it.

Deng Ying placed a small blanket by the edge of the tub, letting me rest my injured hand on it. Then he helped tie up my hair into a perfectly standard bun.

As he helped me bathe, I didn’t say a word the entire time.

Fortunately, he too remained silent – silently lifting me and laying me on the blanket-covered bed.

Silently bringing dry towels to help dry my body.

I lay face-up, the naturally evaporating water vapor taking away the temperature from my skin’s surface. The warmth from Deng Ying’s hands was warmer than my body temperature. He parted my knees, his other hand supporting my tailbone to help lift my back. As the towel gently wiped private areas, my whole body trembled.

“Deng Ying…”

His name escaped my lips.

“What is it?”

I coughed once, and suddenly a light mist appeared before my eyes.

“I feel a bit…”

He didn’t speak but put down the towel in his hand.

I’m certain it was a stormy evening.

The windows rattled loudly, the sound of rain drowning out all human voices. Deng Ying remained silent, but he took control of me.

He supported himself on the couch, half-kneeling on the bed, kissing my eyes to calm me.

Then he kissed my lips, revealing both our clumsy kissing techniques.

But it didn’t matter.

Beside him, I experienced for the first time the pleasure of surrendering myself – a feeling I’d never had before.

I freely relaxed my body, letting it give me the most honest feedback on Deng Ying’s movements.

It began to tremble slightly, sweat, flush red, then it released honest waters, finally gathered tenderly by someone’s tongue.

I looked down, but could only see Deng Ying’s slightly raised shoulders between my knees.

He hadn’t removed his clothes, while I was completely bare.

I don’t know what this meant to Deng Ying, but for me, it was undoubtedly a self-liberation.

His technique was still awkward, but my subconscious desperately grasped at bodily sensations, helping him easily send me to cloud nine.

I no longer needed to consider the order of “respect” and “love” – I just needed to love him and let him love me.

So I gradually released the restraint on my throat, beginning to say some “nonsensical” things. He silently listened at the foot of the bed, holding my legs to keep me from moving.

How could I not move?

For the first time, Deng Ying, you suffered.

This continued for a long while.

Until the second year of Jinghe, when Deng Ying saved some money and bought a piece of jade from Yang Lun.

Interestingly, he hid it and wouldn’t let me see him carving it.

Half a month later, I found his “masterpiece” behind his bookshelf, along with some private savings.

I placed his “masterpiece” and the money in front of him and then questioned him.

Deng Ying honestly lowered his head to listen to me, then went to the cabinet to bring out the rest of his private savings, obediently handing them over to me.

I saw the labels he had written on the money.

“Buy a swing for Wan-wan”

“Buy rouge for Wan-wan”

“Buy… for Wan-wan”

The silver tag with the “masterpiece” read – Not well made, will make a new one for Wan-wan next month.

I picked up the “masterpiece” and looked at it carefully – the design was based on a sketch I had drawn after waking from a spring dream.

I asked Deng Ying, “Do you know what this is?”

Deng Ying said he didn’t know.

I rested my chin on my hand and smiled.

The sunset outside the window that day was truly shy.

Extra Chapter: My Daily Life with Deng Ying in the Great Ming (Entertainment Chapter)
Our renovation project was delayed until the spring of the second year of Jinghe.

By then, Deng Ying’s health had improved significantly, and his digestion had strengthened enough that he could join me in eating slightly spicy foods. However, the old injury to his ankle still flared up occasionally. When severe, even walking became difficult.

After spring began that year, there was excessive rain, forcing construction work to halt.

Though Deng Ying’s leg was uncomfortable, he still tried to work intermittently when possible.

Fortunately, Yi Lang had sent some excellent medicinal patches from the palace.

On a sunny day, I had Deng Ying sit on the porch while I crouched below to apply the medicine.

Deng Ying looked down at me with a smile and said: “Afraid I won’t be able to walk tomorrow?”

I looked up and said: “Why don’t you skip work tomorrow, and just rest in bed after applying the medicine? It’s just tamping down the foundation for a pavilion. I…” I pointed back at myself, “I can handle it.”

Deng Ying reached out to pat my head.

For some reason, ever since he lifted me from the bathtub that time, he particularly enjoyed patting my head.

“It’s not as simple as you think.”

I crouched on the ground like someone giving up on treatment, letting his fingers caress my scalp.

Seeing me not moving, he became even more unstoppable in his head patting.

That spring day was bright and sunny, with many birds landing in the courtyard’s clearing to hunt for insects. I picked up a twig to play with the birds while Deng Ying tirelessly “ruffled” my head. With fresh wind and fragrant flowers, time idly passed, and we naturally forgot about the actual work.

We somehow ended up playing in the courtyard until dusk.

Deng Ying placed his hands on his knees and honestly said: “Wan-wan, I didn’t do any work again today.”

I was still focused on teasing the green-feathered bird in front of me and casually replied: “Then skip dinner tonight.”

Unexpectedly, he responded with an “Alright.”

I withdrew my hand and looked up at him.

“Then what about me?”

Deng Ying said, “I’ll cook for you, and then I’ll skip my meal.”

You see, this is the person who lives with me – always listening to what I say, never letting me go hungry.

I smiled, about to speak, when suddenly someone at the courtyard gate asked: “Excuse me, does Master Deng live here?”

“Yes.”

I turned around to see several craftsmen-like figures standing at the door, bowing to Deng Ying when they saw him.

“Finally found you. This is…”

The speaker glanced at me, then quickly averted his gaze, “This must be Miss Yang. Pardon our intrusion. We’re craftsmen who worked with Master Deng on building the Taihe Hall. We just finished that project recently and heard that you and the master were looking for people to renovate your house, so we thought we’d come by to see if we could help.”

I gestured for Deng Ying to stay seated and walked to the gate, opening it wide, “His leg injury isn’t good, and I really can’t do this work. We were just worrying about this. Please come in, I’ll get some chairs, and everyone can sit down for tea.”

“Ah, good. Thank you, Miss.”

They entered somewhat awkwardly, helping me move the chairs to sit in the courtyard.

Because of my presence, they were initially uncomfortable. I simply went to wash my hands and brew tea in the kitchen. When I came out, they had begun reminiscing with Deng Ying.

“Even when we were building the hall, Master’s leg injury was quite severe. After all these years, it still hasn’t healed?”

Deng Ying tidied his clothes and said evenly: “I’m still treating it, but after so many years, it’s not easy to heal.”

“Ah.”

The speaker looked at the half-tamped soil in the courtyard and asked: “Master, did you tamp this foundation yourself?”

Deng Ying replied: “No, I just helped fill some. Most of it was done by hired craftsmen, but with all the rain these past days, work was temporarily stopped. Yang Wan and I had nothing to do, so we occasionally filled a few baskets.”

The man said: “You shouldn’t have to do this yourself.”

Deng Ying smiled, “I have to follow the rules.”

The craftsmen were confused and asked in unison: “What rules?”

Deng Ying didn’t answer, just looked up at me with a quiet smile.

I set the tea on the porch, serving them while smiling: “The rule in our house is no work, no food.”

“This…”

The craftsmen held their tea cups, wanting to say something in front of me but not daring to.

The one who had been speaking gathered his courage and asked me: “Miss Yang, let us do the work for Master.”

He looked around and continued, “We’re all on break, and we’ll take care of Master Deng’s work.”

I held back my laughter and said to Deng Ying: “Looks like we can’t starve you tonight.”

Deng Ying sat on the porch, smiling and nodding.

While rolling up my sleeves, I said: “You all keep Master company and chat. I’ll wash the vegetables first, then go get Yunqing to help make dinner.”

“Wan-wan.”

Deng Ying called out to stop me.

“What?”

“May I have some wine?”

I looked at the craftsmen present, who were all looking at me expectantly and couldn’t help but laugh. Turning around, I said: “A little bit is fine.”

With the help of these “professionals,” our renovation project indeed progressed rapidly.

I became the construction team’s canteen sister, cooking large pots of food for them.

Looking back after all this time, I finally saw Deng Ying again without his scholarly robes, wearing short clothes, with rolled-up trouser legs and sleeves, working alongside the craftsmen, immersed in earth, wood, and stone.

This was good too.

Being a principled scholar in the Great Ming too easily led one to the court rod or execution blade. Being a craftsman brought more freedom and happiness.

However, as Yang Lun said, having him work on house construction seemed a bit like using a talented person for menial tasks.

Fortunately, my drawing skills presented him with challenges.

The difficulty of the entire renovation project probably came entirely from my collection of “oddly shaped” drawings.

I originally had an almost dreamlike design for our house, but gradually became more practical.

Mainly because my drawing technique was too abstract – every drawing had to be studied and redrawn by Deng Ying before the craftsmen could understand it.

Even so, my “designs” still amazed the craftsmen.

The most interesting was the “sunroom” I designed in the courtyard.

From the outside, it looked like a wooden house, but I had Deng Ying create two “panoramic skylights” that could be fully opened on the roof. I wanted the interior furnishings to be simple, but it needed a bed. On clear summer nights, we could lie there and watch the stars. So Deng Ying and the craftsmen built a wooden platform base for water protection. They laid mats on the platform, cushions on the mats, and placed bedding.

During summer, we spent many nights enjoying the cool air in this “sunroom.”

Deng Ying would sit on the cushions reading while I lay against his legs watching the stars. When tired, I’d just fall asleep beside him.

Sometimes, Chen Hua and Yunqing would visit. I’d cool fruits in the well water, cut them into platters, and bring them to the sunroom, teaching Song Yunqing and Chen Hua to play cards, and getting Deng Ying to join our “group gambling.”

I’m embarrassed to say that although I’m from Sichuan, I can’t get interested in any activity that involves sitting in one place for over three hours, so I don’t play mahjong – only “Fighting the Landlord.” I drew the playing cards myself, on soft paper that needed redrawing almost every game. Later, Deng Ying made me a new deck from thin bamboo strips, with the “Big Joker” and “Little Joker” bearing my portrait.

Honestly, Deng Ying’s drawing skills were too good.

Every time Song Yunqing played cards with us, she would tease Deng Ying.

“Master, you spoil Yang Wan too much, even drawing her on these. If she doesn’t win our money, who will?”

Deng Ying looked at my cards and said to Yunqing: “You’re about to lose again.”

Song Yunqing frowned, looking at her cards: “Yang Wan, you always win when the Master helps you look at your cards, but when you play alone, you always lose. You might as well let Master play against us directly.”

I turned to ask Deng Ying: “Will you play?”

Deng Ying smiled and shook his head, “I won’t play.”

Chen Hua said: “You should play, let’s all fight against Miss Wan.”

Deng Ying still shook his head, “I have no money.”

“Don’t you have some hidden…”

Chen Hua let slip and used her cards to slap herself.

I rested my chin in my hand and smiled: “You still have some?”

Deng Ying said: “I don’t anymore. You just questioned me, how would I dare do it again?”

Song Yunqing laughed: “Don’t let Master help you fight Yang Wan anymore. If he takes the cards, we might as well just give our money directly to Yang Wan.”

That was indeed true.

That day, Yunqing and Chen Hua only went home after losing everything.

Deng Ying went to wash the cups and plates, then came back to see me sitting on the bed counting money. He crouched in front of me, looking at my hands without speaking.

I looked down with a smile: “What’s wrong?”

He replied softly: “I want to buy two books about construction methods.”

I smiled at his earnest expression.

Deng Ying watched me smile and reached out to pat my head, asking with a smile: “May I, Wan-wan?”

I was laughing too hard to speak, so he gently rubbed my hair, “Wan-wan, can I?”

I nodded through my laughter, “The household money is just in the cabinet, not even locked. If you want to buy something, just take it. No need to always ask me.”

Deng Ying put his other hand on my knee and said softly: “I want to ask you. From now on, whatever I do, I want to ask you first, and only do it after you agree.”

I slightly contained my laughter: “Why? There’s no need for that.”

Deng Ying shook his head, “Because I made mistakes before.”

“What… mistakes?”

Deng Ying withdrew his hand from my head and looked up at me: “Before, I never asked you about anything I did, acting on my own for several years. I didn’t listen to you at all, but until now, you’ve never punished me.”

I was stunned.

So that’s what he was thinking about.

I put down the money in my hands, put on my slippers, and got off the bed, pulling him up from the ground.

“Do you feel at peace being with me?”

Deng Ying nodded and made an “mm” sound.

I took his hand and said to him: “Me too. So, don’t think too much. When you’re with me, do what you want to do. When you have money, you treat me to good food; when I have money, I treat you to spicy food.”

Don’t blame me for being a prophet.

Later, Deng Ying made a name for himself in the Great Ming capital’s construction circle.

So we saved some money, planning to travel while we still had the strength. We went back to Sichuan together, visited Suzhou and Hangzhou, went beyond the Great Wall to see snow, and finally returned to the capital to age peacefully.

I saw Deng Ying grow old.

As I said before, he became a very gentle old man, without a temper, eager to do housework.

Occasionally he would still write poems for me, secretly reciting them to me while I slept.

I used to be someone who greatly feared “growing old.”

But Deng Ying helped me understand how difficult it is to complete this life fully.

Getting “old” is good.

When Deng Ying grew old, I won.

This is where I’ll end my account of daily life with Deng Ying in the Great Ming.

If you’re still eager for more, then read Deng Ying’s “Our Modern Daily Life.”

I heard he knew who I was, but I forgot him.

Come on, little Deng Ying, it’s your turn to pay your debt.

Extra Chapter: Our Modern Daily Life (First Meeting)
I had an accident while traveling alone in Sichuan. The person responsible was named Yang Lin.

I was sitting on the ground in terrible pain, but when I looked up and saw his face, I immediately wanted to laugh.

From the day I was born, I already possessed seventy years’ worth of memories.

And so I grew up in post-Reform and Opening Up China, carrying these memories from a feudal dynasty.

Six hundred years ago, Yang Wan once told me that “transmigration” isn’t fortunate at all – you end up cursed by your “perspectives.”

During the process of reconciling memory with reality, I gradually came to understand the pain she had once endured.

That pain wasn’t physical – it was having to accept the marks of my past self while also hiding them, having to reaccept the interpersonal relationships around me, and living actively like everyone else.

This year I’m thirty, still unmarried, and haven’t even dated. My parents keep pushing me about it.

Before this Spring Festival, I finished my work in Chengdu. To avoid being nagged by my family, instead of going home immediately, I combined all my annual leave to travel around Sichuan with my backpack.

On the twenty-eighth day of the last lunar month, I visited the temples on Front Mountain at Qingcheng. Around noon, having just come down from Mount Qingcheng, I rented a bicycle, planning to ride to a fish restaurant two kilometers away. Who would have thought that after riding just a few meters, I would collide with Yang Lin? Yang Lin landed first on his hands, then his face, before finally sprawling completely on the ground.

I was in worse shape – when I fell, Yang Lin’s bicycle landed on my leg, but that wasn’t even the worst part. The crucial thing was his entire body weight also pressed down on my lower leg…

His appearance hadn’t changed – I could recognize my old acquaintance at a glance.

But he had gained some weight, and his hair had thinned.

Looking at his forehead, I finally understood why Yang Wan had been so afraid of me losing hair back then.

Passersby helped call the police, and the hospital ambulance arrived shortly after.

As I was being lifted into the ambulance, I kept staring at Yang Lin, until he couldn’t help saying to me: “Stop staring, I’m not going to run away. I’ll compensate you for everything I should.”

After saying this, he started making phone calls.

However, his injured hand was immobilized, so he had to ask the doctor to help put it on speaker.

When the call connected, I heard that most familiar voice from my memories, now speaking in crisp Sichuan dialect.

“Hello, brother.”

“Where are you?”

“University library.”

“You… you need to come to Dujiangyan right away.”

“Come to Dujiangyan now? What happened?”

“Had an accident… hit someone.”

There seemed to be a pause on the other end, “What? Didn’t you go without your car? Does sister-in-law know?”

Yang Lin hurriedly said: “Your sister-in-law went abroad on business last week, and hasn’t come back yet. Come quickly, and also, it wasn’t with a car, wasn’t too serious, don’t tell Mom and them yet.”

“Oh…”

Sounds of books closing and furniture moving came from the other end, “Are you hurt?”

Yang Lin sighed, “Seems like I sprained my hand, and scraped my chin, nothing else.”

“What about the person you hit? Badly hurt?”

“We were both just on those rental bikes, how bad could it be? But I saw he couldn’t stand up at the time, probably something was wrong with his leg bones. Don’t worry, I’ll compensate him properly.”

The other person seemed to be going downstairs, but their voice rose: “Don’t take it lightly. Besides medical expenses, you need to properly compensate for their lost work time, and nursing care – ask them seriously what they do, if they’re local.”

Hearing this, Yang Lin turned to ask me, “Brother, I notice you haven’t called family. Are you local?”

I shook my head and answered: “No, I’m from Beijing, here on business in Chengdu.”

“Oh, what do you do?”

“Architecture.”

Just as I finished speaking, Yang Lin suddenly asked: “Are you married?”

“Huh?”

While I was wondering how to respond, I heard the voice on the phone shout: “Brother, what are you asking!”

“Nothing, ah forget it, just come quickly. Take my car, the keys are on top of my fridge. Be careful on the way.”

“What about your card, where is it? I’ll bring it over too.”

Yang Lin looked somewhat embarrassed and lowered his voice: “How would I know where your sister-in-law put the card? Help me out first, I’ll pay you back as soon as your sister-in-law returns.”

The hospital in Dujiangyan was very crowded, so I was put on a bed in the corridor. Yang Lin had minor injuries and no bed, so he could only sit in a chair across from me getting an IV. He seemed very busy with work – even with his swollen mouth, he kept making phone calls after sitting down.

The police officer handling the accident couldn’t talk to him, so came to ask me if I had any other requests about handling the incident.

I sat up a bit straighter on the hospital bed and told the officer: “You’ve already helped negotiate very well, I don’t have any other requests.”

Yang Lin put down his phone and said to me: “I’ve noticed you’re easy to deal with.”

I smiled, “Should I try to scam you instead?”

Yang Lin patted his head, “It’s entirely my fault, nothing much to say. By the way, brother, since we’re just sitting here, let’s chat a bit. You said earlier you work in architecture, right?”

I nodded, “Yes.”

“Where do you work?”

“At a design institute under a state-owned enterprise in Beijing.”

“Oh.”

Yang Lin seemed quite interested in me and continued asking: “What specific area?”

“Building anti-flotation.”

“Anti-flotation?”

This topic seemed outside his expertise, but he still appeared interested.

“Is that for buildings on water?”

I glanced at the IV drip level and lowered my head to explain seriously, “No, buildings on land also experience buoyancy. Many ground-level buildings are actually below the groundwater level. According to Archimedes’ principle, these buildings will experience buoyancy like a boat. The buoyancy force equals the weight of groundwater displaced by the building. Last year in Chengdu, over 800 buildings had flotation issues.” (This data comes from a friend who works in building buoyancy)

“That serious?”

I smiled, “It’s not that serious. Building flotation issues are very common – most flotation problems won’t cause major issues if proper anti-flotation engineering is done.”

Yang Lin smiled, “Different fields are like different mountains.”

I asked Yang Lin, “What do you do?”

“Oh, I work in IT.”

I smiled and responded: “Then your income must be quite high.”

Yang Lin waved his hand, “Hey, doesn’t matter, I’m married. Now I need to compensate you, have to ask my sister, don’t even know if that little girl has that much money.”

I asked, “Is she still studying? Earlier in the car I heard her say she was in the university library.”

Yang Lin pursed his lips, “Her? She’s doing her PhD, teaches some classes on the side, just enough to support herself.”

I hesitated for a moment, then tentatively asked: “Is she married?”

“Married?”

Yang Lin nearly stood up, his eyebrows furrowed together with an exaggerated expression, “Marriage is impossible, do you know what she researches?”

“What?”

“Some Ming Dynasty eunuch with the surname Deng. Deng something…”

Yang Lin couldn’t remember, so he gave up and continued complaining to me: “I don’t understand these academic types. Just heard she’s doing pretty well recently, published some papers, and gotten a bit full of herself. When the family tries to introduce her to someone, she can’t even be bothered to meet them now. Mom wants me to manage her, but I can’t control her either, just let her be.”

As he was speaking, a nurse came to change my IV drip, looking at my wristband to confirm my name.

“Bed thirteen, what’s your name?”

I looked up and answered: “Deng Ying.”

Yang Lin jumped up, “What did you say your name was?”

The nurse glanced at him and said loudly: “Sir, please sit down.”

Yang Lin ignored the nurse and said directly to me: “It was just on the tip of my tongue but I couldn’t say it, as soon as you said it I remembered – that’s exactly who she researches, Deng Ying. This is amazing, you have to meet her.”

He immediately called Yang Wan, “Hey, where are you?”

The person on the phone seemed a bit anxious, “I’m already at the hospital, been looking for you in the surgery ward for ages but can’t find you, and your phone’s been busy. Where exactly are you?”

Yang Lin hurriedly said: “Sorry, was making work calls. No beds in surgery, we’re sitting in the corridor of the fifth-floor orthopedics ward. Come up.”

“Alright, I’m coming up now.”

Just as she finished speaking, the elevator doors opened and a girl in a white hoodie walked out carrying a large bag.

She was still so beautiful, without full makeup – just drawn eyebrows and light lipstick, wearing a cute bun hairstyle.

I had imagined meeting this girl many times.

I had hoped to be properly and cleanly dressed, not disheveled like before, but man proposes, and God disposes.

At least she didn’t look at me, walking straight to Yang Lin and dropping the bag beside him.

“Here, change of clothes, and food.”

Then she moved her bag to her chest, took out her wallet, and pulled out a card, “Here, this card isn’t bound to anything, it has all my savings. Take it for now, make sure you compensate them properly.”

Yang Lin stared at the bag: “I just sprained my hand, probably can leave tomorrow after observation, don’t need so many clothes. This brother here is the unlucky one.”

He jerked his chin toward me, “Just got X-rayed, seems like there might be a fracture.”

“Fracture? You fractured someone during New Year?”

Yang Lin was cowed by her scolding, “I didn’t mean to, who knew the bicycle would land on his leg too…”

His voice got smaller and smaller.

Yang Wan asked him: “Have you arranged a caretaker?”

“Not yet, wasn’t I waiting for you?”

“How did you negotiate it?”

“Just getting a caretaker, right? He’s from out of town, and lives in Beijing. This is all we can do for now unless you want to ask him again.”

Yang Wan turned around, finally seeing me lying behind her.

I don’t know what came over me, but my first reaction was to want to hide under the blanket.

She showed a slight look of puzzlement, “You seem… familiar.”

Yang Lin said from behind her: “Ask him his name yourself.”

Yang Wan turned back: “You hit him and you’re still being so impolite to him.”

“I’m not being impolite, I…”

Yang Wan glared at him, then turned to ask me: “I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

I squeezed my fingers, trying to stay calm: “Deng Ying.”

She stood before me, stunned for a moment, then broke into a smile.

“Mr. Deng, I’m so sorry. My brother is unreliable, but don’t worry, I’m on break, I’ll take care of everything.”

Extra Chapter: My Modern Daily Life with Yang Wan (Spring Festival)
For me, winters in Sichuan are rather difficult to endure. Though it doesn’t snow, the cold is intense. As the New Year approaches, the rain becomes more frequent. People coming and going through the corridors track water everywhere with their feet, and though the cleaning staff constantly mops with fresh water, the walkways remain perpetually damp.

I’ve always been particularly sensitive to cold. Having grown accustomed to Beijing’s central heating, the prospect of spending winter in Sichuan filled me with some apprehension. While the hospital rooms have air conditioning, this isn’t a major hospital, so the corridors lack central heating. According to hospital policy, patients in the corridor can only be moved to proper rooms after surgery. Since the inflammation in my leg hasn’t subsided well enough, I need to stay in the corridor for two more nights.

Yang Lin went to sleep in the observation ward that night, but Yang Wan stayed, bustling about helping us with various hospital admission procedures. While she was out buying food, I made a call home.

My family is quite large, and my parents love to maintain appearances, gathering all the relatives almost every New Year. Though it was only the twenty-eighth day of the twelfth lunar month, the house was already bustling with activity. The first thing my mother did when answering the phone was to shout at my father: “Old Deng, tell Fifth Aunt and the others to quiet down, our son is calling!”

Her tone immediately softened as she spoke to me, “Son, you’re still not done with work? Everyone at home is waiting for you. Your Second Uncle wants to introduce you to a girlfriend prospect, she just returned from studying abroad. I saw her today, she’s quite beautiful…”

I didn’t respond to that topic, only saying, “Work is almost finished, but I accidentally broke my leg.”

“What!”

My mother’s voice suddenly rose so sharp that I had to hold the phone away from my ear.

“It’s not a big prob-“

“What do you mean it’s not a problem? Where are you? Your father and I will come right away.”

Sitting on the hospital bed, I let out a small laugh. “If you leave, what about all the elders at home?”

“Well…”

Looking at the quiet corridor, I lifted my hand with the IV catheter and took a sip of water from the thermos at my bedside.

“Never mind, Mom. You coming here wouldn’t help much anyway. I’ve arranged for a care worker, and when I’m cleared for discharge, I can ask colleagues from our partner company here to send me back.”

My mother asked worriedly, “Are the partner company people reliable?”

“Of course they’re reliable, don’t worry.”

My mother let out a reluctant “Oh,” and then asked, “Do you need surgery? Your father has several friends in Chengdu, should we ask them to come check on you?”

“No need, it’s the New Year holiday, it wouldn’t be right to make people come to visit me in the hospital.”

“That’s true…”

My mother sounded helpless, “When is your surgery?”

“Still treating the inflammation. The doctor said they’ll schedule it based on how that goes, maybe the day after tomorrow.”

My mother sighed, “Oh you… this foot of yours has always been prone to injury since you were little.”

Just then, Yang Wan came back carrying two bowls of wonton. Seeing me on the phone, she pulled up a chair to sit by my bedside and set the wontons down to cool. I got nervous and quickly said to my mother, “Mom… let’s talk later, I’ll call you tomorrow.”

I hung up immediately.

Yang Wan took spoons from her bag and sterilized them with hot water, asking, “Was that Auntie?”

I instinctively clasped my hands on my knee and nodded, “Yes.”

Yang Wan turned to pour out the water used to sterilize the spoons and said, “Auntie must be very angry with us, having you get into a car accident during New Year’s, making it so you can’t go home for the reunion.”

Looking down, I said, “It’s fine, I didn’t want to go back.”

Yang Wan nodded but didn’t pursue the topic. She handed me a spoon, then looked at my right hand with the IV drip and suddenly hesitated.

Seeing her uncertainty, I quickly said, “I’m left-handed, it’s fine.”

Only then did her brow relax. “That’s good. With the New Year coming up, it’s hard to find care workers. The earliest one can come is tomorrow afternoon. You’ll have to make do with me for now. For bathroom needs, I’ll ask male nurses to help, and I’ll handle the IV changes and meals.”

I asked Yang Wan, “Aren’t you going home for New Year’s?”

Yang Wan handed me the wontons, “I live nearby, I can go back anytime. Besides… I don’t want to go home for New Year’s either. There are too many people there, and once they start talking about me, it never ends. I can’t handle it all.”

“May I ask how old you are?”

Yang Wan smiled, “Thirty. You understand.”

She moved her chair a bit closer, “Eat while it’s hot, I’ll hold it for you.”

I tried moving my hand with the IV, “I can hold it myself.”

“Better not, we don’t want blood flowing back into the line.”

She rested her elbows on her knees to support herself, “My brother just told me you’re nice, not giving him any trouble and not making any demands.”

I scooped up a wonton and took a bite.

The scallion fragrance was especially strong, and the broth was very flavorful.

Yang Wan smiled and asked, “Is it good? The nurses told me this place is famous.”

I nodded, “Mm, it’s delicious.”

“Then tomorrow morning I’ll buy you their beef noodles. Hmm… you’re from the North, probably can’t handle spicy food, right?”

“I can eat spicy food.”

“Huh? Really?”

“Really.”

Why can I eat spicy food?

I learned it deliberately.

I remember, back in the Great Ming Dynasty, Yang Wan always craved chili peppers. Unfortunately, neither Song Yunqing nor I dared to eat them.

Once she made something called Sichuan hotpot at home, with red oil floating on top of the broth. She hung it over a fire stove, like other pots, for cooking meat. Chen Hua took one bite and rushed to drink water, and when I tried it, the spiciness immediately brought tears to my eyes.

Yang Wan… seemed quite disappointed, though she couldn’t say much.

She put the pot away and made different food, but in the middle of the night, she secretly got up and went to the courtyard alone, lit the stove, and sat by it eating the leftover dishes.

When I went to check on her, I saw her eating with sweat all over her face, but she looked happy.

From that time on, I thought, if I were younger, I would learn to eat spicy food, so I could share sweaty hotpot meals with my Wan Wan, not leaving her all alone.

So, from a very young age, I started trying to eat spicy food.

Beijing cuisine rarely uses chili or doubanjiang seasoning, but whenever there was any on the dining table, I would secretly pick it out to eat. At first, it made me cry, and even my family said it was strange. My mother often told relatives, “This boy must have been a Sichuan son-in-law in his past life, can’t handle spicy food but insists on eating it.”

Heaven knows.

It was a regret from my past life.

“A Beijinger who can eat spicy food, that’s something.”

Yang Wan mused as she sat in front of me, “But never mind that, you’re getting anti-inflammatory treatment, better keep it light.”

“Yes.”

I agreed with her habitually. “I’ll eat spicy food later.”

Yang Wan suddenly burst out laughing, almost dropping the bowl.

I felt awkward, thinking I’d said something wrong.

“I’m sorry… I…”

Yang Wan steadied the bowl and said to me, “You’ve probably never cursed at anyone, have you?”

I nodded with an “Mm.”

Yang Wan gestured for me to continue eating, tilting her head with a smile, “My brother is really lucky to have encountered a patient like you. The more you’re like this, the more guilty I feel, not knowing how to make it up to you.”

It’s me who should make it up to you, Wan Wan.

“Hurry and eat, it’s getting cold.”

“Oh, okay.”

Worried she’d get tired from holding the bowl, I quickly finished all the wontons.

Yang Wan got up to wash the bowls and threw away the trash while she was at it. When she came back, she had a cup of hot black tea in her hand. She stood at the nurses’ station, asking for a folding bed.

The nurse asked her, “Which patient are you looking after?”

Yang Wan looked at me, then at the observation ward, and told the nurse, “I might need to check on both, just put the bed next to bed number thirteen. I’ll probably just doze off for a bit anyway, don’t think I’ll sleep.”

The nurse said, “Alright.”

So they gave her a bed, reminding her to watch her belongings.

Yang Wan walked toward me, carrying the bed in one hand and the tea in the other, smiling.

An auntie in the bed ahead asked me with a smile, “Is that your wife?”

I unconsciously responded with an “Mm,” and the auntie smiled at the man attending her bed, “Youth is wonderful, isn’t it? Look how loving this young couple is.”

I hurriedly said to Yang Wan, “I… I didn’t mean it like that.”

Yang Wan handed me the black tea while setting up the bed, “Then why did you say ‘Mm’?”

I quickly turned to explain to the auntie next door, “Um, we’re not married.”

The auntie was disappointed, letting out an “Ah” before saying, “Not married? Then you must be dating.”

“No… we’re not dating.”

When I get nervous, my ears turn red and I start to stutter.

Seeing my embarrassment, Yang Wan stepped forward, “Auntie, my brother hit him with his bike, I’m here to help my brother look after him.”

The auntie heard this and smiled kindly, “Oh, so that’s how it is. But looking at you two, you match very well. Young man, are you married?”

“No…”

The auntie clicked her tongue while looking at Yang Wan.

“Then pursue her.”

Pursue her? Of course, I would!

But… how?

I sat on the hospital bed looking at Yang Wan as she crossed her legs on the folding bed, took out her tablet from her bag, and began studying while resting her chin on her hand.

I couldn’t help but ask, “What are you looking at?”

“Oh.”

Yang Wan held up her tablet, “Some professional materials. Are you bored? If you’re bored, I’ll stop reading and chat with you.”

I shook my head, “Your brother said you study history.”

“Yes. Though my current research topic is quite narrow, I’m studying one particular person.”

“Who is it?”

“Umm…”

She seemed somewhat reluctant to say, putting down her tablet and scratching her head, “This person, well, has the same name as you, Deng Ying. He was a… how should I put it… an inner court official from the early Ming Dynasty.”

I continued, “You mean a eunuch, right?”

“Mm… yes. Please don’t take offense.”

I smiled and shook my head, “I’m not offended. May I ask why you chose him as your research subject?”

Yang Wan hugged her arms, “I don’t know. The first time I saw this person’s name, my heart inexplicably ached. It was as if this person wanted to speak to me, but he could no longer open his mouth. So I started trying to understand him, and then research his life and experiences. Gradually, I discovered he seemed different from what was recorded in history.”

She looked up at me after speaking, “Actually, as a historian, I must utilize as many primary sources as possible, but I can only work from historical materials to try to reconstruct the course of events. Reconstructing a person is much harder. What their personality was like, their temperament, whether they loved someone, or hated someone – only the deceased themselves know these things.”

I nodded, showing I agreed with what she said.

“A bit boring, isn’t it? You’re not a liberal arts student.”

“How do you know?”

“I can tell from the way you speak. Umm… may I ask what you do?”

“Architecture.”

“Ah?”

Yang Wan froze for a moment, then sat up on her knees, “You’re in architecture too?”

I made an affirmative sound.

Yang Wan slapped her knee and laughed, “What a coincidence!”

Of course, it’s a coincidence.

Because I am that person who couldn’t open his mouth.

And not only could I not open my mouth, I didn’t know how to speak. I watched her right before my eyes, yet I didn’t know how to engage in a deeper conversation with her.

Thinking about it now, Yang Wan from Nanhaizi back then was truly more at ease than me.

Although she always said that she didn’t like me then, that she was just a female cultural hooligan, from six hundred years later maintained the most appropriate distance from me. But now, I’m so afraid of crossing boundaries that I might become a “hooligan” in front of her.

Fortunately, the holiday was approaching.

Though we were in the hospital, everywhere was lively, with visitors bringing many flowers and food for the patients.

Yang Wan ran up and down between the fifth and first floors, following other visitors’ example by piling flowers and snacks at my bedside.

My surgery was scheduled for the first day of the New Year.

On New Year’s Eve, I had to fast. They prepped my skin in the afternoon at six, and I couldn’t even drink water after that.

No IV drip that night. My care worker said she wanted to go home for the New Year’s Eve dinner. As I sat on the bed reading, I thought having dinner wouldn’t take long, so I let her go.

By almost eight o’clock, the sky was completely dark, and fireworks began outside, the gentle night sky repeatedly illuminated by bursts of light.

The TVs in the ward were all tuned to CCTV, and this year’s Spring Festival Gala began right on schedule.

I put down my book and looked out the window.

A sea of lights, bustling everywhere.

The China she once told me about was now right before my eyes. How fortunate to be in this prosperous age with Yang Wan.

“Hey!”

I was startled.

Yang Wan stood before me with a bag of snacks.

“Why did you come?”

Yang Wan put down the snack bag and took out her tablet, opening the CCTV live stream.

“I ate at home, then thought you must be bored sitting alone, so I brought my tablet for you to watch the Spring Festival Gala. Here, I brought snacks too, all for you.”

I smiled, “I have surgery tomorrow, I’m fasting today.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot.”

She had been about to open a bag of potato chips, but hearing this, put them back.

“Then I won’t eat either.”

I picked up the bag of chips and handed it to her, “It’s fine, go ahead and eat.”

Only then did she smile and open the package, pulling out the care worker’s stool to sit in front of my bed, “Let me tell you, fireworks aren’t allowed in the city, but they’re not strict about it here, so I brought some sparklers. After midnight, we’ll find a place to light them secretly and make wishes.”

I asked Yang Wan what her wish was.

She watched the Spring Festival Gala screen, smiling as she said, “I wish for your speedy recovery, and that both of us find good partners next year to bring home for the New Year.”

Extra Chapter: My Modern Daily Life with Yang Wan (The Pursuit)
How should I, in the twenty-first century, pursue a woman who once shared decades with me in the Great Ming Dynasty?

Our mindsets are inevitably different.

She once told me that because she knew history’s outcome, her existence in the Ming Dynasty was born of despair.

Yet when those words “born of despair” came from her lips, they didn’t carry much weight. Just like her usual way of handling life, she always made heavy things seem light. She never let anyone see her exhaustion, constantly giving me vibrant energy.

Now, I want to repay those words “born of despair.”

So, Wan Wan, it’s fine if you’ve forgotten me. Live happily and confidently in the twenty-first century, and let me be the one to find you.

But what should I do after finding you?

My recovery from the fracture surgery took longer than I expected. By the time I could move freely, it was nearly April. I took the initiative to request a transfer to the long-term project in Chengdu. They were chronically short-staffed there, so when I asked, the institute agreed immediately.

While I was packing at home, my mother kept hesitating to speak several times throughout the evening.

Crouching beside the bed folding shirts, I asked her, “Mom, what do you want to say?”

My mother sat down beside me and said, “Who will take care of you so far away?”

I put the shirt in the suitcase and looked up at her, “There’s someone I want to take care of in Chengdu.”

My mother froze for a moment, then immediately smiled, lowering her voice to ask, “Are you dating?”

I shook my head, “Not yet. She’s wonderful, but I don’t know how to pursue her.”

My mother slapped the bed, “I told you your personality wouldn’t appeal to girls. Always so quiet and reserved.”

I nodded, smiling as I responded, “Yes.”

My mother raised her voice to call outside, “Old Deng…”

My father was washing dishes in the kitchen. He wiped his hands as he walked into my room asking, “What is it?”

My mother clicked her tongue and patted the bed, “Come sit down.”

Seeing my mother’s serious demeanor, my father thought he’d done something wrong and nervously sat across from her, “What… what’s wrong?”

“Our son has someone he likes.”

“Oh really, is that so?”

I nodded, “Yes.”

My father hurriedly took off his apron, “That’s wonderful, when will you bring her home? I’ll cook something special.”

My mother interrupted, “Bring her home? Your son is so clueless, he doesn’t even know how to pursue her.”

“Then… then I…”

“You’re his father, you need to teach him. How did you pursue me back then? Tell him properly.”

My father looked embarrassed, “These young people nowadays, how can it be the same as our time? Come on, if you’re not embarrassed, I still am. I’m going back to wash the dishes.”

So some topics are perhaps best discussed between father and son late at night, with two cigarettes lit in the darkness.

That night after the lights were out, my father came to my room with his lighter, offering me a box of his own cigarettes.

“Here, Yunyans.”

I didn’t take them, “Dad, you know I don’t smoke.”

“Then let’s open some beer.”

“Alright.”

I went to get a can of beer from the refrigerator and stood with my father on the balcony.

The early summer breeze felt comfortable. I opened the beer and took a sip, about to speak when my father beat me to it.

“All these years you’ve buried yourself in work, turning down everyone we tried to introduce. Did you already have someone you liked?”

Holding the beer, I nodded. “Yes, I liked her since I was very young, but then she left, and I didn’t know where to find her.”

“You found her in Chengdu?”

“Yes.”

“Ah…”

My father sighed.

I couldn’t help but smile, turning to ask him, “Dad, what are you sighing about?”

My father shook his head, “Thirty years old and just starting to pursue a girl, you’re starting late.”

That was very honest.

I took another sip of beer, “Yes, it’s late. I know that myself.”

My father patted my shoulder, “Let Dad give you some advice, listen carefully.”

He put out his cigarette and seriously said to me, “First, don’t be stingy. Whatever the girl likes, whether you approve or think it’s necessary or not, buy it and give it to her as a gift.”

I nodded, listening intently.

My father tapped the balcony railing as he continued, “Second, listen to what the girl says. Whatever she wants you to wear, wear it. Whatever she wants to eat, eat it. Wherever she wants to go, go there. I can see you’re not one for fun, but young girls nowadays aren’t like you, staying home reading books. When she wants to take you out, you absolutely can’t be lazy. If you don’t know how to have fun, learn. Your father didn’t know how to dance before, but look now – your mother can’t even outdance me anymore.”

He laughed to himself as he said this, but after a few chuckles, he grew serious again.

“The third is the hardest – protect her.”

He patted my shoulder as he spoke, “It’s not just simple things like helping her reach high places or changing light bulbs. You need to have the courage to take on the burdens she can’t bear herself.”

You need to have the courage to take on the burdens she can’t bear.

Of all our late-night father-son talk, this phrase stayed with me the most.

So I decided not to force those memories on Wan Wan.

Even if they’re etched in my bones, it’s enough that I alone remember them.

Don’t break the linear flow of time, don’t make Wan Wan look back. Let her live peacefully.

As my father told me: don’t be stingy, listen to her, protect her.

Nothing more, don’t overthink it.

At the end of April 2018, I transferred from Beijing to Chengdu.

I still maintained my habit of working quietly, occasionally joining colleagues for gatherings. But whenever I had time, I would visit C University.

The university’s library and cafeteria were open to the public. I’d run into Yang Wan several times but never dared to approach her. However, I gradually discovered her dining patterns.

She liked the maocai on the third floor of the second cafeteria, but there was usually a long line. Only on Friday afternoons were there fewer people, and she would usually go around eleven-fifty to eat early.

She ate a lot when alone, filling up a whole basket of vegetables and asking for an extra portion of beef.

However, when she was with others, she would deliberately order less.

But this Friday, she didn’t come early.

I was standing with my basket, uncertain what to choose, when a student behind me urged, “Hey, could you pick faster?”

“Oh, sorry, I’ll just…”

“He’s not a student.”

I froze, turning to see Yang Wan standing beside me with a stack of documents, “Long time no see. Let me pick, you help me hold these books.”

“Okay.”

She quickly filled up a large basket, then told the server, “Auntie, two more portions of beef, two bowls of rice, not too spicy.”

Then she pointed behind her, “Deng Ying, go wait over there.”

My father said to listen to her, eat what she tells me to eat and go where she tells me to go.

I used to be that kind of person, but for these thirty years, I’ve been standing on the edge of “tranquility,” with an uneasy sea of night before me. Yet just now, when she called my name and told me to wait, I felt as if I’d taken a step back from that spiritual boundary.

“When did you come to Chengdu?”

“Beginning of this month.”

“Business trip? How long can you stay?”

“Not a business trip, I requested a transfer to the project here. Won’t be going back for a while.”

Yang Wan nodded, looking down at my leg, “Has your leg healed?”

I instinctively moved my leg back a few inches, “More or less, but I can’t do strenuous exercise yet, can’t drive for now. Wan Wan…”

I unconsciously called out “Wan Wan,” and she noticeably froze, “What did you call me?”

I panicked, not knowing how to cover it up, hurriedly standing to apologize, “I’m sorry, I…”

“It’s fine.”

She looked up with a bright smile, “You can call me Wan Wan, it’s my nickname. My brother used to call me that, though now he just uses my full name.”

She glanced at my leg again, “Deng Ying, don’t stand up so quickly.”

I hurriedly said, “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“Mm.”

She looked away but let out a quiet sigh.

“Modern medical technology is good, it’s not a big deal now. But in the past, injuries to the bone needed careful attention, or they’d leave lasting effects. That person in history who shared your name had a leg condition.”

“Did he develop a chronic condition?”

“Yes.”

Yang Wan nodded, “Because of his father, he was imprisoned in the Ministry of Justice’s prison. His initial injury was from that time. Maybe it was too severe, or perhaps he didn’t take proper care of it, but later he had difficulty walking. Don’t end up like him.”

“I think… he was disobedient then.”

Yang Wan smiled slightly, “Whose words could he have obeyed? In the twelfth year of Zhenning, when the court was purging his father’s faction, probably no one dared speak to him.”

She habitually rested her chin on her hand, “Although we’re doing empirical research now, I wonder what he was thinking then. Ah…”

She sighed, “But even if I knew, I couldn’t write about it.”

“Why not?”

Yang Wan shrugged, “Because studying historical materials can help reconstruct events, but not the person. People are too complex – life, death, illness, emotions – unless you lived beside them, you can never truly reconstruct their life.”

At this point, she suddenly dropped her hand, “I couldn’t help myself again, telling you these irrelevant things. By the way, why do you come to our school cafeteria to eat?”

I hesitated, looking down as I said, “I don’t know what to do with my free time, so I come to the library to read.”

Yang Wan looked into my eyes, “You seem to always be alone.”

“I…”

“Even when you were sick, you stayed in the hospital alone. Deng Ying, that’s not good.”

I admitted, “I know it’s not good.”

“Ha.”

Yang Wan laughed, “You’re so well-behaved when you talk. You probably never argued with your previous girlfriends, right?”

“Wan Wan, I’ve never had a girlfriend.”

I know I must have said this too eagerly, even blushing, otherwise Yang Wan wouldn’t have kept staring at my ears.

“What is it…”

“Your ears are red.”

“Wan Wan.”

“Yes?”

“May I…”

“Pursue me?”

You thought that’s what I was going to say, right?

But it wasn’t. I thought I would say it too, but when the words reached my lips, they became something else entirely.

“May I… have a bottle of water…”

Yang Wan froze, then laughed at me again, taking out her campus card and handing it to me, “Go ahead and buy it, get two bottles, I want one too.”

Extra Chapter: My Modern Daily Life with Yang Wan (Family Chapter)
While using Yang Wan’s campus card to buy water at the cafeteria store, I suddenly remembered what Yang Lun once said to me: “Deng Fuling, you’re spending my sister’s money again.”

Those words weren’t wrong.

During those decades in the Great Ming, my health was never very good. By the time I had saved some money in my old age, I gave it all to Yang Wan, but by then we were both elderly and couldn’t eat much or have the energy to travel far. When we were young, Yang Wan ran the Qingbo House, gradually becoming Beijing’s premier book merchant, while I, as a “scoundrel” in Yang Wan’s words, “happily” lived off her for several years.

Now I’ve worked for four or five years. Besides basic daily food and seasonal clothing, I have no other expenses and have saved nearly 600,000 yuan. Before coming to Chengdu, I consolidated this money into a single card. I’m thinking far ahead, even though I can’t even speak the words “courtship” right now.

“Hey, brother, is your leg better?”

I froze, turning to see Yang Lin standing behind me.

“It’s almost healed.”

Yang Lin glanced at Yang Wan sitting to the side. “You came to see my sister?”

“No…”

“Then why are you using her card?”

“Ah?”

I didn’t know whether to hide it or admit it, but fortunately, Yang Wan got up and came over. “I’m treating him to a drink. Brother, do you want anything?”

Yang Lin pointed at the freezer and said, “I’ll have a Coke.”

He then took the card from my hand and gave it to Yang Wan, looking at me while telling her: “Brother has already compensated him for everything. Don’t feel like you owe him anything. He’s a man, why are you paying? Let him scan his code.”

Yang Wan pinched him, “This cafeteria doesn’t use scan codes. Stop causing trouble.”

“Causing trouble?”

Yang Lin was indignant. “I’m already running late for an afternoon meeting, but I specially came to pick you up and fix your computer at home, and you say I’m…”

Yang Wan raised her hands in surrender: “Sorry, sorry, I didn’t know you had a meeting. Work is important, let’s deal with my computer next week.”

Seeing Yang Wan’s unhappiness, Yang Lin lowered his voice, “Didn’t you say you urgently needed the computer?”

Yang Wan took the water handed over by the aunty, “Forget it, it’s not good for you to drive in such a rush later. I’ll take it out for repairs instead.”

I tentatively asked, “What’s the problem?”

Yang Lin answered, “Don’t know exactly, from the video, probably a system issue.”

“I can take a look for her.”

Yang Lin looked at me, “You know how to do that too?”

I smiled, “Certainly not as well as you.”

Yang Wan turned and asked me, “Don’t you have work this afternoon?”

“Mm, I took a sick day today for my hospital follow-up…”

Before I could finish, Yang Lin suddenly grabbed my arm, “Let me tell you, even I have to notify her in advance to visit my sister’s place. Just fix the computer properly, don’t stay too long.”

I nodded, “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t dare.”

Only then did Yang Lin let go of me, making a phone gesture to Yang Wan, “I’m going to my meeting. Keep your phone on, got it?”

“Got it!”

Yang Wan made a face at Yang Lin’s back, then turned to hand me the water, “Deng Ying, don’t mind him. My brother has such a sister complex, that he’s so contradictory – wanting me to get married soon while being hostile to any man who gets close to me. I often don’t understand him either.”

“I know, he was like that before.”

“Before?”

I hurriedly covered up, “Oh, we talked about some things while at the hospital.”

Yang Wan didn’t pay much attention to my words, leading me to the seats, “Thanks for helping today, this treat wasn’t wasted.”

Yang Wan’s home wasn’t far from C University, on the twelfth floor, a two-bedroom apartment.

On the way, Yang Wan said she’d moved out of her family home when she was a senior, and this apartment was rented. Although it was a two-bedroom, only one bedroom was usable – the other was basically filled with her books and research materials. I asked her, “Do you have a lot of materials?”

Yang Wan tucked her hair behind her ear, “Not much before, but later because the materials were scattered across various universities and libraries, some even abroad. Photography and photocopying weren’t easy. Some couldn’t be borrowed or copied, only hand-copied, which took a lot of time. Even when they’re no longer needed, I can’t bear to throw them away. They just kept piling up more and more. My parents don’t understand, but they know those are my most precious things.”

She opened the door while speaking.

She crouched down to change her slippers.

In the entryway, there was only one pair of pink and white bear-ear slippers. After she changed, she took out a grey pair with cat ears from the shoe cabinet and placed them in front of me, “These aren’t my brother’s, feel free to wear them, they’re super soft. By the way, can you crouch down? Do you want me to get you a small stool?”

“It’s fine, Wan… no…”

Yang Wan crouched beside me hugging her knees, “You’ve already called me that, just keep going.”

“I’m not a bad person, I…”

Yang Wan laughed, “I know.”

She pulled over a small stool and put it behind me, “Hold onto the shoe cabinet when you sit, be careful. I’ll go turn on the computer.”

I sat on the stool to change my shoes.

As Yang Wan said, the rabbit-fur slippers were exceptionally soft, and the cat ears on top would bounce up and down with each step. Yang Wan came out carrying the computer, saw me staring at my feet, and couldn’t help laughing, “Cute, right? The pair on your feet and the pair on mine were bought as a set. I liked these bear ears ones, but they couldn’t be bought separately, so I brought these cat ear ones home too.”

She put the computer on the coffee table, which also had an opened pack of daily nuts.

Yang Wan poured some into her hand to eat, then picked up an unopened pack and called to me.

“Deng Ying.”

“Ah?”

“Take these to eat.”

I reached out to take them, “Have you always liked eating these?”

“Yeah, they’re good for the brain and prevent hair loss. I envy your hair volume.”

She lifted her bangs, “Look at mine, isn’t it worrying?”

I shook my head, wanting to tell her: “Wan Wan looks good no matter what.”

However, I was still afraid she’d think I was a creep.

“Deng Ying, it’s started up, take a look first. I’m going to the supermarket to buy some things, I’ll be back soon.”

These words were a dramatic foreshadowing, but I didn’t know it at the time.

I focused on helping Yang Wan restore her system, and when the repairs were complete, it was exactly four o’clock.

I stood up wanting to wash my hands, and when passing the kitchen, I saw a pot so burnt you couldn’t tell its original color, and a bowl of noodles that she probably couldn’t stomach herself, so left there uneaten.

I walked into the kitchen, took down her apron hanging behind the door and put it on, bent down to pour out that bowl of noodles, soaked the bowl in water, rolled up my sleeves, found a steel wool scrubber in the sink, and started scrubbing the pot bit by bit. Just then, the sound of the door lock rang out. I thought it was Wan Wan and went out with my hands raised, but as soon as I reached the kitchen doorway, I froze.

The people who came in were a couple who looked very much like Wan Wan.

When I came out wearing the apron, they were changing shoes in the entryway. Auntie looked up and saw me, startled with an “Aiya!” “Who are you? Why are you in our little Wan Wan’s place?”

“I…”

Before I could speak, Uncle had already sized me up, “Hired household help, eh? Our Wan Wan is getting fancy.”

I’m not good at lying, but at that moment, I inexplicably nodded.

Auntie seemed somewhat disbelieving, walking around me in a circle, saying to Uncle, “They have male housekeepers now?”

Uncle carried a big bag of vegetables inside, “Why not? It’s not like he’s her boyfriend. You know her, she doesn’t date, no one wants her.”

Hearing this, Auntie gave Uncle a light slap, “What are you saying? Our daughter has plenty of pursuers.”

Uncle took the vegetables out of the bag, “Pursuers? You could poke her with an awl and she wouldn’t jump. She’s hopeless, just leave her be.”

This conversation amused me, but I didn’t dare laugh, standing with raised hands at the kitchen doorway, not knowing what to do.

Uncle pulled me by the apron into the kitchen, “You’re the housekeeper, right?”

Walking along, I responded with an “Mm.”

Uncle pointed to the small stool by the door, “Bring the stool over, sit with me, and help prepare vegetables.”

“Okay, I’ll go get it.”

Auntie looked at the pot in the sink and asked me, “Did Wan Wan cook with this pot, or did you?”

“I cooked…”

I was going to take the blame for Wan Wan, but Uncle interrupted, “How could it possibly be him? Only your daughter is that fierce, burning even a stainless steel pot through.”

Auntie lifted the pot and laughed, “True.”

Then she said to me, “You’re quite good, polishing it so bright even after it was burnt like that.”

Uncle agreed, “These young men nowadays are really good at housework, especially professionals like you, you professionals.”

I nodded while preparing vegetables.

Auntie said, “We came today to see our daughter, and wanted to make her something to eat. Will you help us cook together later?”

“Of course, Auntie, whatever you need me to do, I’ll help.”

Auntie smiled, “Such a good boy, nowadays raising a son is better than raising a daughter.”

This was when Yang Wan returned.

As soon as she entered, before she could understand the situation, Uncle asked from the kitchen, “Xiao Wan, how much do you pay this housekeeper per month?”

Yang Wan was flustered, “What housekeeper? There’s no housekeeper!”

She ran into the kitchen.

I sat on the stool preparing vegetables, saying nothing.

“Mom, Dad, what are you making him do!”

“Just helping prepare vegetables.”

Yang Wan pulled at my apron straps, “Deng Ying, get up quick.”

I was lifted by Yang Wan, standing at the doorway.

Auntie asked, “What’s wrong? You hired household help, I can’t even ask for a little assistance?”

“He’s not household help…”

“Then who is he?”

“My brother’s friend, he came especially today to fix my computer.”

“Wearing an apron to fix computers?”

“This…”

Yang Wan finally glanced at me: “Why are you wearing an apron?”

“Wanted to help you… scrub a pot.”

“Scrub…”

Yang Wan was both annoyed and amused, but Auntie seemed to understand something, suddenly asking: “Young man, are you married?”

Extra Chapter: My Modern Daily Life with Yang Wan (Earthquake Chapter)
That afternoon, I sat alone on the stool while Uncle and Auntie sat side by side on the sofa opposite, “seriously” questioning me. Wan Wan helplessly paced behind me, until finally, unable to bear it anymore, she pulled me up and said to her parents: “Aren’t you going home yet?”

“Oh, we’re going, we’re leaving right now.”

Auntie said while pulling Uncle up in the same manner.

I was pulled aside by Wan Wan, Uncle was pulled to the door by Auntie. Before opening the door, Uncle gave me a look – the complex emotions in his eyes, I still haven’t fully deciphered to this day.

Wan Wan watched her parents enter the elevator before finally sighing in relief, and walking back inside to start clearing the bowls and chopsticks from the table.

I wanted to help, but she blocked me, looking up with a smile: “This is my home, housework should naturally be done by me. You’re my guest, go sit on the sofa, I’ll get you something to drink.”

I sat back on the sofa, watching Yang Wan work in the kitchen.

She wasn’t very good at housework. By the time she finished clattering around with that pile of dishes, it was already past seven in the evening.

She took two cans of sparkling water from the refrigerator, handed one to me, removed her apron, sat cross-legged on the carpet by the coffee table, stretched, retied her ponytail, then opened her can and tilted her head back to take several big gulps.

“I’m sorry.”

She turned her head and smiled at me.

I looked down at her, silent for a long while before asking, “What’s wrong?”

Wan Wan turned back, “I’m the type of person who gets caught up in things and neglects everything else. I can’t cook, I burn pots, my parents want to find someone to take care of me, but that’s not fair. No matter how good a boy is, how well he understands life, he has his career and his own emotions. Before I learn how to get along with others, I don’t want that person to suffer.”

“I understand.”

Hearing this, Wan Wan laughed, “What do you understand, Deng Ying?”

“I understand that I need to wait for Wan Wan.”

Wan Wan seemed to freeze for a moment, lifting her sparkling water but not drinking.

“Did I save you before or something?”

“No.”

“Then why do you say that?”

I squeezed the can, speaking: “I like you, but I can’t offend you.”

Wan Wan was quiet for a moment, “Is this fair? Giving all the initiative to me?”

I bent down slightly, trying to get closer to her, softly answering: “Don’t worry, it’s fair.”

The past Wan Wan and the current me should both understand. The transformation of feelings between people needs time.

I spent decades with the past Wan Wan, but the current her has known me for less than half a year.

As Yang Wan said, this might seem unfair to me, but six hundred years ago, Wan Wan must have been like me now, carefully trying to maintain proper distance, measuring appropriate boundaries, and unwilling to presumptuously intrude on my life. Having lived in such a free and equal world, and having had such a happy family, I can only now begin to sense a corner of how exhausted Wan Wan must have been by my side.

So, this relationship now is fair.

I’ve come to repay my debt to Wan Wan. The only thing I hope Wan Wan will do for me is give me a chance.

Fortunately, she did.

“You have my phone number, right?”

“Yang Lin gave it to me when I was in the hospital.”

“Mm. My WeChat is the same number. When I’m not in the university library, I’m in my advisor’s research room. Next time you want to find me, don’t go to the cafeteria.”

Finally, I didn’t have to stake out the cafeteria anymore.

However, Wan Wan later went out of town for a symposium, and my project had to partially halt resampling due to missing parameters at the collaborating laboratory. I temporarily supported the secondary structure construction of a nearby project. The construction site for this project was near my rented home, and the project provided shuttle transportation, solving my temporary inability to drive. But because they were rushing this phase of the project, I also became very busy.

Wan Wan messaged that night saying she would return tomorrow morning. I had already arranged with the general supervisor to leave early, planning to have dinner with Wan Wan in the evening, but none of us could have anticipated that the next afternoon, on May 12, 2008, while the project was stockpiling materials and I was preparing to go up to the third floor to check the planted reinforcement, the ground suddenly began to jump. The engineer below immediately shouted to me: “Engineer Deng, don’t go up! Find a stable place to hold onto and stand firm!”

Then the building began to sway, and the workers all panicked.

“It’s an earthquake, everyone holds tight!”

After about twenty seconds, the stairway’s swaying subsided. Another project engineer and I immediately checked the walls and stairwell. During the secondary structure construction, the edge safety protection had been dismantled haphazardly for planting reinforcement and pouring concrete. After this shock, the scaffold wall connections had almost completely come loose. I shouted down: “The wall connections are loose, everyone evacuates outside first, we’ll bring the workers down right away.”

After coming down from the heavy structure and retreating from the site, we realized how severe this earthquake was. Everyone outside was still in shock, mobile signals were completely down, and transportation was almost paralyzed. Several geological engineers in the project team were discussing, saying they didn’t know where the epicenter was, but judging from the situation here, it was likely above magnitude 7.

I stood by the road trying to call Yang Wan but still got only a busy signal.

The project began implementing earthquake emergency procedures, cutting off power and water supply, checking personnel, and arranging supplies. I couldn’t leave my post temporarily. By the time I received notice that I could leave, the sky was completely dark.

It started raining, most bus services had stopped, and getting a taxi was even more impossible.

I borrowed an umbrella from the construction site and walked home in the rain. When I reached the entrance of the residential complex, I saw many people standing in the bicycle shelter outside avoiding the rain. Among them was someone crouching in the crowd with a white suitcase, completely soaked. I hurried over to help her up.

“Wan Wan…”

Unexpectedly, when she saw me, her eyes immediately turned red, “They said your construction site collapsed…”

“I’m fine, don’t believe rumors.”

Wan Wan coughed a few times, “I’m sorry, I don’t understand, I spoke nonsense…”

“It’s okay, it’s okay, don’t panic Wan Wan, why did you come to my area?”

Wan Wan rubbed her eyes, “The airport shuttle reached this area and encountered road closures, I had nowhere to go, and couldn’t contact my brother or parents either…”

I looked at her dripping hair, “Are you very cold?”

Wan Wan grabbed her hair, shaking her head: “It’s fine, I couldn’t even think about that.”

I picked up her suitcase, “Come to my place to change clothes.”

“But they say there might be aftersh…”

“Wan Wan, I live on the first floor, it’s okay.”

At home, everything was intact except for a crack in the bathtub.

The earthquake had caused water and power outages, but fortunately, the natural gas was still on, and being on the first floor, there was enough water pressure for some water to come from the tap. I drew water to heat up for Wan Wan’s bath, then turned to go to the bedroom to find her a towel.

Wan Wan stood behind me silently, using her phone’s light to help me see.

“Wan Wan, save your phone battery, I can see.”

“Okay.”

She was still in shock but had become particularly obedient.

I put a set of my own pajamas on the sofa and went to the kitchen to fetch water, telling her: “They’re new, I’ve never used them. Make do with washing up here first and change your clothes.”

“Deng Ying…”

“What is it?”

Wan Wan looked toward the bathroom, “It’s too dark.”

I paused while carrying the water, my heart suddenly softening. She had protected me for decades, seeming fearless of everything. Only now did I know that she too had things she feared.

“Don’t be afraid, we’ll light candles.”

I lit the candles and secured them on the water platform.

Wan Wan stood at the bathroom door holding the towel, lost in thought. I tentatively stroked her head gently, and only then did she look up at me.

“Go in.”

“There won’t be another earthquake, right?”

I shook my head, “Theoretically, aftershocks won’t be bigger than the previous one.”

“Mm.”

Wan Wan nodded.

Only then did she walk into the bathroom in her slippers?

I walked to the entryway to bring in her luggage, but suddenly heard her call: “Deng Ying.”

I quickly responded: “I’m here, what’s wrong?”

She seemed to hesitate for a moment, “What are you doing?”

“Moving your suitcase.”

“Oh.”

“Can I open it? To find clothes for you.”

“Yes, they’re in the top layer.”

I crouched down and opened the suitcase using the light from the bathroom, just about to take out her clothes when I heard her calling my name again.

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes?”

“Where are you?”

“Right outside the bathroom door.”

“Oh…”

She fell silent again. I stood up and walked to the bathroom door, “Wan Wan, are you scared?”

She didn’t respond at first, then after a while gave a soft “Mm.”

I put the clothes on the rack and told her: “Then I’ll sit outside the bathroom door.”

“I’m not asking you to sit at the door, I…”

“It’s okay Wan Wan, just talk to me.”

Wan Wan was still as talkative as before.

“How’s your project site?”

“Don’t know exactly, have to wait for post-shock assessment.”

“Have you contacted your parents?”

“Not yet.”

“They must be so worried.”

“I’ll contact them as soon as I can. You’re a girl, if they can’t reach you for a whole night, Uncle and Auntie must be more worried than my parents.”

Wan Wan was quiet for a moment.

Avoiding her shadow on the bathroom’s frosted glass, I told Wan Wan: “You’ll sleep in my room tonight, I’ll change everything on the bed in a bit.”

“What about you?”

“I won’t sleep, I’ll sit on the sofa.”

Yang Wan fell silent again.

“Or, I can sit outside the door.”

“Deng Ying.”

“You can lock the door from inside…”

“Deng Ying!”

She cut me off, “This is your home, are you stupid?”

“I’m not stupid.”

Wan Wan’s shadow fell beside my leg, “I want to make sure you’re not scared at all.”

“Go sit in the living room.”

“…”

“I’m done washing.”

Extra Chapter: My Modern Daily Life with Yang Wan (Final Chapter)
I made a bowl of tomato egg noodles, adding an imitation crab stick and four pieces of fried tofu.

Yang Wan came out after her shower and sat in the living room, listening to the radio on my phone. Communications hadn’t been restored yet, and the radio information was limited, repeatedly broadcasting the earthquake’s epicenter and magnitude. I brought the noodles to the coffee table and handed her the chopsticks. As soon as she lowered her head, her wet hair fell forward. I got up to get a towel, and when I returned, I saw her eating the noodles.

“Can I… help dry your hair?”

“Mm.”

With noodles still in her mouth, she mumbled a response, then simply moved from the sofa to sit on the carpet.

I gathered her hair with the towel, testing the pressure as I rubbed it dry, kneeling on one knee to avoid pulling her hair from my height. She was using my shampoo, a men’s brand with a subtle fragrance, but her long hair somehow amplified that faint scent.

Wan-wan lifted the bowl to drink some soup, then said while holding it, “This is my first time spending the night at a man’s house.”

I looked down at her ear, “Wan-wan, I won’t do anything.”

Wan-wan laughed, “How do you know I was talking about that?”

Indeed, how did I know she meant that?

Perhaps I was still too presumptuous, thinking I was the person who had lived with her for decades as soon as I saw her.

In the past, when I made mistakes, I could expose my humble identity as self-punishment, but not now. I need to face myself properly, just as my father told me, to protect her rather than retreat behind her again, letting her lead me. So, instead of deliberately apologizing, I bent down and said to her, “If I’ve offended you in any way, you need to tell me.”

Wan-wan shook her head, using her chopsticks to tear apart the crab stick. “As you’ve seen, my brother is overprotective. When my parents were young, they were very busy with work. In elementary school, he would drop me off first, then rush to his school. In middle school, when I had evening classes, my mother worried about me going home alone, so she specifically bought him a bicycle to pick me up after class. Some boys wanted to walk me home then, but they all backed off when they saw him. He was my guardian deity, but also my romance blocker, though neither he nor my mother realized this, always thinking I was too cold when it came to relationships.”

She continued eating the crab stick as she spoke.

“It’s not that I’m cold, I just don’t know how to start a relationship.”

“You’re so smart, do you also find dating difficult?”

“Yes. You know I study history, I’m used to dialectical thinking, and believe in materialism, but ended up focusing on biographical history. My evaluation of ‘people’ often remains detached, I’m used to being an observer. The biggest problem with being an observer is arrogance. Because in the observation system, I exist as a subjective and unidirectional presence. I don’t need to discover my problems, only need to analyze the problems of the observed object, but in intimate relationships, the most important thing should be mutual communication. Regrettably, I’ve never understood this. And I understand that no one must teach someone like me who’s gone astray.”

“I won’t teach you, Wan-wan.”

I sat down on the sofa behind her, “But you can start by examining me.”

Wan-wan held her chopsticks without speaking.

The candle flame flickered as the rain stopped and the wind picked up outside. But since no one dared to sleep, there was a bustle of people coming and going outside the window.

Wan-wan looked up toward the window. “When you say that, it’s like you owed me in a past life and came to repay the debt in this one. What’s good about being examined? I’ll look at both your good and bad sides objectively, your privacy, the sides you don’t want others to see won’t be hidden. Deng Ying, don’t be foolish.”

I shook my head as I looked at her, “I don’t want to hide, I’m willing to let you know all my privacy. Because I’m not good with words, I can only let you slowly understand what kind of person I am, then wait for you to decide if I can live with you.”

Wan-wan withdrew her gaze and turned to face me.

In the past, I might have avoided her gaze, but this time I didn’t.

I quietly looked back at her, waiting for her to speak to me.

“I don’t know why…”

She smiled at me, “It feels like I’ve been with you for a long time, even wearing pajamas at your place doesn’t feel scary.”

I gently patted Wan-wan’s head, and she didn’t dodge, instead looking up at my palm.

I put my hand back on my knee and said softly to her, “Me too, it feels like I’ve known you for a very, very long time, but you’ve forgotten me.”

Wan-wan leaned back against my leg. “Now that you mention it, it does feel that way.”

She closed her eyes as she spoke. “Do you think there might be parallel worlds where we have known each other for many years, even experienced many things together? That’s why when you came to find me, I felt you were so familiar. Is there any way I could remember you?”

“I hope Wan-wan never remembers.”

“Why?”

“It would be exhausting, Wan-wan.”

Wan-wan shook her head, “It wouldn’t be exhausting. If heaven gave me a chance to return to the Ming Dynasty and have a life there, I would want to keep my current memories and observe that era and its people again. I know it would be very tiring and bitter, but I think I wouldn’t be afraid. Although I’m quite timid, I want to become a brave woman. I want to research abandoned subjects, find that abandoned person.”

She wasn’t wrong.

I was a person abandoned by both time and history.

Even though I now have a complete body, I still have deep memories of being “incomplete.”

The existing historical records describe my execution at Nanhaizi. Just reading them awakens all the experiences during the punishment and all the details of life afterward. Everything I did in the Ming Dynasty has been characterized in Ming History, just as I expected back then. In those writings, I finally became someone worse than pigs and dogs.

Now, ages have passed.

Having such a “me” before her is quite embarrassing.

But just like back then in the execution chamber, she’s still that girl who hasn’t given up on me. She wants to know about that period of history concerning me. Although I can’t break the rules of time or affect the procedures and laws of academic research, I can tell her about myself as a “person.”

“Wan-wan.”

“Hmm?”

“If you could return to the Ming Dynasty, what would you want to ask that person?”

Wan-wan hugged her knees and sat up straight, “That would depend on how many questions I could ask, what kind of questions I could ask.”

“You can ask anything.”

Wan-wan turned to me, still hugging her knees, and shook her head, “You studied engineering, you don’t understand. When tracing history, you can’t be too rash. Even if I wanted to know what happened during the Zhenning years, if I were actually beside him, facing him as a living person, I couldn’t disregard his feelings at the time just to satisfy my own need for verification. So…”

She tucked her hair behind her ear, “So, if I really could be by his side, I would definitely tell him that the injury on his leg can’t be ignored, it needs proper treatment and care, like when you had your car accident, lying still without moving. As for… what questions I would ask him…”

She lowered her head and was silent for a while, then couldn’t help but laugh.

“I want to understand him as a person.”

“You really won’t ask about historical truth?”

“No, I won’t. The current me can try to reconstruct his life from limited historical materials, while I in the Ming Dynasty would do more microscopic research.”

I nodded, “Then what would you ask him?”

Wan-wan rested her chin on her hand, “First question, does he have someone he likes?”

“He does.”

“What did you say?”

“I said he has someone he likes.”

Wan-wan dropped her hand from her chin, slowly sat up straight, looked into my eyes, and after a long while finally said, “Are you making this up?”

I nodded, “Yes, I’m making it up, you can treat this as a practice run.”

The candle flame flickered again, and a cold ancient feeling seeped through the shadows.

Wan-wan’s voice grew softer, but her emotions became more intense and complex.

“Second question, who is the person he likes?”

Looking at her, I answered, “Yang Lun’s sister, an official young lady, very beautiful and quite clever.”

“What does he like to eat?”

The question changed abruptly, but I still answered immediately. “He likes yangchun noodles, nuts, and apples.”

“What does he usually like to do?”

“He likes reading, soaking his feet for health, eating fruit, and he also likes making boxes for the official’s young lady. When he’s free, he’ll also cook, making food for the young lady.”

“How could he be such a person?”

“Because that official’s young lady wanted him to live well.”

“Did they have a sexual relationship?”

“Yes.”

“How did he learn?”

“He asked his colleagues and borrowed a book, though the young lady initially wouldn’t let him read it. He only gradually learned later.”

“Was he happy with that young lady?”

“He was very happy. Although at first he felt he would defile the young lady, that young lady made him swear that no matter how much he despised himself, as long as she liked him, he must live on well.”

“Did he and that young lady live together?”

“They did, in a single-courtyard house in the capital, they lived together for decades.”

“That’s wrong, he was executed by Lingchi in the first year of Jinghe.”

I laughed softly, lowering my head to respond, “Yes, I can’t continue making it up…”

“Deng Ying.”

“Yes?”

“If you were to continue making it up, how would you continue?”

“I would make up that the young lady later saved his life, brought him back home from the execution frame, and then he obediently recovered from his illness and injuries, living off her for many years at home.”

After listening to me, Wan-wan suddenly laughed, but as she laughed, she gradually pressed her lips together, her eyes becoming slightly red.

“What’s wrong, Wan-wan?”

Wan-wan avoided my gaze, “I originally thought your story was ridiculously made up, how could such serious history be so amusing? But when you mentioned him living off her, I suddenly felt that if he really could have lived that way, how wonderful that would have been, at least he wouldn’t have died tragically, right…”

“Mm.”

Wan-wan smiled as she wiped away a tear, looking up at me.

“I have one last question.”

“Ask.”

The candle on the table was almost burnt out, tree shadows falling across her body.

She reached out toward my wrist but stopped just before touching my skin.

She coughed once, then suddenly asked me: “Are you Deng Ying?”

I raised my wrist, looking back at her: “Yes, Wan-wan, I am Deng Ying.”

Wan-wan, whether or not I can fall in love with you again, I will always remember the “grace” and “feelings” between us.

Your humility towards the Ming Dynasty comes from my humility.

My courage in this world comes from your courage.

I do not fear becoming the evil one in the flood of history, bearing eternal infamy.

I am also willing to become an ordinary young man in this time, walking into your life, and living slowly together with you.

Your kindness towards me is a blessing.
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