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  Yi Xiao – Chapter 1
It was March, the season when peach blossoms were in full bloom. The spring rain had just ceased, leaving a faint dampness. From the delicate pavilions nestled among the misty willows came the sound of string and bamboo instruments intertwined with the soft singing of courtesans. Set against the rain-battered fallen petals beneath the flowering trees lining the streets, the scene appeared all the more decadent.

A slender white hand gracefully lifted the curtain, allowing the sunset to illuminate the already dimly lit room. On the couch, a figure stirred from their feigned sleep, eyelashes fluttering slightly before opening to reveal dark pupils gazing at a golden-edged cloud where the sky met earth. Stretching lazily, the figure murmured, “Couldn’t you let me lie here a bit longer…”

In the main hall, a scene of extravagant revelry unfolded. Dancers in sheer veils moved enticingly, captivating the audience. Feng Ziyuan, the City Lord of Pingling, sat with a forced smile, beads of sweat forming on his forehead as he stole glances at the man flirting with a beautiful courtesan. Seeing no signs of displeasure, Feng relaxed slightly. With the Jin Xiu Dynasty’s military expansion, Pingling had been placed under the jurisdiction of the Southern Garrison Prince. This man Ning Fei was one of the Southern Garrison Prince’s most capable subordinates, sent to Pingling for recruitment. Feng had gone to great lengths to please this envoy, and he feared that the mood might be spoiled over a mere entertainer.

As the song and dance ended, the delicate sound of beaded curtains announced the entrance of a beautiful maid. She bowed gracefully, head lowered, and said, “My lady is discussing music with a friend and cannot leave her quarters. If the gentleman wishes to see her, please proceed to Qingyuan Residence.”

Feng Ziyuan exhaled in relief and stood up with a smile. “Lord Ning, shall we?”

“I’ve lost interest,” Ning Fei replied carelessly, focused on the beauty in his arms.

Feng panicked. “My lord, are you displeased? Actually…”

“No matter how aloof she acts, it’s just a facade. In the end, she’s nothing but a prostitute,” Ning Fei said with an enigmatic smile. “If she were truly so proud, how could she have fallen into this life of selling her flesh?”

The maid who had been standing quietly suddenly spoke up. “If it weren’t for the patronage of noble gentlemen like yourself, how could Miss Qingyue have become famous throughout Pingling?”

The hall suddenly fell silent, with all the guests sneaking glances at Ning Fei’s expression.

Before Feng Ziyuan could reprimand her, Ning Fei unexpectedly smiled. “Well said. A mere servant girl already has such—lead the way!”

Stepping through the small gate, they entered an elegant courtyard where warm lantern light intermingled with flowering trees, creating a pleasing sight. As they rounded a corridor, a refreshing fragrance wafted over them. Ning Fei couldn’t help but take a deep breath. From a room to the side of the courtyard came the sound of laughter and conversation. One low, pleasant voice stood out: “Xueying seems to be in a good mood today. You should quickly ask her to help you revise that score from last time. Otherwise, at the next gathering…”

Though the voice was soft, it struck Ning Fei like thunder. He pushed past the maid leading the way and burst into the room, startling the women inside.

When Ning Fei saw who was in the room, he froze. One of the women had been lounging lazily on a chaise longue, chatting with the others. Seeing someone suddenly intrude, a sharp glint flashed in her eyes. Upon recognizing Ning Fei, she showed only a moment’s surprise before resuming her normal demeanor. With a smile, she asked, “Has the gentleman come to listen to music as well?”

Before Ning Fei could answer, a woman who had been playing the qin stood up angrily, hands on hips. “Did a dog eat your manners? Bursting in like that!”

Ning Fei ignored her, staring fixedly at the woman on the chaise longue. Her long hair cascaded down a faint smile on her lips. A loose robe concealed her figure, and she wore not a single piece of jewelry—her usual style. But why was she here?

“You…”

Meeting his appraising gaze, she stood and walked towards him, stopping just in front of him. “This humble one is Qingyan. Does the gentleman wish to hear a song, play chess…” Seeing Ning Fei’s dumbfounded expression, she smiled, revealing her teeth, and pointed towards an embroidered door leading to the inner chamber. “Or perhaps retire early?”

The air seemed to freeze. Catching her meaningful glance, the woman who had been playing the qin angrily packed up her instrument. She left with the other courtesans, and even the maid who had followed them in was shut outside.

“Yi Xiao, how can you be here? We all thought you were dead, yet you’re here,” Ning Fei said, clenching his fists tightly, afraid he might strangle her in a moment of impulse.

She blinked mischievously and wrapped her arms around his neck, sweetly whispering in his ear, “I am alive. What of it? Do you plan to tie me up and take me back for punishment?”

Ning Fei shuddered and unexpectedly pushed her away. She stumbled back onto the chaise longue, settling into a reclining position and gazing at him through half-lidded eyes. “After all these years, you’re still so rough,” she said.

Ning Fei looked at her, gritting his teeth. “I can’t believe it. How could you have fallen so low!”

She smiled, playing with a strand of her hair. “Life is short. If one doesn’t seize the moment for pleasure, there might not be a tomorrow… By the way, I have a question for you. Has he thought of me? If so, you should tell him to come see me. For old times’ sake, I won’t charge him for the night…”

After taking several deep breaths, Ning Fei finally calmed his chaotic emotions. He gave her one last, long look before turning to leave without a word. As he opened the door, she called out, “Ning Fei.” He paused, and she asked in a low, teasing voice, “Do you not want me?”

The door slammed shut as he stormed out, her unrestrained laughter echoing behind him.

Striding back to the main hall, he dismissed the singers and dancers and ordered Feng Ziyuan, “Go fetch the owner of Huajian Pavilion for me!” Seeing Ning Fei’s strange expression, Feng didn’t dare to ask questions and hurried off.

Soon, a middle-aged man came running after Feng Ziyuan towards the flower hall. Before he could steady himself, Ning Fei abruptly said, “I want to buy Qingyan’s freedom. Name your price!”

A collective gasp arose from those around, but no one dared to voice any objection. The man replied in bewilderment, “In response to Your Excellency, Qingyan entered the pavilion of her own will. She hasn’t signed any contract these seven years. If Your Excellency…”

Before he could finish, Ning Fei stamped his foot and exclaimed, “This is not good!” While everyone else was still confused, he had already darted out of the flower hall, only to return moments later and sit back down, filled with anger.

After a moment of silence, Ning Fei smiled and turned to the crowd. “Why are you all so quiet? How can a banquet be called a banquet if it’s not lively?”

After a brief pause, the gathering resumed its boisterous atmosphere. His sudden burst of anger followed by this abrupt composure left everyone puzzled, yet no one dared to inquire further.

Ning Fei called the beautiful courtesan he had been holding earlier back to his side, his demeanor suggesting nothing had happened, though occasionally a flicker of emotion crossed his eyes.

Just as suddenly as she had vanished years ago, she had appeared before him, only to disappear again in an instant. Only the lingering fragrance on his clothes from her touch reminded him that it wasn’t a dream.

He needed to inform His Highness quickly. Yet he couldn’t guess how His Highness would react to this news.

Fu Yi Xiao stood by the window, dressed in a loose silver-patterned snow-white robe, her black hair casually tied up with a light blue glass hairpin. She looked as ethereal as an immortal.

A woman pushed open the door and, upon seeing Yi Xiao standing by the window, was startled. Covering her chest, she chided, “Why haven’t you lit any lamps when you’re in the room? It’s so dark, I thought you’d gone out again.” As she spoke, she lit the candles one by one. In the flickering light, it became clear it was the woman who had been playing the qin earlier.

Yi Xiao returned to the table and sat down, resting her chin on her hand. Lazily, she said, “Xueying, the Zhongyuan Festival is coming soon. If you don’t go back, Uncle Ling might come here to fetch you.”

Xueying extinguished the taper and sat down beside her. “Why don’t you come back with me? If I return alone, Father might not let me out again.”

Yi Xiao snorted. “Don’t act so pitiful. As long as you hold those scissors to your neck, who in the Ling family would dare say no?”

Xueying immediately scowled, clenching her fist and hitting Yi Xiao. “You always bring up those old stories to embarrass me. One day I’ll get angry and never come out again after I go back!”

Yi Xiao pretended to be terrified, dodging and imitating the drawn-out tones of a stage actress. “My lord, how cruel you are!” Xueying finally burst out laughing. “You’re truly an unparalleled scoundrel!”

After laughing for a while, Yi Xiao’s expression gradually became serious. She said softly, “I know you’re worried. You should go back quickly. I’ll be fine.”

Xueying spat. “Don’t try to fool me. After hiding for so many years, now that they’ve suddenly discovered you’re here, they’re bound to try every means to capture you and take you back!”

Yi Xiao remained silent for a long time before saying, “I plan to go to Lu City.”

Xueying jumped up in shock. “Are you mad? Who would voluntarily walk into the tiger’s den? Do you want to jump off another cliff?”

Yi Xiao shook her head. “There are some things that need to be said face to face. Otherwise, the poison in my heart will never be removed. Hiding is not the solution in the end.”

Xueying looked at her for a long moment, then sighed and stood up. Yi Xiao tugged at her sleeve, looking up at her. “Where are you going?”

“Your silver bow must be rusty by now. I’m going to polish it for you,” Xueying said as she walked out without looking back.

Yi Xiao’s gaze shifted from Xueying’s figure disappearing into the darkness to the long bow hanging on the wall. She chuckled to herself, “It hasn’t been used for four years now. It must be rusty indeed. But the bow is here, where are you going to polish it…”

In the quiet room, only the occasional crackling of the candle flame could be heard.



Yi Xiao – Chapter 2
On the hunting grounds of Lu City, a young woman rode her horse, pursuing a herd of frantically fleeing gazelles. She deftly nocked an arrow to her bow, and with a twang of the bowstring, the arrow whistled through the air. A gazelle fell with a thud, and cheers erupted from the sidelines.

“If Yi Xiao had been born a man, she’d have surely surpassed us by now,” Ning Fei said as he caught up, greeting Yi Xiao as she rode back. Xiao Weiran, following behind, chuckled, “If she were a man, who knows how much more His Highness would worry about her.”

At seventeen, Yi Xiao cut an impressive figure with her long bow and arrows. Her eyes brimmed with valor. As soon as her feet touched the ground, she barely glanced at Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran, instead calling out to someone behind them, “Bring me the bow!”

Xia Jingshi slowly raised his eyes, meeting her jet-black gaze. Those unfathomable eyes were like a startled autumn pond in a dream, scattering red like a shower of flowers. He curved his lips into a slight smile, “As you wish.”

In truth, the bow was always meant for her. He had only proposed the challenge of shooting down a running beast within five breaths on a whim, to tease her a little.

Seeing her beaming as she received the gleaming silver bow, Xiao Weiran pinched her cheek, “You little minx, you have no manners at all. How dare you speak so rudely to His Highness?”

“You’re so annoying – His Highness doesn’t mind,” she retorted, slinging the bow over her shoulder. She turned to Ning Fei, “Ning Fei, come try out the new bow with me!”

Just as Ning Fei handed her the reins, they heard the urgent sound of hoofbeats approaching. “Your Highness, my lords…” A royal guard galloped towards them.

Xia Jingshi’s gentle demeanor vanished, his narrowed eyes flashing with sharpness. “What has happened?”

The guard swiftly dismounted and knelt, “His Majesty the Emperor has issued an edict. He requests Your Highness to receive it immediately!”

Xia Jingshi nodded slightly, “Understood. I’ll return at once.” He turned to the other three, “You come as well.”

Although Yi Xiao was eager to try her new bow, Xia Jingshi’s words were an unquestionable command to her. Reluctantly, she mounted her horse along with Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran, following behind Xia Jingshi as they galloped back to the royal city.

Yi Xiao was born into a renowned family of scholar-officials in the Jinxiu Dynasty. Her mother was merely a maidservant in the Fu family, with no status to speak of. No one paid much attention to Yi Xiao, so she spent her days roughhousing with the boys, developing a forthright personality, and forming an intimate friendship with Ning Fei.

After Ning Fei joined the military, he introduced her to Prince Xia Jingshi of Zhennan. Later, at a martial arts competition, she astounded everyone with her extraordinary archery skills, earning Prince Xia’s admiration. Despite her youth, she was exceptionally recruited to serve under Prince Xia. She started as a junior officer and was promoted to commandant after the wars subsided.

For years, her gaze had followed Xia Jingshi with reverence, admiring the nobility in his every gesture and cherishing every bit of his demeanor. To stay by his side, she had rejected the pursuits of many young military officers. As she grew older, the matchmakers came less frequently, but she paid it no mind.

Yet Xia Jingshi always remained aloof. Not just towards her, but to everyone. He was sometimes warm, sometimes distant, but this never deterred her. As long as she could make him smile, she was willing to give her all. She didn’t know where her feelings would lead, she just wanted to remain by his side.

“…By imperial decree,” the imperial envoy dragged out the final words, smiling as he folded the edict. “This humble official has heard that this marriage alliance was specifically requested by Princess Xiyang. Even an enemy princess has fallen for Your Highness’s charm. Your Highness truly is…”

“This edict cannot be accepted!” Fu Yi Xiao suddenly sprang up from her kneeling position, startling the envoy. “Yi Xiao, don’t cause trouble,” Xiao Weiran glanced at Xia Jingshi’s inscrutable expression and was the first to reprimand her.

Yi Xiao remained defiantly standing, her large eyes glaring at the envoy. “His Highness has spent years dealing with border issues, often going days without sleep. Now that the wars have finally settled and he’s had a few days of peace, the Emperor wants him to marry into an enemy state! Is he of no use when there’s no war?”

The envoy stuttered in rebuke, “H-how dare you…”

“I accept the Emperor’s decree with gratitude,” Xia Jingshi formally kowtowed.

“Your Highness!” Yi Xiao exclaimed in shock.

Xia Jingshi smiled mildly at the envoy, “I apologize for my subordinate’s lack of discipline.” His gaze turned severe as he looked back at Yi Xiao, “Commandant Fu has offended the imperial envoy. She will receive thirty lashes as punishment!”

“Your Highness…” Ning Fei jumped up in alarm. “Yi Xiao has always been outspoken since childhood. Please, consider that she’s a woman and spare her this punishment?”

Before Xia Jingshi could respond, Yi Xiao retorted coldly, “What are you begging for? It’s my fault for being inconsiderate. I almost ruined his grand plans…”

“Make it fifty lashes,” his eyes narrowed in displeasure, piercing Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran who were about to speak again. “Anyone who dares to plead for her again will make it seventy!”

A nearby soldier hesitantly stepped forward, “Com-Commandant Fu…”

Yi Xiao turned and snapped, “What are you stuttering for? It’s just fifty lashes. If I utter a single cry of pain, I’ll write the name Fu Yi Xiao backward from now on!” With a final glare at Xia Jingshi, she strode towards the training ground.

Xia Jingshi turned away impassively, offering a slight smile to the still bewildered envoy, “I have some military matters to attend to, so I’ll take my leave now. Someone, escort the imperial envoy to the side hall to rest.” With that, he left for the rear hall, leaving behind Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran, who were fretting anxiously.

Ning Fei stamped his foot in frustration, “Yi Xiao has always been like this, stubborn to the point of exasperation. And His Highness insists on challenging her… Fifty lashes would lay up even the toughest person for half a month. How will Yi Xiao endure it?”

Xiao Weiran pondered for a moment, “Let’s go plead for Yi Xiao together.”

Ning Fei was shocked and held Xiao Weiran back firmly, “Have you lost your mind? This will be the death of Yi Xiao! Didn’t you hear His Highness say that anyone who pleads again will make it seventy lashes?”

Xiao Weiran glared at him, “You’re the one who’s lost your mind. His Highness’s words earlier were meant for the envoy to hear. Otherwise, if that official took it seriously, the crimes of defying an imperial edict and disrespecting an imperial envoy – which one could Yi Xiao bear?” He shook off Ning Fei’s hand and hurried after Xia Jingshi.

Yi Xiao bit her knuckle hard, fighting back the pain and telling herself not to let a single tear fall. Never in her life had anyone punished her like this, let alone in front of so many people. Yet the pain in her heart far exceeded the physical pain.

He was going to marry, wed a woman he had never met. A woman who had never fought alongside him, never kept night watch with him, never bandaged his wounds, never killed for him…

Perhaps that woman had nothing but an illustrious background.

“Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen…” The officer administering the punishment counted each lash meticulously.

Seventeen. She was already seventeen. Girls her age in the clan were already mothers by now, or at least had respectful husbands. And what about her? To stay by his side, she had followed a group of men, crawling and rolling in the dirt, drinking large bowls of wine and eating hunks of meat with them. She had almost forgotten she was a woman!

Suddenly, the lashes stopped falling, and a pair of blue brocade boots appeared before her.

He had come.

She looked up, meeting Xia Jingshi’s enigmatic gaze. “Well, have you realized your mistake?” Yi Xiao raised her defiant face, “This subject knows how to read every character, except I don’t know how to pronounce those two, Your Highness!” She deliberately emphasized the opening words, smirking coldly, expecting him to be angered. Instead, she heard him chuckle softly, “Such a stubborn girl. Very well, considering your years of service, the remaining lashes are pardoned.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Ning Fei pulled Yi Xiao up from the bench, aggravating her injuries and making her wince in pain. Xiao Weiran reminded helplessly from behind, “Be gentle… You’re acting as if Yi Xiao is made of iron.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 3
Fu Yi Xiao lay face down on the bed, wincing as a maid applied medicine to her wounds. “Ouch! Gentler, please…” she cried. By the time they finished, both the maid and Yi Xiao were drenched in sweat. The maid carefully covered her with a brocade quilt, bowed, and quickly left, closing the door behind her.

Lying in a daze, Yi Xiao heard the door open again. Without turning her head, she mumbled, “Can you not cover me with the quilt? It’s as heavy as iron and hurts my wounds!”

After a moment of silence, Xia Jingshi’s voice came from behind her. “This Prince thought Yi Xiao didn’t feel pain.”

“Ah!” Yi Xiao jerked up in surprise, then cried out in pain as she flopped back down. “Has Your Highness come to laugh at me?” she said bitterly.

Xia Jingshi slowly approached and tossed a porcelain bottle onto the bed. “This is the finest bruise-healing ointment. The sooner you recover, the sooner you can get up. I haven’t yet tested that silver bow I gave you. I wonder if it suits you.”

Hearing his gentle tone, Yi Xiao almost couldn’t hold back her tears. She bit her knuckles hard to force them back. The figure beside her moved, and the finger between her teeth was pulled away.

“Look at you, you’ve bitten it purple. Are you unaware of pain, or just pretending?” Xia Jingshi said. He uncorked the bottle and carefully applied some ointment to her fingers. “You’re too impulsive. If I hadn’t punished you yesterday, when the imperial envoy reported to the Holy Emperor, it wouldn’t have been just a matter of a few strokes.”

She stared at his profile—his graceful yet firm eyebrows, his straight nose exuding sharpness, his hawk-like keen black eyes, and his thin lips that often held a smile. Yet people say those with thin lips are fickle in love…

Suddenly, she pulled her hand away and hugged his waist, burying her face in his chest. “Your Highness, can you refuse the marriage alliance?”

Xia Jingshi didn’t immediately push her away, just gently patted her back. “You’re saying such things again. Weren’t the strokes you received yesterday not enough?”

“But…” Ignoring the pain in her body, she blurted out, “Yi Xiao is willing to be Your Highness’s concubine, slave, or maid. Just please don’t go!”

Xia Jingshi snorted. “You’re not greedy, only thinking of being a concubine. Enough joking. The Holy Emperor’s decree has been issued. Once you’re healed, help Weiran and the others prepare my luggage. In at most half a year, I’ll be departing for Su Sha…”

“I’m not joking!” she insisted, tightening her arms. “Yi Xiao has admired Your Highness for three years…”

Xia Jingshi’s hand froze on her back. “You know well that these years you’ve fought alongside me, been through life and death with me. You see me as a brother, and I see you as a sister.”

Yi Xiao interrupted him with a cold laugh. “Perhaps only Your Highness thinks so. Yi Xiao has always…”

Before she could finish, Xia Jingshi suddenly pushed her away forcefully. She fell to the corner of the couch, the impact causing her to grip the quilt tightly in pain. Yet she bit her lip and didn’t cry out, still looking up at him hopefully. “Your Highness can take Yi Xiao now if you wish, just please don’t marry that princess…”

“Fu Yi Xiao, don’t you understand?” Xia Jingshi’s deep eyes scanned her from head to toe. “This Prince needs no fetters or shackles. With your persistence and exceptional talent, the degree to which you would intensify these constraints goes far beyond what words like ‘fetter’ and ‘shackle’ can describe. This is the greatest impossibility between you and me.”

Yi Xiao cried out in frustration, “But Yi Xiao truly loves Your Highness!”

“Truly?” He smiled, his eyes devoid of warmth. “Whether you love or not is your affair. What does it have to do with me?” With that, he tossed the porcelain bottle back onto the bed and left.

Yi Xiao closed her eyes, feeling her heart slowly break. Her dignity was trampled to pieces, hanging on her eyelashes and falling with her tears. The pain was bone-deep, more intense than any battlefield wound. Death might be better than this—the self-loathing of being lowly and shameless, the humiliation of rejection, and a sincere heart brutally torn apart.

“Yi Xiao, don’t be childish,” Xiao Weiran gently persuaded. Fu Yi Xiao continued packing her things.

“What’s the big deal about being punished by His Highness once? Weiran and I have been punished too,” Ning Fei also tried to convince her.

Yi Xiao glared at him and walked around him to fetch the quiver on the table.

“Hey,” Ning Fei stopped her hand. “Wait a bit longer. I’ve already sent someone to invite His Highness. You won’t listen to us, but you’ll surely listen to him, right?”

Yi Xiao finally stopped. “He knows I’m leaving. He won’t come.”

Xiao Weiran asked, puzzled, “His Highness knows? How do you know he won’t come?”

“Mm,” Yi Xiao replied, taking the quiver and strapping it to her back. “I’ve already resigned my position, and he accepted.”

“That’s impossible!” Ning Fei paced anxiously. “How could His Highness let you resign over such a small matter?”

Yi Xiao remained silent. Seeing her dimmed eyes, Xiao Weiran understood somewhat and stopped Ning Fei. “Alright, stop trying to persuade her.”

Ning Fei stamped his foot. “I recommended Yi Xiao to the Prince’s camp. You always said her talent was rare. If we don’t persuade her, are we just going to watch her leave like this?”

As they spoke, Yi Xiao had finished packing. She grabbed the silver bow hanging on the wall and slung it over her shoulder. Turning around, she wore her usual grinning expression. “Well, I won’t have to smell the sweat of your big oafs every day anymore.” She walked up to them and punched each in the chest. “Don’t look so glum. When you take leave to go home, you can still see me—I haven’t drunk your wedding wine yet, don’t make me wait too long!” With that, she waved her hand casually and strode out.

Four months later.

On a winding mountain road, three hundred black-clad guards escorted a tall carriage slowly forward. The banner at the front of the procession was embroidered with the character “Xia” in gold thread—this was the Jin Xiu Dynasty’s entourage heading to Su Sha Kingdom for the wedding.

In the spacious compartment separated by curtains, Xia Jingshi reclined with his eyes half-closed, holding a half-read book.

Ning Fei rode back from the front of the procession. “Your Highness, after passing the canyon ahead, we’ll be near the Su Sha border. Su Sha’s welcoming party should be waiting at the border.”

Xia Jingshi didn’t open his eyes, just hummed softly in acknowledgment. Ning Fei excused himself and returned to his position.

In the past, Fu Yi Xiao always served as the vanguard, with Xiao Weiran in the center, and Ning Fei bringing up the rear. After Yi Xiao angrily resigned, Xia Jingshi didn’t promote anyone to fill her vacant position as commander. So for this journey, he had to assign Ning Fei as the vanguard and leave everything else to Xiao Weiran.

Thinking of Yi Xiao, Xia Jingshi frowned. Perhaps his words that day had been too harsh. When she came to resign after her wounds healed, he thought she was just being stubborn and agreed without thinking. Who knew she would submit her seal and official robes the next day and leave Lu City?

The day she left, he watched her from the city wall. If she had looked back, he would have sent someone to bring her back. But that stubborn girl never once glanced back at Lu City.

Yi Xiao, like Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran, could be a loyal subordinate, a comrade-in-arms through life and death, and even a friend to whom he could entrust his life. But if this feeling were forcibly labeled as love, how could he accept it?

Love is a demon wearing a gorgeous disguise, using beautiful clothing to hide its inherent ugliness. When it slowly approaches you, your whole being will be enchanted, even reaching out eagerly to welcome it. But once it steals your heart, it reveals its true face, heedless of your heartbreak, deaf to your pleas, gradually leaving you behind—rather than be hurt again, it’s better to obey the Holy Emperor’s arrangements and marry Princess Xi Yang of Su Sha, exchanging it for long-lasting peace between the two countries.

A sharp whistle pierced the air. Xia Jingshi’s eyes flew open, and he swiftly pushed aside the low-hanging curtain.

A cavalry commander galloped over. “Your Highness, we’ve encountered an ambush ahead. The enemy’s numbers are unclear…” Before he could finish, an arrow whistled through the air, piercing his shoulder. The immense force knocked him off the mountain path. His startled horse neighed loudly and ran back wildly, dragging its reins.

Xia Jingshi’s gaze fell on the arrow protruding from the commander’s back, his pupils constricting. He looked up in the direction the arrow had come from.

In the fierce wind, Fu Yi Xiao’s loose black hair billowed. She stared at him resolutely, her slender hands holding a silver bow he knew well. The bow was empty, its string still vibrating.

Jumping down from the carriage, he gritted his teeth and ordered the guards protecting him, “Bring me a bow and arrows!” A strong bow was quickly handed to Xia Jingshi. He steadily nocked an iron arrow, aiming at the slender figure on the cliff, and shouted, “Put down your bow now!”

Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran had also arrived. Seeing the standoff, Xiao Weiran rushed forward a few steps, skillfully blocking the fully drawn bow. “Yi Xiao! Stop this nonsense, come down and beg His Highness for forgiveness!”

But she smiled brightly, drawing an arrow from her quiver and nocking it. She drew the string to its full extent as well. “It’s death either way—if you want to go to Su Sha today, you’ll have to step over my corpse!”

Ning Fei was already drenched in cold sweat. “Yi Xiao, have you gone mad?” As he took a step forward, there was a twang of a bowstring. Amid the soldiers’ cries of alarm, Fu Yi Xiao’s arrow embedded itself in the ground an inch from his foot, its tail still quivering. Looking up, they saw Yi Xiao already nocking another arrow, her face expressionless.

Xiao Weiran’s face had turned pale. Just as he was about to speak, Xia Jingshi stepped out from behind him. “Your Highness!” Ning Fei cried out in alarm. Xia Jingshi’s fingers released the bowstring, and the iron arrow whistled through the air, piercing Yi Xiao’s shoulder blade in an instant. The force of the arrow made Fu Yi Xiao stumble and fall to the ground.

“Capture her,” Xia Jingshi ordered coldly, tossing the bow and arrow to the ground. He turned and boarded the carriage, the curtains quickly falling behind him.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 4
The weapons in the hands of the imperial guards cast a pale reflection on Fu Yi Xiao’s face as she sat against the rocky cliff. She remained still, her eyes lowered, gently plucking the string of her silver bow to keep time. Her song, so quiet and faint, seemed all the more heart-wrenching:

“Day after day, month after month,

How swiftly they pass, how they diminish.

My heart is filled with sorrow,

As if I cannot wash away this stain.

In quiet contemplation,

I find I cannot take flight.”

She finished the last word very slowly, then struggled to her feet using the bow as support, looking up at the sky against the wind.

Ning Fei could barely hold back the tears in his eyes.

Yi Xiao, his childhood friend, his comrade-in-arms for three years, the one to whom he could entrust his unguarded back with just a glance – what kind of determination had driven her to such a tragic state?

Xiao Weiran’s voice carried a note of helplessness, “Yi Xiao, if you surrender and plead guilty, Ning Fei and I will surely beg His Highness for leniency on your behalf. But if you persist in this course, you’ll truly be forcing us into an impossible position.”

Fu Yi Xiao, her clothes fluttering in the wind, listened quietly to his words without responding. She simply slung the silver bow over her back and lowered her head, struggling to straighten her disheveled clothes with her uninjured hand. Her deep eyes held nothing but boundless emptiness.

Ning Fei’s eyes had long since reddened with urgency. He thrust his sword into the ground and shouted, “Get down from there right now, or I’ll lose my temper!”

“You should understand. When I came here today, I had no intention of leaving alive,” Yi Xiao finally spoke, her voice low and hoarse. As Ning Fei froze in shock, Xiao Weiran let out a soft sigh, his voice softening, “Come down – Ning Fei and I will find a way to mediate for you. We won’t let you…”

“I know,” Yi Xiao interrupted, her smile still warm. “But I don’t want to thank you. Knowing you both has been enough for this lifetime… I have something I want to tell His Highness, and then I’ll come down – Ning Fei, come here.”

Ning Fei walked towards her without hesitation. Yi Xiao watched him approach, her gaze clear as water. “Tell His Highness for me, never to forget me – tell him to be prepared, for I will haunt him for all eternity!” With that, she yanked out the iron arrow piercing her shoulder blade and threw it into Ning Fei’s arms, then turned and leaped off the cliff.

‘Your Highness, since you cannot give me the love I desire, then let me control your very being, forcing you to remember me, Fu Yi Xiao, for a lifetime, etched into your very bones.’

Ning Fei froze for a moment, then tossed aside the arrow and fell to his knees at the cliff’s edge, cursing at her retreating figure: “Damn you, Yi Xiao! What are you doing? How could you just abandon us and die alone like this? You idiot!!!”

Even the imperial guards participating in the search were stunned by this tragic scene. Xiao Weiran closed his eyes and sighed towards the sky before finally ordering, “Let’s go back and report – bring that arrow too.” Only then did the others react. A guard timidly retrieved the arrow from behind Ning Fei, and then hurriedly followed Xiao Weiran down the mountain. Soon, only Ning Fei remained sitting at the cliff’s edge, facing the wind.

Why did you do this? Why, after so many years, do I still not understand you? Why can’t I comprehend you as Weiran does…

“Yi Xiao,” Ning Fei cried out to the heavens. Countless echoes reverberated across the valley – “Yi Xiao… Yi Xiao…” – fading into the distance until they could no longer be heard.

At the foot of the cliff, Xia Jingshi’s hand trembled slightly as he took the blood-stained iron arrow. Xiao Weiran’s mechanical description still rang in his ears, and a sudden, sharp pain gripped his heart. He seemed to see Yi Xiao looking up at the sky – was it to hide her tears?

Xiao Weiran heaved a long sigh, “Ning Fei is still up there – he and Yi Xiao were close, so… he probably won’t come down for a while… Yi Xiao wanted him to tell Your Highness that she will haunt you for all eternity.”

Xia Jingshi clutched the arrow tightly, frozen for a long while before softly giving the order, “Turn back. We’re returning to Lu City…”

Ten days later, news spread throughout the Jinxiu Dynasty that Prince Xia Jingshi of Zhennan had fallen gravely ill halfway through his journey to Susha Country to marry, forcing him to return to Lu City to recuperate. The marriage alliance was indefinitely postponed.

Fu Yi Xiao did not die. Her gravely injured body drifted in the rushing river at the bottom of the valley, occasionally colliding with rocks protruding from the water, but she never attempted to climb out. If her heart was dead, what use was there in preserving this body?

Suddenly, a rope flew from the side and looped around her neck. She immediately struggled to break free from the noose. ‘Don’t save me, unless you are him.’

Ignoring her resistance, the rope pulled her in, bit by bit, until she was finally dragged onto the shallows. She found herself looking into a pair of curious and concerned eyes. “Oh? You’re not dead?”

“Why did you save me?” Yi Xiao asked weakly, her strength spent.

“Idiot, if I hadn’t saved you, you really would have died!” Ling Xueying rolled her eyes as she untied the rope from Yi Xiao’s neck.

Returning to the Fu family was no longer an option, so after her wounds healed, Yi Xiao went with Xueying to the Ling family. There, all the maidservants walking about the courtyard were beautiful, with downcast eyes and light footsteps. Xueying’s father, the City Guard of Cang City, was a chivalrous man who had left the jianghu world to join the court for the sake of his wife and daughter. After hearing Yi Xiao’s story from Xueying, he simply said, “To be happy, one must learn to let go.”

Let go – two words so easily spoken, yet so difficult to achieve.

The extremes of love and hate tormented her uncontrollably. She mounted her silver bow on the wall and began indulging in sensual pleasures and worldly games. For four years, drinking and singing became her means of release. “Pingling’s Xueying, Beauty’s Yi Xiao” became the most talked-about topic among the young masters of Pingling. However, the desolation that followed when the music ended and the crowd dispersed always clung to her. The loneliness of each long night made her once-wounded heart even more empty, for no one around her was him.

This unhealed, shattered heart was something she dared not touch, for even the lightest brush would cause intense pain. The slightest glimpse would reveal that it was filled with his image, and the slightest pressure would spill out an ocean of longing. The string of missing him was wound too tight, unable to withstand any more tension. She dared not even cry or allow herself to miss him.

For four years, Xueying was always by her side. When Yi Xiao was drunk, Xueying would brew strong tea to sober her up. When Yi Xiao cried, Xueying would wipe away her tears… Ling Xueying, a young lady spoiled beyond reason by her parents, was the only one who stayed by her side, comforting her throughout these four years.

While browsing a bookstore with Xueying, Yi Xiao once asked her, “We’re not related by blood or marriage. Why are you so kind to me?” Xueying responded by playfully hitting her on the head with the book she was looking at. “If you died, where would I find an excuse to go out and play all day?” As soon as the words left her mouth, Xueying ran off laughing…

Let the days pass like this, until the string snaps, until the heartbreaks, until the day when the weight of longing becomes too much to bear…

To be happy, one must learn to let go.

Xueying departed the next day, repeatedly instructing Yi Xiao to wait for her return before going to Lu City. Yi Xiao readily agreed.

Xueying, I’m not just placating you. If I’m not mistaken, they’ve probably turned all of Pingling upside down these past few days. They’ll find this place soon. Very soon.

The sound of hoofbeats approached, soon nearing Pingling’s city gates. In the distance, there was a clamor of voices. Xueying lifted her veil to look ahead.

The usually clear city gates were now congested with a large crowd. The guards were unhurriedly shouting orders, directing vehicles and pedestrians into two lines, checking each one before allowing them to leave the city.

“What’s going on?” Xueying’s maid, Xiumu, frowned impatiently. “Of all days for an inspection, it had to be when the young miss is leaving.”

The carriage driver answered as he guided the carriage towards the long line of vehicles, “It’s been like this for days. The guards are comparing people’s faces to two portrait scrolls every day. Who knows if some wealthy household lost something or if a servant ran away? But don’t worry, young miss, it won’t take long.”

Xueying’s gaze fell on the mixed crowd at the city gate. It seemed… Suddenly, she lowered the carriage curtain and ordered, “Turn back. I’m not leaving the city. I’ll still pay you the full fare!”

The driver was surprised but readily agreed, turning the horses around. Xiumu looked at Xueying in confusion, “Young miss…”

Xueying frowned and made a gesture of silence. “Don’t panic. We’ll talk when we get back.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 5
Xiao Weiran had just arrived in Pingling early in the morning. Without taking a rest, he stood with Ning Fei at the city gate. Ning Fei looked even more haggard than him, who had been on the road for two days. With bloodshot eyes, Ning Fei refused to relax for a moment, staring intently at the passing crowd.

Xiao Weiran patted his shoulder, “You should go rest for a while. I can keep watch here.” Ning Fei shook his head, “The men investigating the last few estates will return soon. I’d better wait here…” His voice suddenly cut off as he pointed to a spot in the distance, shouting, “Stop that carriage!”

Xiao Weiran whipped his head around, looking in the direction Ning Fei was pointing. A plain carriage was turning back. Before he could react, Ning Fei had already sprinted towards it.

In just a moment, the carriage was surrounded by Pingling soldiers. Ning Fei rushed to the front of the vehicle and asked in a deep voice, “Whose carriage is this? Where are you heading? Why did you turn back when you saw the checkpoint?”

Faced with this situation, the driver was too frightened to speak. After a brief silence, a voice as gentle as a breeze came from inside the carriage, “I am Ling Xueying, the only daughter of Ling Yuguang, the City Guardian of Caocheng. I was planning to leave the city to return home for the Zhongyuan Festival, but I remembered an important item I left in my villa here, so I was about to go back to retrieve it.”

Ning Fei narrowed his eyes sharply and gave a slight bow, “I am here on orders from the Prince of Zhennan to search for fugitives. May I ask Miss Ling to step out of the carriage to verify your identity card?”

The sound of a jade pendant tinkling could be heard. The carriage curtain lifted slightly, and a slender, pale hand extended out, holding an identity card. “As an unmarried woman, it’s not proper for me to show my face in public. Here is my identity card. Please verify it quickly and let me pass, so as not to delay my journey.”

Xiao Weiran stepped forward to take the identity card. After examining it, he shook his head at Ning Fei and handed the card back to the window. Ning Fei looked somewhat disappointed but still bowed politely, “You may proceed, Miss.” The delicate hand reached out from behind the curtain again to take back the identity card from Xiao Weiran. “Thank you.”

As the surrounding soldiers dispersed, the driver, still trembling, shook the reins. The sturdy horses snorted and began to pull the carriage forward.

Ning Fei watched the carriage slowly drive away, unable to shake off a strange feeling. Suddenly, he heard Xiao Weiran sigh, “What a beautiful name.”

That name!! He had heard the name Xueying at Huajian Pavilion.

A sharp glint flashed in Ning Fei’s eyes. “I think we’ve found Yixiao.”

Xueying jumped down from the carriage without waiting for Xiu Mu’s assistance and rushed into the backyard like a gust of wind.

“Yixiao! Yixiao, Yixiao, Yixiao!!!” Xueying burst open Yixiao’s door with a bang. “Quickly pack your things and hide! The city gates are under strict control, they must be searching for you!” Yixiao slowly put down the silver bow in her hands. “Why did you come back?”

Xueying paced around the room, piling everything she found onto the table. “There are guards at the city gate, and they’re probably checking every household in the city. My carriage was just stopped and my documents were checked. You should take your personal belongings and leave through the back door, going through the alleys—hide anywhere, just remember to come find me when you come out. I have to leave now, staying too long might make them suspicious!”

After saying all this in one breath, she saw Yixiao lowering her head to continue polishing the silver bow. Anxiously, she snatched the bow away. “You promised me you wouldn’t go to Lucheng until I came back—you can’t break your promise, otherwise, I’ll never speak to you again!”

Yixiao sighed and put down the things in her hands. “I don’t want to break my promise to you, but…” She paused briefly and pointed at the wide-open door behind Xueying. “You’d better greet our guests first!”

Three people were standing outside the door. The one with a gentle demeanor was Xiao Weiran, the one with fury blazing in his eyes was Ning Fei, and the timid one standing at the back was the maid Xiu Mu.

Seeing her point, Xiao Weiran smiled slightly, looking calm and unruffled. “This young lady looks familiar. May I ask for your name?” Yixiao held back Xueying, who was glaring at the two men, and said with a mocking smile, “These two gentlemen look familiar too. Forgive me, my memory has been failing lately. Could you remind me when and where we might have met?”

Ning Fei shouted even faster, “How dare you pretend to be confused!”

Xueying pushed Yixiao aside and scolded Ning Fei right to his face, “You’re despicable! You followed me!” Ning Fei sneered, “We haven’t even settled the crime of harboring a fugitive, and you still dare to point fingers at me?”

Xueying stamped her foot, “Who says Yixiao is a fugitive? Show me the arrest warrant!” Ning Fei glanced at her disdainfully, “How did you know I was talking about Yixiao?” Xueying was at a loss for words. Ignoring him, she began looking around, trying to find something suitable to wipe that detestable expression off Ning Fei’s face.

“Yixiao,” Xiao Weiran closed his fan, “Since you’re alive, why have you been out of touch all these years? We all thought you were dead.” “Yes,” she smiled at him, “The person you’re looking for died four years ago.”

Hearing this, Ning Fei started cursing, “You have the nerve to mention four years ago. Back then, you jumped without explaining anything clearly. Even now, when I think about it, my heart still aches…” Before he could finish, his expression suddenly changed. He dodged the gust of wind attacking from behind and stepped back twice.

Xueying, holding an iron shovel, saw him dodge and was so angry she was panting, “If it weren’t for my father’s refusal to teach me martial arts even on his deathbed, I would have smashed your dog head into your stomach today!” Yixiao sighed and stepped forward to take the shovel. “Give it to me, or you’ll complain later about your hands getting rough.”

The smile in Xiao Weiran’s eyes flashed and disappeared. “Yixiao, come back with us. His Highness had already ordered the imperial guards accompanying him not to mention that incident. He only announced that you were dispatched on official business. You can go back and apologize to His Highness. He won’t make things difficult for you.”

“There’s no need,” Yixiao glanced at him. “After four years of a carefree life, I’m no longer suited for a military career. I’m afraid going back would only disappoint His Highness.”

Ning Fei, while keeping a wary eye on Xueying, couldn’t help but interject, “I only learned about your feelings from Weiran—if you come back with us, won’t you be able to stay by His Highness’s side again? Perhaps heaven has destined you and His Highness to…” Yixiao interrupted him, “Perhaps in your eyes, everything needs to be destined by heaven, but in my view, everything is just a matter of one’s own choice. I never thought that love or not loving needed to follow heaven’s will. For me, it’s just about whether I can have it, whether it belongs to me or not!”

“That’s right! It’s not like nobody wants Yixiao. Those who don’t know how to cherish her don’t deserve to have her. Yixiao, come with me!” Xueying said as she reached for Yixiao’s hand. Ning Fei moved even faster to block her. “No, she has to come back to Lucheng with us!”

Seeing that the two were about to argue again, Yixiao rubbed her temples. “Stop arguing,” she said, turning her gaze back to Xiao Weiran. She smiled mischievously, “Actually, even if you hadn’t come, I was planning to go back—now that you’ve found me, my peaceful days are over anyway.” Xueying snorted beside her, “If that’s the case, Xiu Mu, go back and tell Father that I’m not returning. I’m going to Lucheng with Yixiao!”

Xia Jingshi strode into the side hall, only to find Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran standing there with awkward expressions. He was taken aback, “Didn’t you say you brought her back? Where is she?” Ning Fei elbowed Xiao Weiran, who coughed and said with a dry laugh, “Your Highness, we did bring her back, but her friend who came along said she was a bit tired, so she insisted on going back to her residence first. She said she’d rest for a few days before coming to pay her respects to Your Highness…”

Xia Jingshi sighed, “Still so willful—if I had known earlier that she was in Pingling, I would have gone to bring her back sooner.” Ning Fei seemed to want to say something but hesitated. Xia Jingshi glanced at him, “If you have something to say, just say it. Don’t mumble.”

Ning Fei remained silent for a moment, then finally seemed to make up his mind and said, “Your Highness, Yixiao has already…” He frowned and stopped there. A shocked look immediately appeared in Xia Jingshi’s eyes. “What happened to Yixiao? Did she sustain injuries from falling off the cliff back then?” Suddenly, his face turned pale. “Is she disabled?”

“No,” Xiao Weiran glared at Ning Fei, “It’s Ning Fei’s tongue that’s disabled. I just feel that she’s somewhat different from before, but I can’t explain it clearly. Your Highness will know when you see Yixiao in a few days.” Xia Jingshi listened quietly to this point, then raised his hand to stop him from saying more. “No need to wait. I’ll go see her now.”

Ning Fei was startled, “Your Highness, don’t forget…” Xia Jingshi smiled slightly, “This Prince has never cared about those sneaking, hiding rats. Let’s go!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 6
The group soon arrived at the Commandery Prince’s mansion. Seeing Xia Jingshi arrive in person, the guards were startled and hurriedly announced his presence. Ignoring Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran who followed closely behind, Xia Jingshi strode quickly through the garden towards the small flower hall, with such familiarity and ease—this mansion was one he had bestowed upon Yi Xiao, and she had never changed a single wall or tile.

In his memory, Yi Xiao was usually as cheerful as a man, swift and sharp on the battlefield like a fierce beast released from its cage. But her straightforward personality meant she often clashed with many generals in the army, which was why he always kept her by his side. Yet that last encounter four years ago, when Yi Xiao was shot by an arrow, that pained expression and the silhouette Xiao Weiran described standing silently gazing at the sky, were completely unfamiliar to him.

Thinking of this, Xia Jingshi’s heart rippled with pain like a stone thrown into the water. Four years was long enough for that pair of shocked and pained eyes to be branded in his heart, long enough for—he suddenly froze. Yi Xiao was half-lying on a chaise lounge with wet, loose hair, her large robe barely revealing her delicate pink toes. Before he could get a clear look, she had already stood up and was walking towards him step by step. Her body wafted the fragrance of a recent bath, every inch of skin, every breath, carrying a suffocating allure. “Your Highness, it’s been a long time.”

Xia Jingshi calmly responded with a “Mm,” but took half a step back, almost bumping into the brocade stool by the table. “So you know to come back?” Yi Xiao pursed her lips, a hint of mockery appearing. “It’s been quite some time since we last met. Why is Your Highness still so cold? Could it be that you resent that I didn’t die at the bottom of that cliff?”

Xia Jingshi smiled faintly, “If we were to throw you into a wolf pack, you would be the last one standing. This is something I’ve known for years.”

“Such a unique welcome, hmm?” Xueying, who had been eavesdropping from the inner room, could no longer contain herself. As she walked out, she looked Xia Jingshi up and down, “Your looks are barely passable, but your inner self is utterly lacking—Yi Xiao, you have no taste.” Ning Fei’s face had already darkened when she came out, and now he jumped up, “How can you call yourself a well-bred lady? Not only do you eavesdrop on your host’s conversation, but you also speak so rudely. Do you know the status of the person you’re criticizing?”

“My father taught me to use different attitudes towards different people. I naturally behave like a well-bred lady in front of true gentlemen. For someone like you, I won’t even spare a kind word! As for this man, I only know he’s the one who forced Yi Xiao to jump off a cliff four years ago—I don’t care about his status or position. When dead, we all turn to mud. How would he be any different from you or me?!” She questioned Ning Fei aggressively, right up to his face. Ning Fei couldn’t argue back and could only glare in anger.

Xia Jingshi’s eyes swept over Xueying, and he asked calmly, “Who is this?” Xiao Weiran hurriedly bowed and answered, “Your Highness, this is the only daughter of Master Ling Yuguang, named Ling Xueying.” Xia Jingshi raised an eyebrow, his eyes showing surprise, “So it’s Elder Brother Ling’s beloved daughter.”

“Hey!” Xueying immediately turned her attack towards Xia Jingshi, “Who’s your elder brother? Don’t try to get familiar!” Xia Jingshi chuckled softly, “I don’t wish to argue with you. Whether it’s true or not, you can go home and ask your father. Strictly speaking, in terms of seniority, you should be my niece…” Xueying let out a shrill scream of frustration, interrupting Xia Jingshi’s words, “I don’t believe it! I’m going to write to Father and ask!” With that, she stamped her foot, lifted her skirts, and ran off.

Seeing her leave, Ning Fei let out a long sigh of relief and laughed heartily, “Your Highness is indeed clever. If I had known earlier that claiming to be her elder would drive her away, I would have…” However, Xia Jingshi frowned and looked at Yi Xiao, “What I said is the truth—but why did I never know that Yi Xiao was with Elder Brother’s daughter?” Yi Xiao looked at him innocently, “No wonder Uncle Ling always told me to learn to let go. It turns out even Uncle Ling knew about Your Highness’s fickleness!”

Hearing this, Xia Jingshi’s breath caught for a moment. He then looked at her deeply, his voice calm, “Does hurting me with your words make you happy?” His gentle words brought her a heavy shock, and her face instantly turned pale.

He witnessed her loss of composure and spoke even more calmly: “Saying such things, doesn’t it hurt you too?” In an instant, Yi Xiao’s expression had already recovered. “The heart that could feel pain has long since turned to rotting mud with the Yi Xiao of four years ago, keeping company with maggots underground. This current heart, even if it experiences myriad pains, will, true to my name, vanish like smoke after a laugh.”

“Vanish like smoke?” Xia Jingshi’s gaze passed over her head, looking out the window. Without realizing it, dusk had fallen. The golden sunset stretched its sword-like rays into the room. Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran had quietly retreated, leaving only him and Yi Xiao in the room.

Turning around and picking up the silver bow placed on the table, Xia Jingshi asked calmly, “Since you’re no longer the Yi Xiao of before, why did you come back?” “I came back, naturally, for you,” Yi Xiao raised her head, her lips curling up slightly in a half-smile, “I want to know, after four years, if I were to confess my feelings to you again, would you still reject me?” Xia Jingshi looked at her quietly, “What if I still reject you?”

Yi Xiao looked back at him, her eyes clear as spring water, seeming to look straight into his heart, “If you still reject me, I’ll return to Pingling. We’ll part ways and never meet again. I’ll marry a man who cherishes me, and I’ll try hard to love him and bear many children for him. Many years later, I might casually mention you to him—I’ll tell him that you were a mistake I made in my youthful folly, a joke in my life. I’ll forget you, and won’t even recognize you anymore… Your Highness, is this the answer you want to hear?”

With each sentence Yi Xiao spoke, Xia Jingshi’s heart skipped a beat. In a daze, he still heard himself say calmly, “Indeed, that’s right.”

This is for the best.

Yes, this is the best. Isn’t this what he wanted?

Contrary to his expectations, Yi Xiao didn’t get angry. She spoke as calmly as he did, “Very well, I’ll pack my things and leave then—that silver bow was a gift from you, I’ll return it to you today.”

Gritting his teeth hard, suppressing the strange feeling in his heart, Xia Jingshi forced a smile, “Won’t you… stay for a few more days?” Yi Xiao walked towards the inner room without looking back, “Would staying a few more days change your mind?”

He was speechless.

Yi Xiao’s luggage was simple, just a small bundle. As she passed by him, Yi Xiao paused for a moment and asked with a sigh, “Your Highness, can you tell Yi Xiao, in these four years, have you ever… missed me even a little?”

Xia Jingshi’s mind buzzed. He bit his tongue and resisted for a moment, but finally succumbed to the surge in his heart and said defeatedly, “Since it’s Xueying’s first time in Luocheng, if you’re not in a hurry, please accompany her for a few days on my behalf!” After saying this, he felt it was too forced and lowered his head, no longer looking at Yi Xiao as he hurriedly walked out.

Yi Xiao sat down beside Xueying and pulled her with slight concern, “Won’t you feel chest pain lying like this for so long?” “Have you set your heart on him?” Xueying didn’t move, still lying ungracefully on the couch, her voice weak as a thread. Since receiving her father’s reply, she had maintained this posture for nearly two hours.

Even the slowest person should have noticed by now that Xia Jingshi had no intention of letting Yi Xiao act as his host. He openly asked Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran to accompany her around, but in reality, he was isolating her. Her father’s reply further deflated her spirits—Xia Jingshi was indeed her father’s close friend despite their age difference. If Yi Xiao eventually married Xia Jingshi, wouldn’t she have to call Yi Xiao “Aunt”…

How annoying, she didn’t want to drop a generation for no reason, so…

“Yi Xiao, let’s go back to Pingling. Young Master Lu is quite nice, and his family is wealthy too, if…” She automatically stopped talking when she saw someone enter the hall, instantly becoming excited, “Why is it you again!” Ning Fei’s face also turned blue, shouting even faster, “I don’t want this either!”

“Don’t want what?” someone asked from behind. Ning Fei froze, having forgotten about the person behind him in his argument with Xueying. “Nothing, Your Highness. I’ll take Miss Ling out now,” he said as he strode to the couch and roughly picked up Xueying. “Let’s go, I’m taking you shopping today!”

Before Xueying could struggle, she had already been carried out by him.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 7
As Ning Fei’s figure disappeared around a corner, Yixiao turned to look at Xia Jingshi. “The day before yesterday we went boating on the lake, yesterday we paid respects to Buddha, and today we’re strolling through the streets. Your Highness, no matter how big Lucheng is, there will come a day when we’ve seen it all. When that day comes, what excuse will you use to keep Yixiao here?”

Xia Jingshi didn’t answer her question. Instead, he asked, “Pingling—is there someone waiting for you there?”

Yixiao scoffed, “Is Your Highness concerned about Yixiao?”

Xia Jingshi just looked down at her bare feet on the black carpet. “You’ve changed a lot.”

In their exchange, neither answered the other’s question.

Yixiao felt a bit uncomfortable under his gaze. She pulled her feet up onto the couch, covering them with her skirt, and stretched, trying to cover her discomfort. “Does Your Highness not like the current Yixiao?”

“I don’t,” Xia Jingshi said flatly, averting his gaze. “This Prince liked the straightforward and pure Yixiao from years ago.”

She suddenly laughed loudly, “The person who made me change was you, Your Highness—or are you regretting that arrow from years ago?”

Xia Jingshi frowned, “This Prince never regrets his actions. If time were to flow backward and we returned to that day, with you aggressively killing a military general in front of me, I would still shoot that arrow without hesitation—but I would personally capture you, not giving you any chance to jump off the cliff!”

Yixiao clenched her fists, suppressing her emotions. “If Your Highness had captured Yixiao that day, how would you have dealt with me?”

Xia Jingshi hesitated slightly, then answered frankly, “I’ve thought about this question many times over these four years, and again when Ning Fei reported discovering your whereabouts in Pingling, but I’ve never been able to find an answer.” He leaned forward slightly, tilting up her chin to look directly into her ink-black eyes. “Yixiao, if you feel that the rank of Commander is too low, I can promote you to Deputy General. With future military achievements, you could even become a General. Isn’t that good? Why must you keep testing me?”

Yixiao didn’t move, a small flame flickering in her eyes. “Does Your Highness insist on misinterpreting Yixiao’s feelings as a roundabout way of seeking rewards? Is Yixiao’s existence to Your Highness merely a strong bow in your military camp? Are Yixiao’s feelings just a heavy burden to Your Highness?”

Xia Jingshi sighed, “Don’t ask anymore. You, just come back to my side. Let’s treat everything that happened in these four years as a misunderstanding…”

“A misunderstanding?” Sparks almost flew from Yixiao’s eyes as she tilted her chin up to glare at Xia Jingshi. “Why have you always been so hypocritical? You have no sense of responsibility, you don’t understand love at all!” At this point, she pushed him away forcefully. “Take your hands off me, don’t insult me!” She took a deep breath, “This time, it’s me who doesn’t want you—from now on, Yixiao will never see you again!”

Holding back the moisture welling up in her eyes, Yixiao quickly walked towards the inner chamber. Xueying hadn’t returned yet, but she couldn’t stay here any longer. With the understanding between her and Xueying, even if Xueying returned and couldn’t find her, she would know where to look.

This time, Xia Jingshi didn’t stop her. Instead, he watched her with a strange, sad look in his eyes as she changed her clothes, gathered her belongings, and left his sight for the second time without looking back.

As night fell, in the dense forest outside Lucheng, a group of tall, robust guards closely protected a large black carriage in the center. The carriage windows were covered with heavy black gauze, only faintly letting light through.

Feng Suige leaned against the cushions, thoughtfully examining the captive sleeping at his feet.

The Prince of Zhennan from the Jinxiu Dynasty had canceled the marriage agreement halfway and returned to Lucheng, greatly displeasing his father. To make matters worse, Princess Xiyang was stubborn and insisted she would marry no one but the Prince of Zhennan, causing endless discussions throughout the court. After countless memorials from officials requesting a new husband be chosen for Princess Xiyang, he finally couldn’t bear it anymore. Leaving a letter for his father, he disguised himself and secretly entered the Jinxiu Dynasty, just to investigate what kind of urgent illness the Prince of Zhennan had suddenly contracted.

Thinking of this, he smiled coldly. From various signs, it seemed the Prince of Zhennan had no illness at all, and this woman… He stood up and walked to her side. In the past battles, she always wore a vibrant coral-red battle robe, as bright as flames, wielding a powerful bow with unerring arrows. Even in the most chaotic battles, she always maintained a very close distance from the Prince of Zhennan, her expression quite protective.

Four years ago, she had vanished without a trace in Jinxiu. The best spies of the Susha Kingdom had investigated exhaustively but only learned that her disappearance was due to the Prince of Zhennan dispatching her on an extremely secret mission. Recently, she had suddenly reappeared, personally escorted into the city by the Prince of Zhennan’s two most trusted generals and sent back to the Commander’s mansion. The Prince of Zhennan, who had claimed illness and had not left the royal city for four years, had personally visited her several times. It was clear that Fu Yixiao was very important to the Prince of Zhennan.

Four years—that was exactly the year the Prince of Zhennan and Xiyang had become engaged.

But they couldn’t find out exactly what secret mission the Prince of Zhennan had sent Fu Yixiao on, nor what had happened in these four years that made Xia Jingshi use the excuse of an old illness to repeatedly avoid fulfilling the marriage promise made back then.

Yixiao woke up from the jolting and immediately recalled everything that had happened when she opened her eyes and saw the carriage ceiling. She sat up abruptly.

After leaving the Commander’s mansion, she had planned to hire a carriage at the market. To save time, she had taken a familiar alley she had walked many times before. Her back, scorched by Xia Jingshi’s gaze, was still hurting, almost bringing tears to her eyes. She blinked. If Xueying were here, she would probably scold her for being weak again.

Suddenly, she heard a man ask, “Miss, do you need to hire a carriage?” Before she could see who was speaking, a strange, pungent smoke enveloped her face. Before losing consciousness, she heard an excited voice say, “We’ve got her!”

“Are you too calm, or has the drug not worn off yet? Your expression doesn’t look like that of a captive,” a male voice beside her mocked. Yixiao trembled slightly and quickly looked towards him.

The man leaning lazily against the carriage wall with his arms crossed wearing a black brocade robe with floral patterns. His open collar revealed a patch of bronzed, sturdy chest. In the soft candlelight, his handsome face was almost devilishly beautiful, with deep, bright black eyes.

Yixiao’s fingers unconsciously clenched into fists. “Feng Suige!”

Seeing her utter his name at a glance, Feng Suige raised his thick eyebrows in surprise. “As expected of the Prince of Zhennan’s woman, your memory is indeed impressive!”

Yixiao, on the contrary, calmed down. “I’m not his woman—but you, the noble prince of the Susha Kingdom, coming into our Jinxiu Dynasty’s territory and capturing a military commander from the Prince of Zhennan’s camp, hmm, that sounds quite extraordinary.” She secretly tried to move her numb limbs, her peripheral vision glancing toward the swaying curtain nearby.

Feng Suige snapped his fingers, successfully drawing back her attention. “If you’re smart enough, you won’t think about escaping. The thirty escorts outside the carriage are Susha’s most formidable warriors, and you, Fu Yixiao, are useless without your bow and arrows!” He almost gritted his teeth on the last three words.

As Yixiao’s gaze fell on him, the scar on his shoulder seemed to ache again faintly.

There was once an extremely difficult battle where he had almost captured Xia Jingshi. It was because of this woman in front of him that he not only suffered severe injuries but also lost three of his guards. He would never forget those beast-like sharp, beautiful eyes that flashed with pride and mockery the moment he was shot and fell from his horse.

“You think you can harm him?” her eyes seemed to say, shining brightly like Sirius in the night sky.

Back at the camp, when the military doctor dug out the arrowhead from his shoulder, there was a small character for “smile” carved on it. He was so angry he almost tore down the royal tent. This hateful woman, even her arrows were meant to provoke.

It was much later that Feng Suige realized he had misunderstood. What was carved on the arrowhead was her name. Her name was Fu Yi Xiao.

Coming back to his senses, he found Yixiao looking at him with interest. “The Prince’s eyes seem to be torturing Yixiao,” she even recklessly continued to provoke him, “Do we have a grudge?”

His cheek twitched unnaturally. He reached into his bosom and took out a sachet, throwing it into Yixiao’s lap. He said gruffly, “This, don’t say you don’t remember!”

Yixiao hesitated for a moment, picked up the sachet, then put it down again with a puzzled look. “Yixiao is not skilled in needlework…” Feng Suige almost shouted, “I’m telling you to open it and look!!!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 8
Yi Xiao hesitantly untied the silk ribbon and shook out a cold, heavy piece of metal from the sachet. She looked up at him in surprise, “Is this an arrow I used before?”

Feng Suige stared at her coldly, “Are you saying you don’t remember? This was taken from my shoulder.”

Yi Xiao thought for a moment, then shrugged carelessly, “There were so many people on the battlefield. If I had to remember every single one, my brain wouldn’t be enough.” As she spoke, her eyes flashed sharply, “If this arrow was shot into the Prince’s shoulder, it only proves that at that time, the Prince was very close to His Highness!”

Feng Suige sneered, “You’re quite loyal to him!”

Yi Xiao’s eyes darkened as she casually tossed the sachet and arrowhead back to him. “I remember that the Shusha Kingdom signed a peace treaty with our Jinxiu Dynasty. Could the Prince’s behavior be seen as a provocation against the Jinxiu Dynasty?”

Feng Suige caught the sachet and leaned in maliciously, “If I explain to others that I ventured deep into Jinxiu to retrieve a runaway lover, whose words do you think people would believe more?”

Yi Xiao laughed instead of getting angry. She even leaned her head closer to Feng Suige, her eyes full of allure, “In that case, I’m more inclined to believe that the Prince wants to take advantage of Yi Xiao.” Feng Suige was visibly stunned. In this moment of distraction, Yi Xiao swiftly pulled out her hairpin and thrust it at him with all her might, but her wrist was caught by an even faster iron grip.

With a loud crash, Yi Xiao was pushed against the carriage wall, falling onto the fur-carpeted floor. Rubbing her painful wrist, she turned to glare at Feng Suige. His face was dark as he approached step by step, like a beast ready to devour its prey. “I almost forgot, the more beautiful the flower, the more likely it is to be poisonous,” he said. Yi Xiao bit her lip, meeting his gaze without backing down.

The carriage curtain was suddenly swept aside, and a tall, strong guard rushed in. “Prince…” The rest of his words died as he saw the two facing off. Feng Suige turned to glare at him in anger, “Who told you to come in!” He was furious at himself for almost falling for her trick, mesmerized by her smile. It was a great humiliation.

The guard stammered, “This subordinate heard a commotion inside the carriage, so…” “Get out!” Feng Suige gritted his teeth. The guard quickly bowed and retreated.

He turned back to Yi Xiao and said in a deep voice, “You should thank him. Otherwise, I can’t guarantee I wouldn’t have strangled you just now. Now answer me, what did Xia Jingshi send you to do these four years, and what does it have to do with him feigning illness to delay the marriage alliance?”

Yi Xiao’s eyes widened, staring at Feng Suige in disbelief. After a while, she suddenly burst into laughter. Feng Suige, enraged, pulled her up. “Stop pretending to be crazy. Answer quickly!”

“Fine, I’ll answer!” Yi Xiao’s laughter stopped abruptly. “I forced him to give up the marriage alliance by threatening to kill myself. These four years, I did nothing but travel around. He’s been waiting for me to return, that’s why he hasn’t fulfilled the agreement.” After saying this, she started laughing again.

Feng Suige sneered, “Do you take me for a fool?”

Yi Xiao had laughed to the point of tears, “What are you if not a fool? I just never thought I was important enough to influence the marriage alliance between two countries…” Before she could finish, Feng Suige struck her heavily on the neck, and she immediately lost consciousness.

Holding a scroll, unable to read a single word, Xia Jingshi paced around his study in frustration. Yi Xiao’s tear-filled eyes kept flashing before him. This time, he had truly hurt her. Even four years ago, she had never spoken such resolute words.

Unexpectedly, the Empress Dowager’s wild laughter invaded his mind again, “So that’s how it is… Xia Jingshi, you’re destined to be just a prince, you’re destined not to inherit the throne, hahaha… I never thought… How pitiful… You pitiful wretch!”

Shaking his head, forcefully suppressing the bitterness and pain rising from his heart, Xia Jingshi tossed the scroll aside and walked out. Perhaps he should send someone to bring Yi Xiao back. Otherwise, with her volatile personality, who knows what foolish things she might do?

His hand had not yet touched the door latch when he heard a palace guard announce, “General Ning seeks an audience.” Xia Jingshi paused, “Let him in!” Ning Fei almost burst through the door as soon as he was called, immediately kneeling before him, “Yi Xiao may have been reckless, but I beg Your Highness to forgive her for the sake of her past military achievements…”

Xia Jingshi frowned, “Stand up and speak. What has she done now?”

Ning Fei looked up at him in confusion, “Didn’t Your Highness detain Yi Xiao? Then where has she gone?”

That stubborn silhouette flashed through his mind again. Xia Jingshi turned away to hide his expression, “She left.”

Ning Fei asked puzzled, “Does Your Highness know where Yi Xiao went?”

Xia Jingshi picked up the scroll he had tossed aside earlier, casually flipping through a few pages, “I don’t know. She said she wouldn’t come back…” Ning Fei stood up anxiously, “Your Highness, Yi Xiao must be in trouble!”

Xia Jingshi started, turning to look at him, “What happened?”

Ning Fei explained urgently, “I don’t know the details. Earlier, when I escorted Miss Ling back to the Commandery Prince’s mansion, she couldn’t find Yi Xiao anywhere. Seeing that Yi Xiao’s luggage was gone, she insisted on leaving. I took her to the city gate and casually asked the guards when Yi Xiao had left, but they said they hadn’t seen her at all. Miss Ling became anxious then, urging me to question all four gates thoroughly, but the answers were all the same – no one had seen Yi Xiao leave the city…”

Xia Jingshi pondered, “Perhaps there were many people, and the guards just didn’t notice her.”

“That’s what I thought too, but Miss Ling said if Yi Xiao had left the city, she would wait for her at the nearest post station on the official road towards Caocheng. So I accompanied her there, but still no trace of Yi Xiao,” Ning Fei stepped forward, “Your Highness, should we seal off the entire city and thoroughly investigate Yi Xiao’s whereabouts?”

Xia Jingshi thought for a moment, “If the military makes such a grand gesture to investigate, how will I explain to the disturbed citizens if Yi Xiao is merely delayed somewhere in the city?”

Ning Fei was at a loss for words, stammering, “To be honest, Your Highness, I’ve already sent people to investigate…”

“You…” Xia Jingshi was immediately exasperated, glaring at him, “I’ll deal with you after Yi Xiao is found. Now go quickly!”

Ning Fei grinned, quickly acknowledged the order, and rushed out.

When Yi Xiao woke up, she found herself in a spacious prison cell. Her wrists and ankles were shackled with iron rings, and an iron chain tightened around her waist, fixing her to the wall. She tried to move but remained immobile, inwardly annoyed at her carelessness.

Xueying must be frantic, unable to find her at the post station. Perhaps she would return to Luocheng to seek help from His Highness…

Thinking of Xia Jingshi, her heart filled with bitterness. Years of wholehearted love, yet he treated it as worthless. If not for him, how could she have ended up in such a predicament?

She tried to struggle a few more times, a thin layer of sweat appearing on her forehead, and the places where her hands and feet were shackled stung slightly from the friction.

Faintly, she heard the coquettish voices of women. The door of the cell suddenly opened wide, and Feng Suige entered, arm in arm with two beautiful women.

Seeing her eyes open, Feng Suige smiled, “So you’re awake.” A guard who followed him in moved a large chair from the corner of the room. He lifted his robe slightly and sat down gracefully. “Still unwilling to tell the truth?”

Yi Xiao stared at him steadily, “I told you everything in the carriage. Why do you need to ask me again?”

Feng Suige chuckled lightly, “With such a clumsy lie, how do you have the audacity to compete with Xi Yang for Xia Jingshi?”

Yi Xiao’s face changed, and she immediately retorted, “You can’t even distinguish truth from lies. No wonder you’ve never won against His Highness!”

Her words were like a resounding slap, wiping the smile off Feng Suige’s face. He looked at her darkly, then suddenly turned to ask one of the women beside him, “What do you think is the most suitable torture for interrogation?”

The woman giggled coyly, “Yun Yi has heard that a whip soaked in a mixture of chili powder and salt water can make the victim feel both pain and burning with each lash, tearing their flesh. Ordinary people would confess everything after just ten lashes.”

Feng Suige smiled slightly, “She’s not an ordinary person. Perhaps she’ll need a hundred lashes.” He paused, then commanded sternly, “Go prepare it quickly!” Yun Yi acknowledged and hurried away.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 9
Feng Suige leaned back lazily against the chair and said, “Captain Fu, if you change your mind, remember to speak up.” Another woman glanced over, smiling as she drew closer, “Your Highness, it would be such a waste to mar or disfigure such a beauty!”

Feng Suige’s mouth twitched slightly, his eyes narrowing sharply. “What suggestion does Mei Yi have?”

A flash of malice crossed Mei Yi’s eyes. “Why doesn’t Your Highness assign her to the Su Sha Army’s Red Tent…” Before she could finish, a heavy slap landed on her face, sending her stumbling backward.

Feng Suige coldly watched Mei Yi sprawled on the ground. “Since you’re so thoughtful, why don’t I grant your wish and send you to comfort the soldiers instead?”

Shocked and in pain, Mei Yi threw herself at his feet, begging, “Mei Yi knows her mistake. Please spare me, Your Highness!”

Ignoring her pleas, Feng Suige gestured to a nearby guard. “Take her where she belongs.”

As Mei Yi’s wails faded into the distance, Feng Suige turned to meet Yi Xiao’s amused gaze, frowning. “What? Find this entertaining?”

Yi Xiao nodded, smiling as she asked, “Treating a former bedmate like this, don’t you feel any remorse?”

Feng Suige strode to her side, forcefully gripping her jaw. Through gritted teeth, he said, “Perhaps I should consider her suggestion. What do you think?”

Yi Xiao winced in pain but managed to enunciate each word clearly, “Do I have any room for negotiation in your hands?”

Feng Suige released her with a cold laugh. “It seems you still don’t believe I can easily pry open your mouth!”

Yi Xiao smiled faintly. “What method will you use on me then? Whipping? Oh, I know 108 torture techniques from the Jin Xiu Army. Would you like some suggestions? Or perhaps you’d prefer to have your guards violate me? Would that please you more?”

Feng Suige shuddered, shouting, “You… are you even a woman, daring to say such things?” Yi Xiao only responded with a provocative smile.

Their gazes clashed, almost sparking with countless battle intentions. After a long moment, Feng Suige averted his eyes, his tone still harsh, “I’ll return tomorrow. I hope by then, Captain Fu, you’ll have an answer that satisfies me.” With that, he swiftly left the cell.

Xia Jingshi pored over documents while Xiao Weiran stood solemnly beside him. After a long while, Xia Jingshi looked up with a furrowed brow. “How is this possible? No inn stays, no hired carriages, no city departures. Has Yi Xiao simply vanished into thin air?”

Xiao Weiran hesitated before speaking, “Your Highness, should we investigate the whereabouts of merchant caravans that recently left the city?”

Xia Jingshi pondered briefly. “You mean…”

Xiao Weiran nodded. “If Yi Xiao were to leave, she’d do so openly. This disappearance doesn’t bode well, in my opinion.”

“Mm, I’ll leave this to you then. Remember to instruct Ning Fei to keep a close eye on Ling Xueying. We can’t afford any more mishaps.” Xia Jingshi spoke wearily, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his brow.

Xueying sat restlessly at the table, idly plucking at the qin strings. Yi Xiao’s attire didn’t suggest a runaway maid, ruling out the possibility of being targeted by traffickers. But aside from that, there seemed to be no other explanation. Yet, given her temperament, who would dare buy her even if she were abducted?

Could she have left in anger and despair…

The more she thought, the more frightened she became. In her agitation, she plucked the string forcefully and stood up.

Ning Fei, who had been dozing against the wall, was startled awake by the sound. Before he was fully alert, Xueying had already walked past him, paying no attention.

“Hey, where are you going?” Ning Fei rubbed his eyes and hurried after her.

Xueying paused. “To find Yi Xiao, of course. Unlike you, who’s quick to promise to search but spends all day napping in corners!”

Ning Fei nearly howled in frustration. “Mind your words! I haven’t slept for days looking for Yi Xiao, turning over every brick in Lu City. I finally get a moment’s rest, and you criticize me.”

“But I’m worried Yi Xiao might be in danger,” Xueying’s eyes were already brimming with tears. “What if she’s… thinking of ending her life again…”

“Pah!” Ning Fei quickly spat. “Watch your words, child. Don’t curse her. Yi Xiao has always been resilient; she should be fine.”

Xueying nearly jumped up. “What do you mean, ‘child’? I saved Yi Xiao’s life; how could I curse her? If I had known she’d be in danger, I would never have let her come to Lu City. It’s all Prince Zhen Nan’s fault, and you’re all his accomplices. Are you satisfied now that she’s vanished without a trace…”

Before she could finish, Ning Fei clamped a hand over her mouth. “There you go again, every other word about death.” Suddenly, he froze, quickly withdrawing his hand as if burned, looking strangely at his palm’s moisture. “You’re crying?”

Xueying hastily wiped her eyes with her sleeve, turning away without a word.

Ning Fei awkwardly wiped the tears from his palm on his chest, stepping in front of her. “Hey, don’t cry. If I hurt you accidentally, you can hit me back. Why are you crying?”

Seeing Xueying still unresponsive, he clumsily grabbed her hand, patting it against his chest. “Here, here, hit me back. Just don’t cry.”

Embarrassed and angry, Xueying struggled to free herself, finally exclaiming, “Let go, or I’ll scream assault!”

Ning Fei immediately released her hand. Xueying, unprepared, stumbled backward with a yelp.

Seeing her fall, Ning Fei helped her up, suppressing a laugh. “Not my fault. You told me to let go.” Xueying brushed the dirt off her hands, her face cold. Suddenly, she kicked his shin with all her might. Caught off guard, Ning Fei yelped and hopped away, crouching down to curse, “Never seen such a wild woman, even Yi Xiao is more refined than you. Who’d believe you claim to be a well-bred lady… Hey, don’t run!”

Seeing Xueying fleeing, he gritted his teeth and stood up, limping after her.

Counting the water drops in the clepsydra, each drop seemed to strike Yi Xiao’s heart. Time passed slowly, the light from the window gradually lengthening. Her limbs, bound by iron shackles, had lost all feeling. Silently cursing Feng Suige, Yi Xiao tried to divert her attention from her numb hands and feet.

Night finally fell, the cold air seeming to penetrate her very bones, chilling her heart. Though it was spring, she had left in a hurry, wearing only thin indoor clothes. After Feng Suige’s abduction, she had likely lost all her belongings.

Realizing this, Yi Xiao couldn’t help but shake her head with a smile. Even if she had her things, who would care about the comfort of a prisoner?

Feng Suige’s two questions must mean he suspects the Jin Xiu Dynasty covets the Su Sha Kingdom.

It’s understandable. Those not present would never believe a woman would risk her life to prevent her beloved from marrying another, especially given their vast difference in status. Not to mention Xia Jingshi turning back because of it—even now, she finds it incredible.

Your Highness, is Yi Xiao deluding herself, or you…

“You seem to be enjoying yourself,” Feng Suige’s mocking voice sounded at the door, his jet-black eyes like jewels, fixed on the faint smile that had just appeared on Yi Xiao’s lips.

Yi Xiao immediately suppressed her smile, lowering her lashes. “Has dawn come so quickly?”

Feng Suige silently gritted his teeth. “This is my domain. I come when I please. Do I need to announce myself to you? Enjoy the cold night in my villa, Captain Fu!” With that, he threw the felt blanket he was holding onto the ground and stormed off angrily.

Yi Xiao’s gaze moved from the ground to the wide-open cell door. Suddenly, she shouted, “Feng Suige, you idiot! Even if you don’t give me a blanket, at least remember to close the door!”

Behind the low-hanging brocade curtains of the Seven Treasures, the musk and ambergris from the Pi Xiu incense burner wafted an intoxicating fragrance. Feng Suige reclined on comfortable cushions, listening to his spy’s report.

The servant at Fu Yi Xiao’s home said that due to her military duties, Fu Yi Xiao rarely returned home. After her mother’s death, she visited even less frequently, perhaps once in several years. If not for the continuous rewards from Prince Zhen Nan being sent to the Fu family, they might have forgotten about this little-favored young lady.

Dismissing the spy, Feng Suige unconsciously cracked his knuckles, making popping sounds.

Years ago, when the two countries were at war, although the Su Sha Kingdom had a powerful army, several certain victories were thwarted by Prince Zhen Nan’s clever strategies. He deeply feared this Jin Xiu Marquis known as the God of War.

Now, though a peace treaty had been signed between the two countries, the marriage agreement between Prince Zhen Nan and Xi Yang remained unfulfilled. They couldn’t directly question the Jin Xiu Emperor through diplomatic channels about why Prince Zhen Nan, despite being in good health, kept delaying the marriage with illness as an excuse. Moreover, Xi Yang was unusually stubborn. So, the only option was to target Xia Jingshi.

Xia Jingshi had always been indifferent, without a wife or concubine, and rarely allowed women to get close to him. Fu Yi Xiao seemed to be an exception—he wondered how Xia Jingshi would react if he knew it was he who had abducted Fu Yi Xiao.

The door opened, and Yun Yi entered. Seeing Feng Suige still deep in thought, she climbed onto the brocade couch, languidly saying, “Your Highness, it’s so cold outside. Why not retire early?”

Feng Suige glanced at her. “Is it very cold?”

Yun Yi chuckled softly. “Once Your Highness joins me, Yun Yi won’t be cold anymore.”

Feng Suige mused thoughtfully, “Let her suffer a bit. It’s good for her.”

Yun Yi looked puzzled. “Who is Your Highness talking about?”

Feng Suige flashed a smile. “It’s nothing.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 10
After enduring a night of cold wind, Yi Xiao was feeling dizzy but still forced herself to stay strong. Feng Suige sat down leisurely in front of her, “Did Major Fu rest well last night?”

“Thanks to Your Highness’s kindness, Yi Xiao rested extremely well,” Yi Xiao glanced at him and chuckled mockingly, “However, Your Highness looks as haggard as if you’ve just fought a battle. You must have been busy all night — I suppose when you were shot by an arrow back then, it was also due to overexertion that you couldn’t dodge in time?”

Feng Suige’s smug smile instantly froze on his face. He turned his head away in annoyance, just in time to see Yun Yi bringing two guards carrying a wooden bucket. He leaned back in his chair, suppressing his anger, “If Major Fu still hasn’t figured out how to speak up, let’s start with an appetizer.”

“It would be rude to refuse,” Yi Xiao pursed her dry lips, relaxing her body to hang limply on the wall.

The whip in Yun Yi’s hand twisted like a snake and lashed down with a whistle. Yi Xiao felt a heart-wrenching pain. As the initial shock subsided, the wound began to burn and sting. The pain stimulated her already dizzy mind, and for a moment, she was back to the day she endured military punishment.

He had said, “Whether you love or not is your own business. What does it have to do with me?”

If she had been clearheaded enough on that day, she should have cut off all her affections then and there.

A low laugh escaped from Yi Xiao’s mouth, startling everyone in the cell. Even Feng Suige stood up in surprise.

Yi Xiao suddenly raised her head, glaring fiercely at the now pale-faced Yun Yi, “You lowlife, did your master exhaust you too much last night? You don’t have any strength left!”

Yun Yi’s face grew even more unsightly. He struck twice as hard with the second lash, drawing blood and tearing flesh. Yi Xiao trembled so much she could barely speak clearly, yet she was still laughing, “That’s more like it.”

Perhaps it’s best to end everything today, she thought. Only, she wondered if death could truly provide a conclusion to all of this.

“Stop!” Feng Suige ordered Yun Yi, quickly walking to Yi Xiao. He looked at her in disbelief. He could swear he saw relief in Yi Xiao’s eyes.

She had deliberately provoked Yun Yi. She was seeking death.

Yun Yi dropped the whip and silently retreated behind him, his hands trembling slightly.

Feng Suige waved his hand, and everyone in the cell filed out like flowing water. He narrowed his eyes, his gaze seemingly trying to penetrate her soul, “You’d rather die than speak — what benefits did he give you to make you so loyal?”

Yi Xiao’s mind went blank for a moment, but she bit her lip and forced her eyes wide open to look at him, “Following him, I don’t have to worry about being turned into a military prostitute someday for making a mistake…”

Seeing this once lively woman remain so composed under such brutal torture, Feng Suige couldn’t help but feel a hint of admiration. However, hearing her words, he still angrily said, “If you want to die, I’ll grant your wish today!”

Yi Xiao only laughed once before she could no longer hold on and fell into darkness.

In Sushang country.

A curtain separated the inner sleeping chamber. Yi Xiao had been changed into clean white clothes and was lying on the bed. Her hair was black and shiny like silk, spread around the embroidered pillow. Her lightly pressed lips revealed a hint of drowsy confusion as if she were between sleep and wakefulness.

A young woman entered carrying a tray. She placed the medicine from the tray on a small table nearby, then turned to look at the person on the bed. When Yi Xiao was brought in, she not only had severe whip wounds but was also running a high fever. It was said she was just a prisoner, but — how could a mere prisoner be sent here?

Feeling her gaze, Yi Xiao slowly opened her eyes. She moved slightly, only to feel aches all over her body. She couldn’t help but sigh, “Am I not dead yet?”

“No,” the young woman sat down by the table with a light laugh, “You were close, but you were saved.”

Yi Xiao shifted her body a bit, examining the young woman. She had willow-like eyebrows and phoenix eyes, a jade nose, and cherry lips, with a golden ornament on her forehead, yet she wore ordinary clothes. “Who are you?”

Instead of answering, the young woman asked, “Who do you think I am?”

Yi Xiao frowned and looked away.

White gauze hung on the windows, and the walls were decorated with splashed-ink landscape paintings and elegant ink bamboo. A refined fragrance permeated the air. The small room was bright and clean, appearing particularly refreshing.

“Of all the cells I’ve seen, this one looks the most proper,” Yi Xiao struggled to sit up on her elbows, examining herself. Both of her wounds had been carefully bandaged. Although still painful, there was a cooling sensation, indicating that the medicine used was quite valuable. Perhaps due to weakness or having slept too long, she had no strength in her limbs.

“Does it still hurt?” the young woman watched her movements with interest. “The medicine applied to your wounds is the Sushang royal family’s sacred healing ointment, Black Jade Essence. It won’t leave any scars.”

Yi Xiao chuckled softly, “Are you playing some new game, Princess Xiyang?”

Hearing this, the young woman leaned close to the bed, almost touching Yi Xiao’s face, “Why do you think I’m Princess Xiyang?”

Yi Xiao stared at her without blinking, “No matter how ignorant Yi Xiao might be, I wouldn’t fail to recognize that the gold-inlaid dragonfly wing ornament is exclusive to royal ladies.”

She glanced sideways, “That only proves I’m from the royal family, not that I’m Princess Xiyang.”

Yi Xiao raised an eyebrow, “Does Sushang have a nobler lady more concerned about Jinxiu than Feng Xiyang?”

“I finally understand why my royal brother ordered to save you,” Feng Xiyang clapped her hands and laughed, “Your pride truly makes one unsure whether to hate or love you!”

“Xiyang?” Feng Suige’s voice abruptly interrupted, “Why are you here?”

Feng Xiyang stood up straight, smiling, “To visit the beauty on your behalf, of course!”

Feng Suige placed the medicine cup he was holding on the table and strode forward, pulling her a few steps away, “Don’t get so close to her. Aren’t you afraid she might take you hostage and escape?”

Feng Xiyang lazily freed herself from his grip, “Brother, do you think I don’t know what you’ve given her to eat?”

Feng Suige didn’t expect her to say this. He pressed his lips together and said to Feng Xiyang, “You go out first.”

Feng Xiyang chuckled lightly, “I understand, Brother.” She walked gracefully to the door, turned back to wink at Yi Xiao, “Rest easy and recover. He’s no match for you.” With that, she closed the door and left.

After a moment of silence, Feng Suige’s gaze fell on the still-steaming medicine. He returned to the table, picked up the cup, and brought it directly in front of Yi Xiao’s eyes, “Since you’re awake, drink it yourself!”

Yi Xiao slowly took it, but suddenly flung her hand, splashing the medicine towards him, mockingly saying, “Yi Xiao has always been lowly, unworthy of such precious medicine.”

The brown medicine splattered down Feng Suige’s face. He seized her wrist in fury, pulling her up, “Don’t be ungrateful.” His cold voice carried a sneer as he gripped her chin, forcing her to look into his rage-filled eyes. His lips curled into a slight sneer, “In your current state, I could make you wish for death with just a flick of my finger. So, you’d better stay put here obediently.”

Yi Xiao sneered, “I’d like to taste what it’s like to wish for death.”

Feng Suige threw her back onto the bed, “Then we’ll see about that.”

Feng Suige had just changed out of his soiled clothes when Feng Xiyang entered, casually picking up an exquisite lotus cake from the table and putting it in her mouth. She said coolly, “Is this the first time my royal brother has encountered such a troublesome opponent?”

Feng Suige glanced at her, “Xia Jingshi hasn’t come, and you’re not in a hurry. It seems I’ve been the villain for nothing.”

Feng Xiyang brushed the crumbs from her hands, speaking somewhat unclearly, “The Holy Emperor of Jinxiu has issued an edict, and he has accepted it. If he doesn’t marry me, he can’t marry anyone else.”

Feng Suige sighed helplessly, “If he pretends to be ill for a lifetime, will you wait for him in Sushang for a lifetime?”

Feng Xiyang snorted, “A lifetime is a lifetime then. At worst, I’ll go to Jinxiu to find him — But you, keeping his beloved general locked up in Shuihuiyuan, what exactly are you trying to do?”

Feng Suige frowned, lifting a teacup to his lips, “I’m worried Xia Jingshi might pull some tricks. If he truly had sincerity, he should have come to marry you long ago. I just can’t figure out what game he’s playing, so…”

Feng Xiyang laughed lightly, “I’m afraid someone is using public office for private gain — her name reminds me of a certain sachet, Brother.”

Satisfied to see Feng Suige choke, she walked towards the door, “Xiyang still needs to practice the zither, so I’ll take my leave.”

Ignoring Feng Suige’s glare, she added as she held the door, “Don’t hurt her too badly. When she starts to hate, it truly goes to the bone.”

The door closed behind Feng Xiyang. Feng Suige stared hard at the door panel as if trying to burn a hole through it with his eyes. After a long while, he let out a long breath and slowly sat down.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 11
Xia Jingshi played with the light blue glazed hairpin sent by Feng Suige’s messenger. He sighed, “They’ve taken Yixiao to force my hand.” Xiao Weiran looked at him worriedly, wanting to speak but hesitating.

Ning Fei and Xueying had just arrived. Hearing this, Ning Fei cast a questioning glance at Xiao Weiran, who pressed his lips and nodded slightly.

Ning Fei furrowed his brow and asked solemnly, “Your Highness, shouldn’t we report this to the Emperor?”

Xia Jingshi remained silent. Xiao Weiran shook his head, “We don’t know how much they’ve learned yet. We can’t risk it. Besides, the Emperor wouldn’t care about a mere Major.”

Xueying’s gaze swept across everyone in the room before settling on Xia Jingshi. She hesitantly asked, “Um… did I miss some important news?”

Xia Jingshi shook his head slightly, not intending to explain further. “This matter isn’t as simple as it seems. It involves the Susha royal family. You should return to Caocheng first. I promise I’ll bring Yixiao back safely.”

“The Susha royal family?” Xueying paused, then laughed coldly. “I’m stupid. Whenever Yixiao is in trouble, you’re always involved somehow…”

Ning Fei quickly tugged at her sleeve. “Everyone’s trying to find a solution. Why say such things?” Xueying brushed his hand away. “What solution? Other than going to get her back, what else can be done?”

“Xueying is right,” Xia Jingshi stood up. “Weiran, send a message to the Emperor on my behalf. Tell him my chronic illness has been cured, and I’ll be departing soon for Susha to marry Princess Xiyang.”

Xiao Weiran and Ning Fei exclaimed, “Your Highness!”

Xia Jingshi smiled faintly. “They’ve become impatient. I had planned to wait until the weather warmed up before going.”

Though Feng Suige had used some kind of drug, Yixiao could now move around, albeit feeling weak and lethargic all day. After that day, Feng Suige didn’t torture her further, only posting a squad of guards around the tower where she was imprisoned to prevent her escape.

A few maids walked past the window, giggling. Though their voices were low, Yixiao’s keen ears caught the words “Prince of the Southern Border.” She called out to them through the window, “Were you just talking about the Prince of the Southern Border from the Jinxiu Dynasty? What about him?”

One maid hesitated but replied, “Yes, we just received news that the Prince of the Southern Border’s entourage has left Jinxiu to marry the princess.”

Though softly spoken, the words hit Yixiao like a thunderbolt. Her whole body ached as if pricked by needles. She swayed, grabbing a nearby flower stand to steady herself.

So, by cutting ties with me, you can marry Princess Xiyang with peace of mind?

She smiled bitterly. Despite her resolute words, she still couldn’t let him go.

“The Emperor proposed holding the wedding ceremony in Susha, and the Prince of the Southern Border agreed,” another maid chimed in. “So now the palace is busy preparing…”

“Gossips!” A deep male voice startled the two maids, who quickly knelt. “Forgive us, Your Highness!”

Yixiao sighed. “Don’t blame them. I asked first.”

Feng Suige dismissed the two maids and entered the room.

Yixiao sat down on the edge of the bed and said slowly, “I told you before, there’s no plot against Susha.”

Feng Suige clenched his fist slightly. “Perhaps, but anything can happen before everything is settled.”

Yixiao’s lips curled into a faint smile. “Very well. After Your Highness marries the princess, if you don’t want to silence me, let me go.”

“Where will you go? Back to follow your prince?” Feng Suige sneered. “Even if you return, at most you’d be a concubine.”

Yixiao’s face gradually regained some color. Hearing this, she replied calmly, “So what?”

Feng Suige’s mouth twitched. “Do you think he’ll marry you? In terms of looks or status, how can you compare to Xiyang?”

“No need for Your Highness to remind me. I know my place,” Yixiao’s eyes regained their clarity. “I just want to leave this place.”

Feng Suige looked at her for a while, then suddenly chuckled softly, “I won’t kill you, but I don’t want to let you go either.”

Yixiao met his gaze unflinchingly. “If I want to leave, you can’t keep me here!”

“Your Highness,” a maid approached Feng Suige nervously. Feng Suige glanced back, noticing the untouched food on her tray. His expression darkened. “She still refuses to eat?”

“You can’t win against her. Admitting defeat would be quicker,” said Feng Xiyang, who was rummaging through his collection of treasures. She dangled a string of glass beads at him. “Brother, I’m taking this too.” Feng Suige glared at her, then turned to the maid, “Keep sending food as usual. When she’s hungry enough, she’ll eat.”

The maid stammered, “But… it’s been four days…”

Feng Xiyang’s hand froze in mid-air. She asked incredulously, “Four days? Are you trying to starve her to death?” Feng Suige turned away uncomfortably. “It’s just food, not medicine. Even if it were medicine, she could still vomit it up if she wanted to.”

Feng Xiyang slapped her forehead. “What a mess. I’ll go check on her.”

Yixiao was leaning on a brocade couch by the window, lost in thought. She heard someone enter but didn’t turn around. Suddenly, she met a pair of bright, intelligent eyes. “What a stubborn beauty. No wonder my brother is so worried day and night.”

Yixiao glanced at Feng Xiyang. “Has the new bride come to persuade me?”

Feng Xiyang smiled, “I know you’re his person, and I know you don’t want to see me right now. But no matter how angry or resentful you are, you need to take care of your health first. Otherwise, how will you have the strength to compete with me?”

Yixiao tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I’m not his person, and I have no intention of competing with you for his affection. I’m not bitter at all. I just want to leave Susha.”

Feng Xiyang was taken aback. “But my brother… How about I bring some snacks? I won’t tell him you ate.”

Yixiao seemed not to hear, turning her head away again.

After waiting a while without a response, Feng Xiyang left the room awkwardly. As she exited, she ran into Feng Suige, whose face was ashen. She shrugged, “This is between you and her. I can’t persuade her. You go in yourself.”

When Feng Suige entered the room with a maid carrying a tray, Yixiao had just sat back on the couch. She ignored him completely.

Feng Suige gritted his teeth and barked at the maid, “If she won’t eat herself, can’t you feed her?” The maid approached trembling, placing the tray on a small table by the bed. As she picked up the silver chopsticks, Yixiao raised her hand to block her, sweeping the entire tray and its contents onto the floor. Her bright eyes challenged Feng Suige.

“Fine,” Feng Suige laughed angrily. “For each time you smash it today, I’ll starve you for three days. Go to the kitchen and bring new food!”

The maid quietly agreed, her pleading gaze fixed on Yixiao.

Yixiao looked at the pale-faced maid, then at Feng Suige with his slightly upturned lips. She slowly lowered her head to look at the mess on the floor. She shifted her body and, amidst the maid’s startled cry, reached down to grab a handful of food from the floor and shoved it into her mouth. Immediately, food mixed with ceramic shards crunched loudly as she chewed.

Feng Xiyang, who had been peeking from outside, screamed and rushed into the room. Feng Suige, also shocked, lunged forward and forcibly pried open her jaw, shouting, “You crazy woman, spit it out!” The maid was too frightened to move, trembling in a corner.

After ensuring there was nothing left in Yixiao’s mouth, Feng Suige was drenched in cold sweat. Feng Xiyang, pale-faced, collapsed nearby. Yixiao spat out a mouthful of bloody saliva and smiled at him. “How’s that?”

Unable to look at Yixiao, Feng Xiyang tugged at Feng Suige’s sleeve, trembling. “Brother, stop forcing her. She’ll die.” Feng Suige’s eyes flashed with complexity. His lips moved a few times before he finally seemed to make up his mind. “After Xiyang’s wedding, I’ll send you back to the Jinxiu Dynasty!” He gave Yixiao one last deep look before rushing out of the room.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 12
Early the next morning, Feng Suige sent someone to deliver a medicinal pill. After Yi Xiao took it, her strength recovered considerably. By noon, most of the guards below the tower had been withdrawn, leaving only two to watch over Yi Xiao.

As night fell, the spring chill set in. Except for the night watch and patrolling soldiers, almost everyone had retreated to the warmth indoors. The two guards leaned against a sheltered corner, with one chattering to his companion, “A beautiful courtesan arrived in the imperial city. Old Wei from Shahe Camp went to see her and said she looked like a celestial maiden…”

Yi Xiao cautiously treaded on the floorboards, approaching step by step behind him. When she was about three steps away from the guard, a floorboard creaked softly. The guard turned around startled, saw Yi Xiao, and was visibly stunned. “It’s you—do you need something?”

Yi Xiao flashed a natural smile. “I’m just feeling a bit hungry. Could you help me check if there are any leftover snacks in the kitchen?” The two guards exchanged glances, and the other one said, “I’ll go. I was in a hurry to come for my shift and didn’t eat enough. I’ll ask for extra.” Yi Xiao gave a slight bow, “Thank you for your trouble.” The guard just waved his hand and walked away with large strides.

Yi Xiao watched him descend the tower until he disappeared around the corner of the long corridor. Noticing the vigilant gaze of the remaining guard, she suddenly smiled and said, “Look at me, only thinking about food. I’ll go back inside and wait.” She made it as if to turn around.

At the moment the guard slightly relaxed and was about to turn his head, Yi Xiao channeled her power into her hand and struck precisely at the side of his neck. The guard let out a muffled groan and collapsed.

Quickly descending the stairs, Yi Xiao evaded the patrolling guards and crept towards the perimeter wall. During the day, she had already observed the layout inside and outside the wall. Although her body hadn’t fully recovered, once she crossed this wall, there would be dense protective groves outside, perfect for sneaking away under the cover of night without fear of discovery.

Just as her hand touched the wall, someone chuckled softly nearby, “Aren’t you going to take the other half of the antidote?” Yi Xiao turned back in shock. Feng Suige’s eyes glinted with a mesmerizing light as he emerged unhurriedly from the shadows of the building.

By the time he reached her, Yi Xiao had regained her composure. “Feng Suige, you did this on purpose.” Feng Suige smiled ambiguously, “How could I bear to let you go so soon? I heard the Duke of Zhennan’s old ailment was miraculously cured upon seeing a jade hairpin. This makes me even more eager to witness the moment he meets the owner of that hairpin.”

“You scoundrel!” Yi Xiao suddenly lunged at him like an enraged cat. Feng Suige stepped back, but Yi Xiao’s nails still managed to graze his face, drawing a thin line of blood.

“Such a crude woman,” Feng Suige frowned, wiping the blood from his cheek with the back of his hand. “I’ll let it slide this time, but if you try any more tricks, I’d be more than happy to keep you locked up until you’re old and gray.”

This delay allowed the guard returning from the kitchen to discover the situation and sound the alarm. Instantly, every light in the entire garden blazed, illuminating every corner as bright as day.

Amidst the growing commotion, Feng Suige extended his open palm with a smile. “Come, walk with me.” Yi Xiao stood rigid for a moment before finally relaxing and placing her hand in his. Feng Suige immediately gripped it tightly and led her back to the pebble-paved path with long strides.

Everyone was in chaos upon discovering Yi Xiao’s attempted escape when suddenly they saw Feng Suige emerge from nearby, holding Yi Xiao’s hand. They all stood with mouths agape, unsure how to react.

A young guard captain was the first to regain his senses. He rushed forward and knelt, “So it was Your Highness who came. We thought something had gone amiss.” Feng Suige smiled without a word, gently pulling Yi Xiao forward. He said softly, “Return to your room. I’ll come see you tomorrow.” Yi Xiao glared at him and walked slowly towards the tower, with two guards following closely behind.

Watching Yi Xiao ascend the wooden stairs, the guard captain let out a sigh of relief. His gaze returned to Feng Suige’s face, and he couldn’t help but start. “Your Highness, your face…” Feng Suige, clearly in a good mood, answered with a smile, “A cat scratch,” before quickly departing, ignoring the varied expressions of those around him.

A newly arrived guard approached the captain, asking puzzled, “When did we start keeping cats in the garden?” The captain glared at him, “If you don’t even know whether we have cats or not, you’ve been eating for nothing.” Then, looking at Feng Suige’s fading silhouette, he muttered to himself, “That cat sure has some nerve.”

“Ning Fei!” Shortly after Ning Fei passed in a water skin, a sharp cry came from Ling Xueying’s carriage. The imperial guards escorting them outside shrank their necks, looking at their revered General Ning with immense sympathy as he turned his horse around with a dark face and rode back to the carriage. “What is it now?”

Xueying had already emerged from the carriage, holding an exquisite teacup in front of him. Ning Fei’s expression softened slightly, “Drink it yourself, I’m not thirsty.” Xueying raised the cup a bit higher, “I’m not asking you to drink, I’m asking you to look!” “What?” Ning Fei leaned forward to examine the small wriggling creatures in the teacup and realized, “Oh, those are mosquito larvae. They’re harmless.”

“Harmless!?!?” Xueying’s voice rose by two octaves. “You deliberately put bugs in there to disgust me, and you say it’s harmless!!” Ning Fei frowned, “Spring water can’t be as clean as mountain spring water. Bugs in the water show that it’s clean and non-toxic. When traveling, you shouldn’t be so particular.”

Xueying was so angry she almost threw the teacup at him. “Don’t be particular?! If I had drunk straight from the water skin, I would have swallowed these bugs!” Ning Fei sighed, took the water skin hanging from his saddle, and handed it to her. “Then drink from mine.” Xueying recoiled in disgust, “You’ve drunk from that, isn’t it even dirtier?”

“Then what do you want?!” Ning Fei finally shouted in exasperation. “You make such a fuss over a few water bugs, do you plan not to drink any water for the entire journey?!” Xueying retorted, “How can one drink water with bugs in it…” Before she could finish, her eyes widened in horror, her mouth hanging open.

Ning Fei had snatched the teacup and downed the spring water in one gulp. Seeing her stunned expression, he wiped the water from his lips and thrust the cup back into her hands. “See? You can drink it even with bugs.”

With a thud, the teacup slipped from Xueying’s hands onto the carriage step, spun around a few times, and rolled to the ground. Just as it made a crisp shattering sound, it was crushed under the carriage wheel.

“You… you swallowed the bugs,” Xueying’s voice trembled, filled with disbelief and horror. Her face changed colors several times, and with a choked sound in her throat, she jumped down from the still-moving carriage and crouched by the roadside, retching.

Ning Fei jumped off his horse in surprise and strode over to pat her back. “What’s the big deal about a few bugs? Didn’t Yi Xiao tell you? Back in the day on the battlefield when water was scarce, we even drank horse urine.”

Xueying had just finished emptying her lunch and was catching her breath when she heard his last sentence. She couldn’t help but start dry heaving again.

Amidst Ning Fei’s hearty laughter, Xueying’s furious scream pierced the sky, “If you dare say another word, I’ll never let you hear the end of it!”

Xia Jingshi lifted the carriage curtain and looked back. Xiao Weiran, riding beside the carriage, smiled and said, “It’s Ning Fei. He’s teasing Miss Ling again.” Xia Jingshi’s lips curved slightly upward, “He’s also reached the age to start a family.”

Xiao Weiran was about to say something more, but Xia Jingshi had already lowered the curtain. After a moment of silence, Xiao Weiran said softly, “Even after marrying the princess, Your Highness could still take concubines. Yi Xiao probably wouldn’t refuse…”

The carriage fell silent, and even the soft rustling of clothes ceased. After a long while, Xia Jingshi’s calm voice came from inside, “Everyone has their happiness, and her happiness in this life will not be found with me.”        

Yi Xiao – Chapter 13
Two maids fastened golden bracelets onto Yi Xiao’s wrists, their heavy weight pressing painfully into her skin. Yi Xiao raised her hand, tracing her fingertip across the mirror’s surface. The woman reflected in the bronze mirror exuded a unique allure, her elaborate makeup concealing her pallor but unable to hide the melancholy between her brows.

The night’s escape attempt had failed, and security around the tower had been tightened. Early the next morning, shortly after eating, Yi Xiao found herself once again weakened and powerless. Today, the Jinxiu Dynasty’s wedding procession was to enter Shusha’s gates, and Feng Suige was forcing her to go to the city wall to welcome them. “The city wall or tonight’s welcome banquet, take your pick,” he had said with a malicious smile, gesturing for the maids he’d brought to step forward and dress her.

“Miss Fu looks truly beautiful when dressed up,” one maid praised, “No wonder the prince adores her so.”

Since that false alarm, news of the Shusha prince falling in love with a Jinxiu captive had spread throughout the entire estate. The story had been revised repeatedly, completely omitting the part where Yi Xiao was injured. It eventually evolved into a touching tale of Feng Suige venturing deep into Jinxiu to retrieve his lover. Gradually, the servants in the garden changed their form of address for Yi Xiao from Major Fu to Miss Fu.

“His adoration is quite special indeed!” Yi Xiao said through gritted teeth, enunciating each word.

As she spoke, the maid doing her hair had fixed the last hairpin in place. After a careful final inspection, she nodded with satisfaction and stepped back. The maid holding the clothing immediately came forward to assist.

Yi Xiao’s gaze fell on the coral-red brocade robe on the tray, and her brows furrowed. “I don’t want this one.”

“You don’t?” Feng Suige asked as he stepped into the room. “I remember you always wore a coral red battle robe. I thought you must love this color, so I had it specially prepared for you. Yet you refuse?”

Yi Xiao lowered her eyelashes. “On a day like this, the one who should wear red isn’t me.”

“What’s wrong with wearing red? It suits you,” he said, approaching her side and turning her body to examine her from all angles. “Why do you always keep your face so plain? Isn’t this much better?”

Yi Xiao turned her head to avoid his gaze. “I haven’t worn such colors since the war ended.”

“Why is that?” Feng Suige asked curiously. “Such a bright color on the battlefield would be quite… conspicuous…” His tone gradually cooled, and a layer of frost settled over his previously gentle features. “For that man, you used yourself as bait? Do you find your life too long?”

Yi Xiao merely gave him a faint smile in response. “I’m still alive.”

Feng Suige raised an eyebrow, suddenly chuckling. “If you’re trying to provoke me, I’m afraid you’ve wasted your efforts. You don’t like this outfit? Tsk, that’s troublesome. Where am I supposed to find a suitable formal dress at this hour?” He looked her up and down with ill intent.

Suddenly, Feng Suige reached out and untied his belt. Yi Xiao tensed, watching him warily.

He unhurriedly removed his own two-toned gold brocade robe and draped it over Yi Xiao, saying with a smile, “This should fit.”

Yi Xiao frowned, but before she could push away the robe that still held his body heat, Feng Suige had already restrained her with his arms. Unable to break free, Yi Xiao angrily said, “Let go! I’ll wear the red one.”

“No,” Feng Suige said with a hint of a smile by her ear. “I think this one suits you better.” Seeing that she was still struggling, he simply flicked the discarded belt up with his toe, caught it, and used it to tie Yi Xiao’s hands tightly along with the robe. Amidst the maids’ gasps of surprise, he lifted Yi Xiao horizontally and carried her out.

The ignored maids were silent for only a moment before breaking into excited chatter. After just a few sentences, the maid who had done Yi Xiao’s hair suddenly jumped up and ran out the door, calling, “Prince, you’re not wearing an outer robe!”

Even as Feng Suige lifted her onto horseback, Yi Xiao was still weakly cursing, “…You battle-crazed lunatic…” Her final words were silenced by Feng Suige’s iron-like grip. “You can make as much fuss as you want in Shuihuiyuan, but once we’re outside, you’d better keep that mouth of yours in check, or else…” Seeing Yi Xiao glare at him, he chuckled softly. “If you promise to behave, I’ll let you put on your clothes properly. You can refuse, of course. I don’t mind letting the Duke of Zhennan see you disheveled in my arms.”

Yi Xiao nodded helplessly. Feng Suige immediately covered her body with a cloak, removed the sash binding the brocade robe, and loosened his hold slightly to give her enough space to adjust her clothing.

Once Yi Xiao had finished arranging herself, Feng Suige revealed a satisfied smile. “If I were you, I’d hold tightly to the man beside me,” he said. Before Yi Xiao could react, he dug his heels hard into the horse’s flanks. The impatient steed let out a long neigh and shot forward like an arrow.

Yi Xiao nearly fell off the horse. Although years in the military had accustomed her to galloping on horseback, and this wasn’t her first time riding with someone else, being held sideways on a horse was a first. The jolting of the horse forced her to cling tightly to Feng Suige’s chest—of all the ways she had imagined dying, falling off a horse wasn’t one of them. So she used all the strength in her arms to hold onto Feng Suige’s waist and back, lest she be thrown off by the galloping horse. He looked delighted, wearing a detestable smile, his eyes gleaming as he proudly carried her towards the city wall.

She had never been so embarrassed in her life. If she had known this day would come, she should have shot a few more arrows at him back then, Yi Xiao thought bitterly.

Feng Suige rode with her to the base of the city wall but showed no intention of putting her down. Ignoring her struggles, he carried her up towards the top of the wall.

“Royal Brother…” Feng Xiyang’s voice trailed off abruptly when she saw Yi Xiao. Her eyes swept over the men’s clothing Yi Xiao was wearing. “Royal Brother,” Feng Xiyang said with an extremely suggestive smile, “Why such a hurry? Surely you had time to change clothes?”

Yi Xiao was about to speak, but upon receiving a warning look from Feng Suige, she swallowed her words. Filled with resentment, she used all her strength to pinch Feng Suige’s waist.

Feng Suige’s expression remained unchanged as he set her down. “Go sit over there with Xiyang. I’ll come find you after I pay my respects to Father.”

A fast rider galloped up the official road, reaching the base of the city wall and shouting, “Reporting to Your Majesty, the Duke of Zhennan’s wedding procession from the Jinxiu Dynasty has arrived within one li.”

The master of ceremonies immediately glanced at Shusha’s King Feng Qishan, and upon receiving permission, announced in a loud voice, “The Duke of Zhennan of the Jinxiu Dynasty arrives!”

A dragon-like horn blast immediately filled the air, piercing Yi Xiao’s chest. She suddenly stood up, ignoring the strange looks from the noble ladies around her, and ran towards the wall’s edge.

He had come!

Feng Suige had returned at some point and caught up with her, forcefully wrapping an arm around her waist. Feigning intimacy, he asked by her ear, “So excited, are we?”

Yi Xiao didn’t answer, her eyes fixed on the royal banner fluttering at the front of the winding procession on the official road.

It was the banner she knew best—a jet-black background with the character “Xia” embroidered in gold thread.

He had come.

Feng Suige gritted his teeth. “It’s useless to stare your eyes out. He didn’t come for you. He came for Xiyang.”

Yi Xiao flashed him a brilliant smile, her eyes revealing a clear yet alluring look. “Can you truly deceive your own heart?”

Feng Suige pressed his lips together, the veins on his forehead pulsing visibly.

Duke of Zhennan Xia Jingshi slowly rode his horse closer to the Shusha city wall. He tilted his head slightly to look up at King Feng Qishan, who sat in his dominant position and bowed in greeting.

Feng Qishan smiled as he looked at Xia Jingshi, beckoning Feng Xiyang to come over. Feng Xiyang bounded lightly to his side and gave Xia Jingshi a charming smile. Xia Jingshi’s gaze towards her remained unchanged, merely nodding in acknowledgment.

“Yi Xiao!” A shout drew everyone’s attention. Ling Xueying broke free from Ning Fei and rushed forward from behind, pointing at the city wall. “Yi Xiao is up there!”

Xia Jingshi instinctively looked up following her gesture. When he saw the two intertwined figures in the recessed area of the wall, his expression changed.

Seeing Xia Jingshi look in their direction, Yi Xiao—whether because Feng Suige deliberately loosened his grip or because she summoned strength in her urgency—managed to break free from Feng Suige’s embrace. She lunged forward to the edge of the wall, crying out, “Your Highness, Xueying, Yi Xiao is here!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 14
Across the open space before the city, one looking up, one gazing down, their eyes met in a flash. An indescribable ache rose from Yixiao’s heart to her throat. She felt as if all the blood had been drained from her body, and she had to cling to the stone wall to barely stand.

She could only see those eyes, as deep as a soul-devouring magical spring, as hot as an erupting volcano.

Her waist tightened as Feng Suige pressed against her again. He flashed a wicked smile at Xia Jingshi, forcefully suppressing her trembling and resistance. His branding lips and teeth grazed Yixiao’s neck, his challenging eyes meeting Xia Jingshi’s once more.

So what if she’s your woman, his eyes seemed to say.

Ignoring the sharp pain of nails digging into his palm, Xia Jingshi smiled and said, “What a great surprise. If I hadn’t come to marry the princess, I wouldn’t have known that the missing Major from our army would appear in Susha.”

Feng Xiyang looked embarrassed, biting her lip as she turned to Feng Suige. She stomped her foot and said, “Brother, what are you doing?”

Xueying was being dragged towards the back of the caravan by Ning Fei. She struggled and cursed, “Get your pig snout off Yixiao, you fever-ridden swine who won’t have teeth to eat porridge with tomorrow morning… Ah!” Amidst Xueying’s screams, Ning Fei finally couldn’t resist hoisting her over his shoulder and running towards the rear.

Feng Suige had already burst into laughter. “She’s much more creative at cursing than you are.”

Yixiao had stopped struggling. Meeting Xia Jingshi’s gaze, she said softly to Feng Suige, “Give up. You’ll never match him in wit or bearing.”

Feng Suige snorted dismissively, but his grip tightened.

By now, all the nobles on the city wall had sensed the unusual atmosphere and began to discuss among themselves.

Amidst the buzzing, Feng Qishan frowned and stood up. All private conversations ceased abruptly, and all eyes focused on him. “I was negligent. I had only heard that the prince brought back a woman from Jinxiu, but I didn’t know she was a military officer under the Prince of the Southern Border.”

Xia Jingshi smiled gently. “Your Majesty is too kind. The prince just wanted to give me a surprise.” He nodded to Feng Suige, “I’ll remember the prince’s deep friendship.”

Feng Suige raised an eyebrow, about to respond, when Feng Qishan barked at the ceremonial official, “Quickly invite our honorable guest into the city to rest!”

The ceremonial official, who had been frozen in shock, suddenly jolted awake and hurriedly chanted, “Welcome the Prince of the Southern Border into the city!”

On the bustling streets inside Susha City, a couple dressed in foreign attire was arguing, attracting the attention of many passersby.

“Ling Xueying! Will you be reasonable?!” Ning Fei shouted this sentence for the second time.

“No!” Xueying answered for the second time, putting her hands on her hips and confronting Ning Fei. “I came to Susha to find Yixiao, not to sit there drinking tea and laughing with a bunch of people with ulterior motives!” She turned and scolded a bystander who was staring dumbly, “What are you looking at? Haven’t you seen people argue before?” The bystander sheepishly rubbed his nose and ran away.

Living with this uncouth man for less than a month, she had already thrown away all the etiquette and refinement she had learned since childhood. Father said that one becomes like one’s company, and he was indeed right, Xueying thought bitterly. Fortunately, they were in a foreign country, so no matter how embarrassing it was, it wouldn’t reach her father’s ears.

Ning Fei spread his arms, intending to carry Xueying away as he had when entering the city. Seeing his posture, Xueying quickly stepped back, threatening, “Don’t you feel pain anymore?”

She had thought of many ways to make all the women in Susha weep with regret for not being born as ladies of the Jinxiu Dynasty. But when they arrived, she was unceremoniously carried into the city on his shoulder, with no grace to speak of. Besides feeling dizzy and nauseous from the blood rushing to her head, her keen ears also caught the whispers of women in the crowd, “Look at that Jinxiu general… how enviable…”

Enviable!! Xueying still wanted to scream.

At that moment, Xueying, overcome with anger, had pulled out her hairpin and stabbed it into his buttocks like crushing garlic, eliciting a collective gasp from the crowd…

Ning Fei’s wary gaze fell on her hair. Fortunately, Xueying was wearing an ebony hairpin today, otherwise, his buttocks would now be covered in bleeding puncture wounds.

“His Highness has just arrived, and we must observe proper etiquette. We can’t let the people of Susha laugh at us,” Ning Fei said, showing restraint for the sake of the hairpin.

Xueying snorted and pointed at his nose. “Tell me, are you the Prince of the Southern Border?” Ning Fei was suddenly confused, “Of course not.” Xueying then pointed at herself, “Then am I? Am I the Prince of the Southern Border?” “Of course not,” Ning Fei replied, frowning with concern. “Are you suffering from heatstroke?”

Giving him a withering look, Xueying ignored his last question. “Neither of us is the Prince of the Southern Border, so even if we behave improperly, no one will blame it on the Jinxiu Dynasty. So, Ning Fei, either you come with me to the palace, or you can go back and continue sitting there drinking tea like an idiot!”

Ning Fei blocked her way again. “Yixiao was taken by the Susha prince, and even the Emperor didn’t know about it. So she definitely won’t be in the palace…”

“Who said I’m looking for Yixiao? I want to question the Emperor face to face about how he rules his country, allowing his son to abduct innocent women!” Xueying raised her chin. “You only need to answer whether you’re going or not!”

“Ling Xueying! Will you be reasonable?!” “No!” The two began their third round of confrontation.

Suddenly, Xueying shifted uncomfortably and called softly, “Ning Fei… his gaze doesn’t look very kind.” Ning Fei’s face also showed an inscrutable expression. “Come here.”

For the first time, Xueying obediently nestled into Ning Fei’s arms. Ning Fei comfortingly patted her shoulder and back, then raised his head to look sharply at Feng Suige, who was seated high on horseback.

At some point, the originally bustling street had been divided into three sections by several squads of Susha soldiers. The two sides were still crowded with people, while the middle section where they stood was empty and surrounded by Feng Suige and his troops.

“Pretend I’m not here,” Feng Suige said with a lazy smile on his face. “Please, continue.”

Ning Fei sneered, “Does Prince Feng want to abduct people in broad daylight again?”

Feng Suige exclaimed in surprise, “Why would General Ning ask such a question?”

“So it’s you,” Xueying poked her head out from Ning Fei’s embrace and pointed at the menacing Susha soldiers around them. “Are you blind or am I hallucinating? Are you going to say these are all scarecrows?”

Feng Suige explained with a smile, “I received a report that there were people in the marketplace talking about His Highness and the prince, and it seemed to involve the Emperor, so I came to check. I didn’t expect it to be you two. Clearing the street is just to prevent any ignorant commoners from interfering—I’m only being considerate, please don’t misunderstand.”

Xueying pretended to shiver and nestled back into Ning Fei’s arms. “Ning Fei, today I realized you’re much better…” Putting on a show in public, one person wasn’t enough.

Ning Fei shuddered and warned in a low voice, “Ling Xueying, this is not the time for jokes.”

What an idiot, he doesn’t know how to play along at all, Xueying glared at him. “Do you know, there’s a kind of thing in this world that’s a beast but wears a human skin, trying to speak like a human…”

Ning Fei frowned. “Beast? How can it wear human skin?” Xueying gritted her teeth, deciding not to ask any more questions. “Haven’t you heard of ‘human face, beast heart’?”

Ning Fei suddenly understood, but before he could speak, Xueying continued, “Actually, no one knows what he is. Maybe he’s not even a thing at all. But what exactly is he? Only he knows.” She finished with a smile at Feng Suige. “I’ve heard that the regent prince of Susha is exceptionally knowledgeable. I wonder if you could enlighten Xueying?”

Feng Suige smiled slightly. “This truly puzzles me. It seems I need to read more books—or perhaps we should ask General Ning. He’s been in the military for many years and should be well-informed.”

Xueying was quite annoyed. She grabbed Ning Fei’s hand before he could speak, signaling him not to talk. “We’ve discussed this question many times on our journey but couldn’t conclude. That’s why we thought of coming to ask the prince. It’s a pity that even the prince himself is unclear, let alone able to enlighten us,” she emphasized the words “us” heavily, then flashed an innocent smile. “Let’s put this question aside for now. When the prince knows the answer, he can tell us later.”

Feng Suige raised an eyebrow. “You might as well ask the Prince of the Southern Border. Yixiao greatly admires his wit.” With that, he cracked his whip and galloped away, all the Susha soldiers quickly falling into formation behind him.

Xueying suddenly came to her senses and stamped her foot. “Yixiao… Damn it! I forgot to ask him to release her!”

Ning Fei was dazed for a moment, then muttered, “Um, my hand.” Xueying looked down and quickly released his hand, wiping it disgustedly. “Ugh, I don’t know if you washed your hands after using the toilet today.”

Ning Fei suddenly asked, “What did you say was better about me earlier?”

Xueying’s lips curled into a mischievous smile as she quietly took a few steps back. “He has a human face but a beast’s heart, while you have a beast’s face but a human heart. Isn’t that better?”

“Beast…” Ning Fei suddenly flew into a rage. “Ling Xueying, don’t you run away!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 15
Feng Xiyang rested her chin on her fist, staring absently at herself in the mirror. She remembered the first time she saw him, inexplicably feeling a pain in her chest that made her whole body convulse. He sat on horseback, completely soulless, like a corpse emanating the stench of decay—two hours earlier, his younger brother had ascended to the throne of the Jinxiu Dynasty with a smile, while he knelt before the new emperor to accept the title of Duke of Zhennan.

Back in Shusha, unable to shake the image of those agonized eyes that seemed to consume one’s soul, she suddenly felt regret for both him and herself. If only the two countries were on good terms, or if they were just ordinary people, how wonderful that would be.

A few years passed, and she reached marriageable age. When her father asked her, she finally confessed that she would marry no one but Xia Jingshi. Her father lost his temper with her for the first time and stormed off.

Unexpectedly, months later, her father announced at court the decision to cease hostilities with the Jinxiu Dynasty and his intention to marry her to the Duke of Zhennan as a gesture of Shusha’s sincerity for peace. Upon hearing the news, she wept with joy.

Even when he didn’t arrive on the appointed day, she didn’t mind. She waited for four years, never questioning whether she should wait or when he would come. She stubbornly held on to her choice, finally welcoming his arrival with hope amidst near despair.

Though the city wall was high, she could see every change in him. His relaxed brows, calm eyes, and gentle lips, but his cool, ethereal aura isolated him from everything around him. He was there, yet seemed to exist in a world of his own. Perhaps there had once been turmoil, but not for her…

Suddenly, she felt a pat on her shoulder. Feng Xiyang instinctively looked up and exclaimed, “Father!” Feng Qishan smiled as he sat down beside her. “What were you thinking about so intently that you didn’t even notice me come in?”

Feng Xiyang blinked, her eyes regaining their usual lively sparkle. “I was thinking about which ceremonial robe to wear on my wedding day. Should it be bright red with gold embroidery, or black with red accents?”

Feng Qishan patted the back of her hand. “The bright red with gold is vibrant, while the black with red is dignified. Either one would do, but as long as my daughter is wearing it, it will undoubtedly be the most beautiful… Are you certain he’s the one you want, Xiyang?”

Feng Xiyang smiled brilliantly. “Father, don’t you think he’s good?”

Feng Qishan sighed softly. “I never doubt Xiyang’s judgment—it’s just that, after meeting him today, I feel it might be difficult for you to love such a man. Winning the favor of a man like that is already challenging. Even if he comes to like you, there may still be people or things more important to him than you…”

Feng Xiyang’s smile didn’t diminish as she confidently replied, “Father, he might consider many things more important than me, but I believe that no matter what danger we face, he would never abandon me… Don’t you think he’s bound to fall in love with me?”

Feng Qishan gazed at her for a long moment before finally revealing a satisfied smile. “Xiyang has grown up. You’re no longer the little girl who used to pester me for stories. If your mother knew, she could rest easy now.”

When the maid woke Yi Xiao to tell her that a messenger from the royal city had come to summon her, Yi Xiao wasn’t fully awake. Upon learning that King Feng Qishan wanted to see her alone, she slowly descended the tower. She saw the messenger standing at the bottom, hands tucked into his sleeves, pacing back and forth impatiently. Hearing footsteps, he immediately turned around, his eyes clearly expressing dissatisfaction. “Major Fu, you certainly take your time.”

Yi Xiao smiled slightly and bowed slightly. “And you certainly wield your authority, messenger.” The messenger was taken aback, then smiled stiffly. “I was just a bit hasty earlier. Please forgive me, Major Fu.” Inwardly, he regretted his rashness. He had heard much about this woman recently. Not only was she a fourth-rank military officer under the Duke of Zhennan of Jinxiu, personally summoned by the king, but the regent prince’s favor and affection for her meant that if she wanted to, a few words from her could make life very difficult for him.

Seeing the messenger’s face clouding over, Yi Xiao knew he was regretting his words. Not wanting to dwell on it, she nodded slightly. “Please lead the way, messenger.”

As they reached the gate, the sound of urgent hoofbeats approached from afar, followed by Feng Suige’s shout, “Wait!” Yi Xiao didn’t even raise an eyebrow, simply entering the carriage.

The stallion galloped up, and Feng Suige leaped off before it had fully stopped. He strode quickly to the carriage, yanked open the curtain, and angrily said to Yi Xiao, “I told you to wait! Didn’t you hear me?”

Yi Xiao ignored him and said to the messenger, “Weren’t you worried about being late? Why aren’t we moving yet?”

Hearing this, the messenger awkwardly said, “Your Highness, His Majesty has summoned Major Fu. We’ve already been delayed quite a bit. Please don’t make things difficult for your humble servant.”

Feng Suige gritted his teeth and threw his riding crop to the ground. He climbed into the carriage and barked, “What are you waiting for? Go!”

The carriage finally stopped, ending the suffocating silence of the journey. Yi Xiao avoided Feng Suige’s attempt to help her and leaped down from the carriage. She followed the messenger slowly up the long steps, taking in the place where the Shusha king was about to receive her.

It was a three-story high platform building with a two-story palace hall. Ten chambers of varying sizes were distributed on both sides of the hall, connected by corridors and ramps. The walls were adorned with colorful silk murals, and the corridor floors were paved with white jade carved with dragon and phoenix patterns. The atmosphere was majestic and opulent.

“This is Bi’an Palace,” Feng Suige said gruffly, noticing her looking around. “Xiyang’s mother used to live here.” Yi Xiao was somewhat puzzled. “This is the inner palace? Shouldn’t foreign officials be received in a dedicated side hall?” Seeing that he only grunted in response without further explanation, Yi Xiao didn’t press the matter.

Feng Suige harbored the same doubts. On the day Xia Jingshi entered the city, his father had summoned him to the palace that night to inquire about Yi Xiao. After he briefly explained the situation, his father showed no signs of blame, only instructing him to report promptly in the future if similar incidents occurred, whether or not Jinxiu’s schemes could be confirmed.

He thought the matter was settled, but earlier he had suddenly received word from the Shuihuiyuan guards that his father had sent someone to summon Yi Xiao. He hurriedly abandoned his affairs and rushed back, initially thinking that Xia Jingshi had grown impatient and personally asked his father for her return. Who would have thought that… He frowned deeply, casting a worried glance at Yi Xiao.

The messenger led Yi Xiao and Feng Suige to the garden in the rear courtyard of Bi’an Palace before stopping. He respectfully said, “His Majesty said that Major Fu could enter directly upon arrival. As for the prince…” He hesitated slightly, but Feng Suige was already looking at him sharply. He quickly added, “Of course, the same applies to Your Highness.”

Although he had already seen her on the city wall, when Feng Qishan saw Yi Xiao again, he couldn’t help but examine her once more. When he learned that Feng Suige had brought back a woman from Jinxiu upon his return and housed her in Shuihuiyuan, he knew his son had always been unrestrained and paid little attention. On the day the Duke of Zhennan entered the city, when Feng Suige brought her to an occasion only open to royal nobility, although it surprised him, if it weren’t for Xia Jingshi’s originally indifferent gaze suddenly igniting with intense passion upon seeing her, he might not have given her a second glance.

A poisonous flower—this was Feng Qishan’s first thought. And now this poisonous flower stood not far from him, with his son by her side.

Yi Xiao stood steadily under his gaze. Sitting in the stone pavilion, Feng Qishan was entirely different from her imagined Shusha king. Although his features closely resembled Feng Suige’s, their dispositions were strikingly different. While Feng Suige exuded a sharp, flamboyant air, Feng Qishan was gentle and reserved. If not for his piercing eyes, he wouldn’t have resembled a ruler at all.

“I’ve long known that the Duke of Zhennan of Jinxiu had a female general renowned for her archery,” Feng Qishan finally shifted his gaze. “Seeing you today, you are indeed extraordinary.”

He had expected Yi Xiao to offer a few humble words, but after several breaths, he still hadn’t heard her speak. Feng Qishan was somewhat surprised. Looking at Yi Xiao again, he saw her lips curved in a slight smile as if she had heard something amusing. Feng Qishan immediately frowned, but before he could speak, Feng Suige stepped forward to change the subject. “Father, what brought you to Bi’an Palace today?”

Feng Qishan raised an eyebrow. “With Xiyang’s wedding approaching, I came here to speak with her mother—You should be in the council hall at this hour. I don’t recall summoning you.” Seeing him at a loss for words, Feng Qishan continued calmly, “As the regent prince, if you cannot share in the hardships and leisures of your officials during peaceful times, who will stand by you in times of crisis?” His tone was soft but full of authority.

“Your son acknowledges his mistake and will return immediately,” Feng Suige reluctantly bowed and retreated to Yi Xiao’s side. He paused briefly and said quietly, “If Father becomes angry, just humble yourself and apologize. If not for yourself, think of the Duke of Zhennan.” Yi Xiao hesitated slightly before softly agreeing, and only then did Feng Suige bow his head and leave.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 16
As Feng Qishan waited for Feng Suige to walk away, he turned to Fu Yixiao, “Earlier, it seemed Commander Fu overheard something amusing. Why not share it and let me laugh as well?” Yixiao, without a hint of panic, calmly replied, “I was merely contemplating the deeper meaning in Your Majesty’s words. I got carried away for a moment. I hope Your Majesty will forgive me.”

Feng Qishan revealed a faint smile, but his words were icy, “It’s rare to find someone as perceptive as you. I’ll be frank then. Before Xiyang’s mother passed away, I promised her I would ensure Xiyang’s happiness. So, after Xiyang marries into Jinxiu, I hope you can stay in Susha.”

Yixiao’s brow trembled slightly, but she answered with forced composure, “If Your Majesty is concerned about the Princess, I can swear never to set foot in Lucheng again. But I cannot agree to stay in Susha.”

Feng Qishan seemed to have anticipated her outright refusal. His expression unchanged, he continued, “You may control yourself, but you can’t control others. Xia Jingshi isn’t a good choice, yet Xiyang chose him. My lack of opposition doesn’t mean I’ll let things run their course. So, Fu Yixiao, as long as you behave, I will not mistreat you.”

Yixiao listened silently, then offered Feng Qishan a smile, clearly and firmly uttering a single word: “No.”

Feng Qishan narrowed his eyes in displeasure, “Aren’t you afraid I might order your execution in a fit of rage?”

Yixiao met his gaze fearlessly, “Your Majesty wouldn’t do that.”

“Oh?” Feng Qishan didn’t hide the admiration in his eyes, “You’re quite bold. Tell me, why are you so certain I won’t kill you?”

A glint flashed in Yixiao’s eyes, “A wise and virtuous ruler who demands princes and officials share the same hardships wouldn’t fail to understand that all living things have spirits, and humans are not mere insects. He certainly wouldn’t put me to death just for refusing his request.”

Feng Qishan fell silent for a moment, then suddenly burst into laughter, “Well said, Fu Yixiao. I’ll spare your life today, but next time, you might not be so lucky.”

Yixiao remained silent, bowing properly before walking back the way she came. A gust of wind blew past, chilling her to the bone. Only then did she realize she was drenched in cold sweat.

Faintly, she heard Feng Qishan call out behind her, “Commander Fu.” Yixiao’s footsteps faltered, but she didn’t turn around. “Would you like to know what my next move will be?” he said.

Yixiao stood still for a moment, then continued walking away.

Feng Suige hadn’t returned to the political hall. After leaving the flower garden, he discreetly slipped into the nearest palace chamber, avoiding the passing palace servants. Though he couldn’t hear anything, just being able to see the activity in the garden gave him some peace of mind.

Suddenly, he heard laughter and saw Yixiao bow and turn towards the exit. Feng Suige let out a sigh of relief; Father had ultimately let her go.

Just as he was about to leave the window, he heard his father call out, “Fu Yixiao.” He turned back, puzzled. “Would you like to know what my next move will be?” Feng Suige’s heart began to race violently as he strained to catch any subtle sounds.

His father had stopped speaking, smiling as he watched Yixiao’s retreating figure. Yixiao’s eyes remained clear, as if she disdained even considering the question, and continued walking forward.

Feng Suige couldn’t help but smile softly. What stubborn defiance, but—his smile gradually faded—what was Father planning?

Outside, the corridor echoed with calls for servants to make way; the King was departing. The previous silence was shattered by the rumbling of the royal carriage, and the wind rattled the doors and windows, creating an eerie creaking sound that reverberated through the empty palace chamber.

Looking out the window again, Yixiao was no longer there—never had the Bi’an Palace felt so uncanny.

Xueying wandered glumly through the inner courtyard of their temporary lodgings. Since the incident on the main street, she had been kept under strict surveillance.

Calling it surveillance was self-consoling. She angrily plucked a leaf from a nearby shrub, crushing it viciously.

After hearing the full story, Xia Jingshi had merely said lightly, “Just don’t go out unless necessary from now on.” And just like that, she became the only person in the entire lodging who couldn’t come and go freely. Even Ning Fei, who used to follow her closely, had become an unbridled wild horse, disappearing all day long.

She felt so stifled she wanted to scream.

If it weren’t for Xiao Weiran telling her that Xia Jingshi had formally requested the Susha King to allow Yixiao to return to their lodgings, she swore she would have put nails in Xia Jingshi’s shoes, needles in his pillow, vinegar in his tea, and poison in his bowl…

Turning a corner, an arched doorway appeared before her, with “Ling Xi” carved on its top. This was a begonia garden she had discovered yesterday. It was the peak season for begonias, and the garden was filled with trees bearing white or pink flowers.

As she slowly walked in, she first glimpsed a human figure. A burly man wielding a cyan-colored long sword was practicing in the center of the garden.

Xueying didn’t understand martial arts, nor could she comment on his techniques. Since meeting Ning Fei, this was her first chance to see him practice. His clothes fluttered as he moved, turning and pivoting with no wasted motion. His movements were swift yet steady. With each gesture, gusts of wind sent flower petals flying and branches swaying gently. For a moment, she was mesmerized.

Ning Fei sensed someone approaching and stopped his practice. Seeing it was Xueying, he was somewhat surprised, “Why are you here?”

Xueying blinked, coming back to her senses. Suddenly, her eyes curved into a smile, “Ning Fei…” Ning Fei took a cautious step back. Though they hadn’t known each other long, he knew this expression meant she was plotting something. Xueying’s gaze was like that of a starving person suddenly seeing a delicious meal—starving!? Ning Fei felt cold sweat about to trickle down, “What are you planning?”

Xueying stared at him with sparkling eyes for a while before finally speaking, “That thing just now—can you teach me?”

“Ning Fei!” “His Highness has given me many tasks to handle, I’m truly swamped.” Ling Xueying and Ning Fei were walking hurriedly through the long corridor of the lodgings, with a sweating Ning Fei in front and a bright-eyed Ling Xueying chasing behind.

“Xiao Weiran is smarter than you, he’d do a better job. If you give all the tasks to him, you’ll have time to teach me,” Xueying called out without restraint.

Ning Fei very much wanted to turn around and strangle her, but he didn’t dare stop. Earlier, in a moment of weakness, he had agreed to teach her a few moves. When practicing with begonia branches, she had shown some promise, but when she insisted on using real weapons, the Kunwu sword in her hands either flew wildly through the air or plunged straight into the ground. If Ning Fei hadn’t dodged quickly, he would surely have ended up with several new holes in his body.

“It’s impossible. His Highness said these matters are very important and must be handled by me!” She still argued that it was because she wasn’t used to holding a sword for the first time and that she’d improve with more practice. Thinking of the Ling Xi Garden strewn with broken leaves and branches, Ning Fei walked even faster. Just a little more, once he passed through the door ahead, she would…

“Handle what?” Xia Jingshi’s voice suddenly emerged. Before his words had faded, he appeared at the doorway. Xiao Weiran, following behind him, maintained a calm expression, but the corners of his mouth twitched slightly.

Xueying’s eyes lit up, “Your Highness, can the tasks you assigned to Ning Fei be given to Adjutant Xiao instead? Xueying has something very important to ask of Ning Fei.”

“Not!” Ning Fei shouted before Xia Jingshi could respond, “Your Highness, she wants to learn my sword techniques, but… Your Highness should see the state of the begonia garden behind us. Before we return to Jinxiu, Your Highness’s safety is my responsibility, so I absolutely cannot be injured…”

“Learn sword techniques?” Xia Jingshi looked thoughtfully at Xueying, “I remember Uncle Ling once said…”

Hearing this, Xueying deflated and mumbled, “If I’m not learning, then I’m not learning. But you can’t tell Father about this, okay?” Last time, she was punished with copying a whole bookshelf just for secretly touching Father’s sword. If Father found out she not only held a sword but also learned a few moves, she’d probably be confined and forced to copy books for a year.

Just as Ning Fei was about to grin, Xia Jingshi continued, “But I think it’s good for girls to learn some self-defense. Since Ning Fei has already taught you, he should continue—if Uncle Ling asks about it in the future, remember, I knew nothing about this.”

Xueying immediately beamed with joy, “Xueying will remember. Thank you, Your Highness.” Before she could turn around, a Jinxiu soldier on guard outside rushed in to report, “Your Highness, the Regent Prince has arrived and is now in the front hall.” Xueying immediately raised her willow-like eyebrows and reached for the Kunwu sword at Ning Fei’s waist, “How dare he come here!”

While Ning Fei firmly protected his weapon, he looked towards Xia Jingshi. Xiao Weiran also stepped forward, “Your Highness…” Xia Jingshi waved his hand, “Since he’s here, how can we not meet him? Xueying, do you want to go learn sword techniques now, or do you want to accompany me to the front hall?”

Xueying glared at him for a moment before finally releasing her grip on Ning Fei.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 17
Feng Suige merely glanced at Xia Jingshi and the others who came to greet him. “I need to speak with the King of Zhennan alone.”

After leading Feng Suige into the inner chamber, Xia Jingshi sat by the table and calmly looked at him. “Is this about Yixiao?” Feng Suige’s breathing faltered for a moment before returning to normal. “In a while, send some people to my Shuihuiyuan to bring her here.”

Even with Xia Jingshi’s composure, he still stood up in disbelief upon hearing this. “Are you serious?” Feng Suige nodded heavily but didn’t speak, as if considering something.

Xia Jingshi had regained his calm. “What are your conditions?” Feng Suige replied coldly, “There are no conditions.” He then glanced at Xia Jingshi, “From now until we return to Jinxiu, are you capable of protecting her?”

Xia Jingshi’s gaze fell on his clenched fists. “Did something happen?” Feng Suige’s expression changed slightly. “I hope you can treat Xiyang well… and don’t get too close to Yixiao in the future.”

Seeing Xia Jingshi narrow his eyes sharply, Feng Suige angrily said, “Put aside your thoughts. This has nothing to do with Xiyang.” “It’s the King,” Xia Jingshi said gravely. Feng Suige shuddered and avoided Xia Jingshi’s gaze.

“Maybe I’m overthinking. Today, Father summoned Yixiao alone. Although she was ultimately unharmed, I feel it won’t be that simple,” Feng Suige took a difficult breath and continued, “Xiyang’s mother died shortly after giving birth to her due to complications. On her deathbed, Father swore before her that he would ensure Xiyang’s happiness. So, if Father feels that Yixiao’s existence threatens Xiyang…” His voice trailed off abruptly.

Because Xia Jingshi’s hand slowly rested on his shoulder, the warmth gradually seeped through his clothes to his skin. “I’m grateful,” Xia Jingshi said softly, “You care about her too, don’t you?”

Feng Suige irritably swatted his hand away. “Don’t be so presumptuous. I’m afraid you’ll take it out on Xiyang if something happens!” He stepped back. “I’ve said what I needed to say. I’m leaving now. Go call your people.”

Xia Jingshi looked at him with an ambiguous smile for a while. “Alright.”

Yixiao curled up, hugging her knees on the soft couch. She didn’t cry, though she thought she would. She didn’t.

When she was very young, she once found a beautiful jade pendant in the Fu family garden. Yixiao still remembers it was a half-bloomed magnolia flower exquisitely carved from white jade.

Yixiao played with it as she walked towards the back courtyard. Her mother never had any decent jewelry, and this pendant would suit her well.

“Yixiao,” suddenly someone called from behind. Yixiao turned around to see the First Madam slowly approaching with two maids. “What are you holding?”

The First Madam was the daughter of an official family. Yixiao had seen her from afar a few times, a graceful and beautiful woman whom her father greatly favored.

Yixiao handed over the pendant. “I found it.” The First Madam pinched it between her fingers to examine it. “This pendant is one I accidentally dropped—but since you picked it up, I don’t want it anymore.” The First Madam stood straight, holding the pendant before Yixiao’s eyes. “Where were you taking it?” Yixiao instinctively reached out to take it. “I wanted to give it to my mother.”

Those beautiful lips curled into a mocking smile. “I forgot to mention, things I’ve worn are not for low-class people like you to touch.” With that, she raised her hand and smashed the pendant on the ground.

It shattered into pieces.

Yixiao lowered her head, looking at the scattered jade fragments on the ground. The First Madam sneered, “Don’t forget your status, and don’t foolishly imagine you can possess things that don’t belong to you…”

A gust of wind blew open the half-closed window, bringing in a whiff of flower fragrance. Yixiao stirred slightly, her curled body slowly unfolding as she relaxed on the couch.

Once, after joining the army, she was out on business with Xia Jingshi. On their way back to the royal city, she saw a woman wearing a pendant of similar style and couldn’t help but look twice. Xia Jingshi noticed and teased her, “What’s this? Are you interested in such things too?” She hesitated before recounting that past incident.

After listening, Xia Jingshi pretended to be angry and lightly struck her back with his horsewhip. “You spineless girl. Whether commoner or royalty, being fortunate enough to be born human, one should know their inherent worth. What’s so great about being of noble birth? They’re just ordinary people too, subject to birth, aging, sickness, and death, experiencing joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness. How can you measure yourself by the standards of shallow people?” Seeing Yixiao nod, he continued, “In the future, no matter who dares to say such things to you, give them a good thrashing with a whip. Say it’s by my royal decree. Remember that?” “I will!” she laughed heartily. “Your Highness, don’t forget either. If I ever stir up a hornet’s nest someday, you must be my support!”

After her mother passed away, Yixiao sorted through her belongings and found a well-preserved box. Opening it, she discovered a complete set of top-grade jade ornaments, each piece carved with either open or closed magnolia flowers. At the bottom of the box, pressed under a light blue gold-stamped note, someone had imitated her handwriting to write six characters: “Daughter Yixiao humbly presents.”

Thinking of this, Yixiao laughed softly. She had never told Xia Jingshi that even without imitating her handwriting, her mother wouldn’t have noticed anything—Mother was illiterate, so Yixiao’s letters home were always sent to her father, who would then relay the contents to her mother.

As she laughed, a sudden bitterness filled her mouth.

Your Highness, why does Yixiao increasingly realize that the difference in status is an unbridgeable chasm between people and that things that shouldn’t belong to oneself are truly impossible to possess forever?

Hearing footsteps, Yixiao slowly sat up. Feng Suige walked straight to the couch and handed her two pills.

Yixiao suspiciously sniffed them. They smelled the same as last time, but why were there two this time?

“Hurry up, I’ll wait for you outside,” Feng Suige said, turning to leave.

“Wait,” Yixiao stood up and chased after him, “Where are we going?” “We?” Feng Suige stopped and turned, raising one corner of his mouth, “Not we, just you.”

Yixiao pressed her lips together, hastily tossing the pills into her mouth. “Let’s go.”

But Feng Suige didn’t move. He looked at her for a long time, then suddenly pulled out the sachet containing the arrowhead from his bosom and thrust it into her hand. “I originally planned to return your arrow with this,” he chuckled dryly, not letting go of her hand, “But suddenly I don’t want to bother with you anymore, so I’m giving it back.”

Yixiao, somewhat bewildered, clutched the sachet as Feng Suige dragged her down the stairs, winding through several corridors until they neared the side entrance of Shuihuiyuan.

“Wait,” Yixiao suddenly struggled, “Let me see His Highness and Xueying. It won’t take long.” Feng Suige didn’t look back, forcefully pulling her forward.

“You’re back,” a familiar low voice came from nearby. Yixiao instinctively glanced over, and in that one look, her mind went blank.

Xia Jingshi stood smiling at the gate, holding the reins of a horse. Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran, along with several guards dressed in ordinary clothes, were scattered around keeping watch.

Feng Suige grunted, took her hand, and pushed her forward, muttering to Xia Jingshi, “Remember to follow the same route back.” Seeing her stop after a few steps, still dazed, he gritted his teeth and pushed her forward again.

Yixiao walked passively, still looking back at him in disbelief. “You’re letting me go back?” Feng Suige revealed a mischievous smile, “If you can’t bear to part with me, you can stay,” then forcefully pushed her out the gate.

Without even a word of farewell, Feng Suige, still wearing that mischievous smile, slowly closed the garden gate.

Inside, Feng Suige closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against the door, until the clip-clop of hooves gradually faded away. Only then did he take a deep breath, open his eyes, and turn to walk back into the garden.

Unconsciously placing her hand in Xia Jingshi’s, Yixiao didn’t know how she was helped onto the horse. In a daze, the surrounding scenery flowed backward like water.

There had been similar scenes before, but— “Your Highness?” she called uncertainly. Xia Jingshi looked down at her, asking gently, “What is it?” Yixiao shook her head, her eyes already wet, and tightly embraced his waist.

It wasn’t a dream. He had come.

“He came to the post house on his own,” Xia Jingshi’s voice sounded somewhat broken in the rushing wind. “He was worried you might be in danger.” “Maybe his conscience finally awakened,” Yixiao chuckled softly, hiding her face in his embrace and closing her eyes.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 18
As the moonlight filtered through the leaves, casting a soft, lonely glow on her face, Yi Xiao stood quietly by a stone flower bed in the back garden. She had excused herself from the gathering, claiming to add more clothes. Comforting Xue Ying, who was crying in her arms, gave her an otherworldly feeling. It was as if she had awakened from a long, absurd dream, only to find herself in an unfamiliar place.

In that dream, everyone – Feng Qi Mountain, Feng Suige, Feng Xiyang, Xia Jingshi, and even herself – had judged others from their perspectives and standards. The main difference was that some considered matters more selfishly, while others thought more about others.

Hearing hurried footsteps from the corridor, which suddenly paused upon noticing her, Yi Xiao sighed and turned to face the displeased Xiao Weiran. “I admit I deliberately left the gathering. I just wanted to be alone for a while,” she confessed.

Xiao Weiran’s expression softened slightly, but he remained serious. “The situation is uncertain. You can’t act recklessly like this anymore.”

Yi Xiao laughed, “You’re starting to sound more and more like His Highness. I didn’t know it was contagious.”

Xiao Weiran gazed at her thoughtfully, then said softly, “Rather than yearning for fish by the abyss, it’s better to retreat and weave a net.”

“There’s no need,” Yi Xiao smiled, shaking her head. “Some people in this world naturally shine like stars and moons, inspiring admiration yet remaining unapproachable. Loving such people is too painful – it’s better to forget than to be entangled.”

Hearing this, Xiao Weiran nodded with a smile. “You’ve truly grown up – it’s good that you can let go.”

Yi Xiao returned his smile briefly, then pretended to sob, “In this world, only Weiran understands me…”

As they joked and walked towards the inner residence, Xiao Weiran turned his head at the corridor corner, glancing back at where they had been standing. Xia Jingshi slowly emerged from the shadows of the flowers nearby, his face a mask of calm serenity.

Despite the rushed preparations, a royal wedding was no ordinary affair. On the day of the grand wedding, everything was in place. Colorful flags adorned the outer city walls, and red decorations symbolizing joy filled the city. All major streets had been refurbished days ago, with the road from the palace to the guest house being the most elaborately decorated. A bright red carpet stretched from the palace gates to the guest house, with Susha Imperial Guards standing at attention every few steps.

As the appointed time approached, there was still no movement from the guest house, causing some restlessness among the waiting procession. Xia Jingshi, already changed into a golden brocade velvet ceremonial robe, lounged casually in a chair in the front hall with his eyes closed. Xiao Weiran finally couldn’t help but remind him, “Your Highness, we’re almost out of time.”

“No rush,” Xia Jingshi replied calmly.

After a while, amid a flurry of footsteps, Ning Fei’s voice could be heard from afar, “We’re coming, we’re coming!” Xiao Weiran finally breathed a sigh of relief, moving to the door where he nearly collided with Xue Ying rushing in.

Xue Ying pushed him aside, sneering, “As expected of a true hero – ruthless and decisive. Ling Xueying is thoroughly impressed.” Xia Jingshi, unfazed, simply asked, “Where’s Yi Xiao?”

Xue Ying scoffed dismissively and turned to leave. Ning Fei quickly pointed outside, “She’s already on horseback waiting.” Only then did Xia Jingshi stand up, smoothing his robe, and said to Xiao Weiran, “Let’s depart!”

Taking advantage of the procession’s preparation, Xue Ying slipped to Yi Xiao’s horse and whispered, “If you don’t want to go, then don’t. He can’t force us to attend the ceremony in the palace.” Yi Xiao smiled, “It’s alright. Hurry back to the carriage, we’re about to leave.” Xue Ying pouted, “Why don’t you ride in the carriage too? We can talk on the way.” Yi Xiao leaned down to pinch her cheek, “Go on, I’ll be right beside your carriage anyway.” Xue Ying reluctantly rubbed her cheek and left.

Xiao Weiran observed this from afar, feeling slightly relieved. His gaze then turned to Xia Jingshi in the ceremonial carriage, his expression turning disapproving. When Yi Xiao wasn’t seen just before departure, Xia Jingshi had ordered him to hurry her along. He had to report that Yi Xiao and Xue Ying didn’t plan to attend the ceremony and that he had left enough men at the guest house to protect them. He hadn’t expected… While this might have been for Yi Xiao’s safety, it seemed rather inconsiderate.

Xiao Weiran coughed lightly, catching Ning Fei’s attention. Seeing his signal, Ning Fei nodded slightly and turned his horse to ride back.

Yi Xiao was chatting casually with Xue Ying, who had half-lifted the carriage curtain when Ning Fei approached. Xue Ying silently dropped the curtain. Ning Fei glanced awkwardly at the carriage window and said to Yi Xiao, “It’s alright – His Highness is just worried about leaving you at the guest house. He didn’t mean to make things difficult for you.”

Yi Xiao forced a smile, “I understand. I just don’t like overly formal occasions. Don’t be too sensitive about it.” Ning Fei nodded but still seemed concerned, advising, “If you feel uncomfortable after we arrive, find Weiran and let him bring you back first. I can stay with His Highness alone.”

Xue Ying’s cold laugh came from behind the curtain, “Stay with him for what? The precious princess will be fawning over him, surely she won’t harm him?” Ning Fei was in no mood to argue with her. He simply patted Yi Xiao’s shoulder encouragingly before riding back to his position.

Yi Xiao watched his retreating figure with a smile. “Once, His Highness ordered me to lead the troops into battle in his place. He was still severely injured but insisted he could go. Weiran suddenly punched him in the chest, and he fell from his horse like a sack. As I went to help him up, he patted my shoulder just like Ning Fei did and growled, ‘If you dare come back horizontally, I’ll punch you three times a day until you wake up…'”

Xue Ying had raised the curtain again at some point and, hearing this curled her lip. “That’s typical Ning Fei – were you fighting Susha then?” “Mm,” Yi Xiao nodded, fishing something out of her bag and tossing it into the carriage. “I don’t think I’ve shown you this before.”

Xue Ying picked it up and exclaimed, “The embroidery is so exquisite, and the fragrance is quite precious!”

Yi Xiao nearly fell off her horse. “I meant for you to open it and look inside.” As soon as the words left her mouth, a memory overlapped.

“Yi Xiao doesn’t know needlework…”

“I told you to open it and look!”

Feng Suige…

That day, when Feng Suige pushed her out the door, her first instinct was to say thank you. Fortunately, the door closed before she could speak, or she would have scared herself to death…

“…It’s a protective charm…” She vaguely heard Xue Ying speaking. Yi Xiao snapped back to reality and turned to look at her. “What protective charm?”

Xue Ying leaned lazily against the window, tossing the arrowhead up and catching it. “I’m saying, that thinking of carving words on an arrowhead to make a protective charm for you shows good intentions. Where did you get it?”

“It’s not a protective charm,” Yi Xiao suddenly felt playful. “Since it’s an arrowhead, naturally it came from someone’s body.”

Xue Ying stopped tossing it, and after a moment, gave her a look. “Stop trying to gross me out.”

Yi Xiao blinked, then said seriously, “It’s true. Look carefully, you can still see the bloodstains. There might even be bits of flesh…”

“Fu Yi Xiao! I’m ending our friendship!!” Xue Ying angrily threw the arrowhead back at her. Yi Xiao caught it deftly, laughing out loud. Xue Ying furiously wiped her hands on the curtain repeatedly. “If you want the sachet back, come get it yourself – Fu Yi Xiao, you’re truly disgusting!”

Hearing the commotion, Ning Fei turned back, puzzled, exchanging a questioning look with the equally bewildered Xiao Weiran. They both then turned to look at Xia Jingshi.

Xia Jingshi maintained his composed demeanor, but a barely noticeable smile played at the corners of his mouth – whatever the reason, this was the first time in four years he had heard her laugh so heartily.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 19
The wedding procession for Duke Zhen Nan marrying Princess Xiyang finally began to move slowly towards the palace. Onlookers eagerly stood on tiptoes, trying to catch a glimpse of the illustrious Duke Zhen Nan, renowned as the God of War.

Ning Fei and Xiao Weiran rode horses in front of the carriage, with dozens of guards following closely behind, maintaining a horse-length distance. Xia Jingshi seemed to be in good spirits, occasionally smiling and waving to the crowds lining the streets, causing young women to squeal in excitement.

Xue Ying, irritated by the noise, covered her ears and shouted towards the roadside, “Are there no men left in Susha? You’re screaming as if your parents died just because you saw someone!” Her voice barely reached Yi Xiao’s ears before being drowned out by even louder cheers. Yi Xiao helplessly shouted back, “It wouldn’t be any better in Jinxiu. Lower the curtain to block it out a bit.” Xue Ying grumbled something and dropped the carriage curtain.

Yi Xiao’s gaze fell on Xia Jingshi’s soft profile, her eyes slowly focusing.

That gentle smile could give one the illusion of extreme tenderness, which was why few people noticed that those seemingly gentle eyes always carried a hint of cruel serenity. Even in the instant he released an arrow, there was no trace of hesitation or reluctance.

Such pain came suddenly. Before one could recover from the shock, the agony had already become a scar, etched into the depths of the soul with heart-wrenching pain. In just a moment, it felt unbearable, as if only death could make both passion and despair disappear simultaneously…

That was also a rebirth, but Yi Xiao didn’t like this kind of rebirth. Perhaps the previous Yi Xiao was humble and insignificant, but that was the original Yi Xiao, unchanged and most authentic. Maybe not beautiful enough, but it was the initial state of life and emotions that, once lost, could never be regained.

While joking with Xue Ying, she suddenly realized it had been a very long time since she had laughed so carefreely. How long had it been? It seemed not just a few years, but a whole lifetime ago.

This time, she finally clearly understood that she could never return to the past. She gradually came to realize that some people truly have predetermined directions and outcomes in life. Even if one tries their hardest to change it, the result remains the same as destined.

A dull thud broke her reverie, and all the clamor in the air suddenly shrank into a muffled wave of sound. Yi Xiao turned her head in surprise to see the guards lowering the bar at the palace gate.

They had arrived.

Princess Feng Xiyang was being dressed in her wedding attire, layer by layer, by her maids. The bright red ceremonial robe was intricately embroidered with golden dragons and phoenixes, exuding an air of magnificence and wealth. Although she had tried it on many times before, putting it on today still drew gasps of admiration from the maids. As she took a few steps, the festive atmosphere rippled out with the swaying of her skirt.

Suddenly, the ceremonial official’s voice rang out, “The auspicious time has arrived—” Immediately, deafening firecrackers erupted at the entrance.

After a final meticulous inspection of her attire and donning the golden phoenix headdress with dangling pearls, Feng Xiyang was led along the red carpet towards Xuande Hall by eighteen beautiful children, half carrying flower baskets and half carrying incense burners.

At this moment, in the magnificent Xuande Hall, a golden “double happiness” character hung in the center, seeming to emit a mysterious glow. Jade lantern shades cast a serene yet bright light from the candles. The appointed time was approaching, yet Xia Jingshi, who should have arrived early, was still nowhere to be seen.

Seated high on his throne, King Feng Qishan’s expression was grim. The ministers, adept at reading the atmosphere, continued their seemingly jovial conversations, but their voices grew increasingly hushed.

Suddenly, a palace attendant announced Princess Feng Xiyang’s arrival. The hall fell silent as the sound of footsteps approached. Feng Xiyang entered the hall, paused momentarily when she didn’t see Xia Jingshi, and then silently retreated. The ceremonial official, face reddening, caught King Feng Qishan’s furious glance and didn’t know how to proceed. Amidst the awkward silence, a palace attendant rushed in and signaled to the official, whose eyes lit up as he announced, “Duke Zhen Nan arrives—”

Xia Jingshi ascended the jade steps with composure. Reaching Feng Xiyang, he smiled slightly, “My apologies for being late.” Feng Xiyang smiled sweetly, “Not at all, I’ve just arrived myself.” Only then did Xia Jingshi enter Xuande Hall, with Feng Xiyang following closely behind. Several maids smoothly stepped in to guide his entourage to the side of the hall.

King Feng Qishan coldly regarded Xia Jingshi, “We thought perhaps Duke Zhen Nan’s old ailment had flared up again.” Xia Jingshi approached, paid his respects, then apologized, “This humble duke was careless and forgot where I had placed the gift for the princess. That caused a slight delay. I beg the forgiveness of Your Majesty and the princess.”

King Feng Qishan’s gaze fell on his daughter’s pleading face. He sighed inwardly and softened his tone, “Have you found it now?” Before Xia Jingshi could answer, Xiao Weiran, who had entered with him, strode to Feng Xiyang’s side, carrying an object covered with red silk. He bowed and presented it.

Feng Xiyang lifted the red cloth, revealing a headdress intricately carved with nine dragons and nine phoenixes. It was adorned with pearl flowers, emerald clouds, and emerald leaves, topped with a golden pheasant holding strings of jewels in its beak. The golden dragons, emerald phoenixes, and dazzling jewels created a resplendent display.

Admiring murmurs arose from the crowd, “Truly a work of exquisite craftsmanship…”

Feng Xiyang, her face slightly flushed, held the headdress, “Your Highness indeed has impeccable taste. There might not be a more exquisite phoenix crown in the world. I wish I could wear it right now.” Xia Jingshi looked at her gently, “You may change into it if you wish.”

King Feng Qishan frowned and coughed, interjecting, “If you return to change, we might miss the auspicious time. It’s best not to…” Feng Xiyang smiled, “If Your Highness could assist, I could change right here.”

A deathly silence fell over the hall, even King Feng Qishan was too shocked to speak.

Xia Jingshi silently looked at her, his deep eyes concealing a storm.

As soon as the words left her mouth, Feng Xiyang regretted them. She had noticed Fu Yi Xiao among the entourage and worried her thoughtless words might be seen as a public show of strength. Seeing Xia Jingshi’s displeased expression confirmed her suspicions. Afraid of being looked down upon, yet unable to explain herself, the color drained from her face, and her body trembled slightly.

Suddenly, she heard Xia Jingshi say, “Alright.”

Yi Xiao watched the scene intently. Although she had prepared herself mentally for any situation that might arise during the wedding ceremony, hearing that single word of agreement felt like a string snapping in her heart. An unstoppable wave of heartache surged through her. Despite taking deep breaths, her chest felt like it would explode, and her heartbeat grew weaker with each passing moment.

Xue Ying discreetly grasped Yi Xiao’s hand, hoping she could endure until the end of the ceremony.

Oh, heavens! If you’ve already taken away her happiness, you should take away the pain as well. That would be fair, that would be just!

A shadow moved in her peripheral vision, and a deliberately lowered male voice whispered in her ear, “Take her out. There’s a side door to the right rear.” The voice sounded familiar and filled with concern. Xue Ying didn’t hesitate, taking Yi Xiao’s hand and retreating. Yi Xiao, suddenly alert, struggled slightly and whispered, “What’s wrong?” Xue Ying made a silencing gesture and led her stealthily towards the side door hidden behind heavy curtains.

As they opened the door, they saw Feng Suige standing in the corridor with his hands behind his back. Xue Ying’s expression changed, and she was about to close the door, but Feng Suige quickly blocked it, saying softly, “I mean no harm.” After a moment of tension, Xue Ying released the door, and she and Yi Xiao stepped out.

Yi Xiao was surprised to see him. She blinked, looking around in confusion, “Why are you here? Where are the guards?” Feng Suige frowned, “I just ordered them to leave for a moment. Why are you here?” Hearing his question, Xue Ying momentarily forgot their past grievances and said through gritted teeth, “It’s because Xia Jingshi forced us to come!”

Having left Xuande Hall, Yi Xiao was much calmer. Seeing Xue Ying’s indignant expression, she smiled gently, “I just felt dizzy from standing too long. I feel much better after moving around a bit. It’s nothing serious.” Seeing her natural smile, Feng Suige could only say reluctantly, “That’s good… There’s still the wedding banquet later, and the newlyweds will stay in the palace tonight. I should escort you back first.”

Xue Ying looked to Yi Xiao for confirmation, but Yi Xiao shook her head in refusal. Feng Suige finally couldn’t help but laugh coldly, “It seems I’ve meddled unnecessarily. Go back in then, the ceremony is important.”

“Thank you,” Yi Xiao said in an almost inaudible whisper as she turned to leave. “Stop!” Feng Suige called out, his gaze intense, “You’re thanking me?” “Yes, although you’re arrogant, your attitude is terrible, and you let someone hurt me,” she said, watching Feng Suige’s changing expression, then smiled slightly, “But I understand you have your position and responsibilities… Even as an enemy, you’re the most lenient one I’ve encountered.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 20
Feng Suige laughed bitterly, “Can I take this as a compliment?”

“Of course you can. However—I hold grudges and easily forget kindness. Be careful, Feng Suige!” She flashed a mischievous smile and turned towards the side door. Xue Ying glanced at Feng Suige with an ambiguous expression before hurrying after her with small steps.

“Fu Yixiao,” Feng Suige called out, striding towards her. “You’re right, I am arrogant and my attitude is terrible. So—” He revealed a wicked smile, suddenly stepping forward and embracing Yixiao tightly. His hot breath brushed against her neck as he said, “You surely won’t mind adding one more grievance to your list.”

Xue Ying watched the stiff Yixiao with her hand covering her mouth, both shocked and amused. Before Yixiao could struggle, Feng Suige had already released her and stepped back, making no effort to hide his smugness. “Go inside. The guards will be back soon.”

Yixiao’s tense body gradually relaxed, and she raised the corner of her lips. “I won’t forget.”

Feng Suige’s smile faded after the door closed. Her gaze used to be different. Back then, her eyes would pierce straight through, as if trying to reach the depths of one’s heart. If there was ever a hint of liveliness or charm, it was tinged with danger, like that time in the carriage… But now, her gaze had lost much of its sharpness. It carried a hint of weariness, along with a sense of indifference and profoundness that came from seeing through people’s hearts. In just a few short days, she had changed so much.

Xiao Weiran, who had been frantically searching for them, finally calmed down when the two returned. He didn’t reproach them, only saying softly, “I’m glad you’re safe.”

At this moment, Feng Xiyang had already changed into a new headdress and was drinking from the wedding cup with Xia Jingshi, which they had taken from the tray held by the palace maids.

Feng Qishan discreetly glanced at Fu Yixiao and Ling Xueying, who had just returned, before looking at Feng Suige, who had quietly returned to his position.

Xia Jingshi had arrived in a hurry, so he hadn’t noticed Fu Yixiao mixed in with his entourage. However, Feng Xiyang’s sudden willful act greatly angered him. While Xia Jingshi hadn’t yet responded, Feng Qishan looked at Feng Suige, who was seated below to his left, considering how to remind him to smooth things over.

Suddenly, Feng Suige turned his body slightly, seemingly casually glancing to his left rear. Feng Qishan instinctively followed his gaze—Fu Yixiao was standing steadily, her bloodless lips still holding a faint smile.

Feng Qishan couldn’t help but soften a bit. She was truly a special woman, radiating pride and stubbornness from her very bones. Even when facing his imposing presence alone, she had never shown a hint of timidity. So when Feng Suige left his position, he not only didn’t stop him but also acted as if he hadn’t noticed.

As the pair of jade wedding cups were placed back on the tray, Feng Suige quietly returned to his original position. Sensing the gaze from above, he suppressed his unease and gave Feng Qishan an appropriately measured smile before naturally looking toward Feng Xiyang, whose face was flushed from the wine.

The officiant, his eyes curved with a smile, chanted, “Bow in return—”

Feng Qishan stepped down from the dragon throne with a beaming smile. By the time he reached Xia Jingshi and Feng Xiyang, they had already completed their three bows. Feng Qishan helped them up, one hand for each, saying, “Now that we’re family, there’s no need for such formalities…”

As soon as the Emperor began speaking, all other voices abruptly ceased. Even the musicians stopped playing. The hall became so quiet that a barely audible scornful tone could be heard, “Hypocrite…”

Everyone’s expressions changed simultaneously as they turned towards the source of the sound. Feng Qishan, flushed with anger and embarrassment, shouted, “How dare you!”

Ning Fei’s face changed, and the faint smile in Xia Jingshi’s eyes gradually turned into a sharp glint. At the center of everyone’s attention stood two people: Fu Yixiao and Ling Xueying.

Feng Qishan’s face turned ashen, his eyes revealing unprecedented ferocity. “Who said that?” Yixiao and Xueying answered simultaneously, “It was me,” “I said it,” then glared at each other.

Feng Suige stepped forward solemnly, “Father, please calm your anger. Perhaps it was misheard…”

“Then what did Suige hear?” Feng Qishan sneered.

Feng Suige opened his mouth but couldn’t articulate anything. On the other side, Ning Fei looked expectantly at Xia Jingshi, hoping he would intercede, but Xia Jingshi seemed unaware, his cold gaze fixed on Yixiao, sharp as a blade.

A light cough drew everyone’s attention. Xiao Weiran calmly walked out from the side and bowed deeply, “Your Majesty, please calm down. I happened to be standing next to Officer Fu and Miss Ling when they were speaking. I heard every word clearly, and it seems the Crown Prince’s guess was correct—Your Majesty must have misheard.”

“Oh?” Feng Qishan raised an eyebrow. Although he was certain he had heard the word “hypocrite,” seeing Xiao Weiran’s composed demeanor, he knew the man must have solid grounds for speaking up. He gradually suppressed his anger and waited for the explanation.

Xiao Weiran smiled slightly, “If I may be so bold, may I ask what Your Majesty heard?”

Feng Qishan’s eyes flashed with murderous intent. After a long moment, he replied, “We did not hear clearly.”

Xia Jingshi’s expression softened slightly, his moth-like eyelashes lowering to conceal all emotion. When he raised them again, he had regained his composure.

Xiao Weiran maintained his respectful demeanor, bowing his head as he reported, “Officer Fu and Miss Ling were discussing His Highness and the new Princess’s marriage. Because the hall suddenly fell silent, their words were cut off. What Your Majesty was concerned about should be the last word—it was ‘vacancy’ from the phrase ‘leaving a vacancy.'”

Murmurs of discussion arose around them. Feng Qishan stared at Xiao Weiran for a moment before nodding with a smile, “Ah, ‘leaving a vacancy.’ It seems We did indeed mishear and nearly wronged our two esteemed guests.”

Xueying seized the opportunity to step forward and curtsied with a forced smile, “It was Xueying who was reckless. This is my first time seeing such grandeur and attending a royal ceremony. I got too excited and spoke too casually, disturbing Your Majesty. Please forgive me.”

At this point, Feng Qishan couldn’t pursue the matter further. He feigned a smile and said, “Today is Xiyang’s joyous day. It’s only fitting to be lively. There’s nothing to forgive—let’s continue!” The last sentence was directed at the officiant.

The officiant, who had never presided over such a difficult royal ceremony before, now had a somewhat glazed look in his eyes. He swallowed hard, trying to keep his voice steady, “Your… Your Majesty, the banquet may begin.”

Although it was a wedding banquet, the guests couldn’t help but network and exchange pleasantries. The sound of greetings and laughter filled the air.

Feng Qishan must truly love Feng Xiyang, as he had ordered the palace servants to add a seat next to the imperial throne, allowing Xia Jingshi and Feng Xiyang to sit beside him.

Xia Jingshi coldly observed the Du Sha officials below. They cast various glances at him, some envious of his renowned military prowess in both countries, some dissatisfied with his status as a noble sitting alongside the Emperor, and others puzzled by how he had won the heart of their kingdom’s princess, Feng Xiyang. He was well aware of everyone’s pretenses but couldn’t be bothered to expose them.

In Du Sha, apart from Feng Xiyang, probably no one liked him. But for the sake of this contractual marriage, he could only maintain a spectator’s attitude, appreciating the ugly expressions of these people who had no choice but to feign happiness. Meanwhile, his soul stood in another corner, watching this body seated at the head of the hall, confirming that he was indeed experiencing all of this.

Xia Jingshi’s gaze slowly swept over the crowd putting on their acts, finally landing on Fu Yixiao. She wore a light purple arrow-patterned ivory robe, her loosely tied hair cascading down her back. She was huddled with Xueying, talking and laughing softly, perhaps joking about the “leaving a vacancy” incident.

Recalling that heart-stopping moment and Feng Qishan’s undisguised killing intent, a dark shade clouded Xia Jingshi’s eyes.

When Feng Xiyang looked at him with a smile, holding the phoenix crown, he should have responded like a loving husband would to his newlywed wife, agreeing without hesitation. But his emotions betrayed his reason, and he found himself searching Feng Xiyang’s eyes. If there was even a hint of smugness in them, he would… He shuddered slightly. What would he do?

His rapidly returning reason urged him on. He heard himself say, “Alright,” but his outstretched hand felt as heavy as a stone tablet. The gaze behind him lacked warmth, yet it scorched his internal organs. He couldn’t help but wonder if anyone had ever died from internal combustion… Just as he was about to smile, the sudden disappearance of pain made him glance in that direction as he took the golden crown. Empty.

Was he in the process of losing, or had he already lost?

It didn’t matter, did it? Wasn’t this the result he had been seeking all along? He laughed softly in his heart. So be it. At last, his heart could be as still as water.

“…Hypocrite…” A very faint voice brushed past his ear, scraping out a sharp ringing. It was the cold, sarcastic tone Xueying often used when speaking to him. For a moment, he almost couldn’t understand why Feng Qishan’s expression had changed.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 21
At some point, guests began to leave their seats and present their wedding gifts, one by one offering valuable presents. Xia Jingshi averted his gaze, lifting his jade-inlaid cup to admire the amber-colored wine within, smiling reservedly.

Some were merely trying to curry favor with Princess Xiyang, the most beloved of Ji Kingdom’s ruler. Others were intimidated by the sovereign’s authority and dared not slight the occasion. Not a single gift conveyed genuine congratulations for his marriage, and even he lacked the joy befitting a newlywed.

Royal marriages had always been nothing more than political farces.

Noticing Xia Jingshi’s silence, Feng Xiyang stole a glance at him while pretending to sip her wine. Her smile remained as faint as a wisp of smoke, her eyes still as cold as stars. Though beside him physically, her heart seemed distant, as if the ongoing wedding banquet had nothing to do with him.

Feng Xiyang suddenly felt powerless, the joy that had filled her heart for days gradually dissipating. They were husband and wife now, yet she still couldn’t capture his undivided attention. The warmth in his eyes was scarce, and none of it was directed at her…

Perhaps sensing something, Xia Jingshi suddenly turned his head. Feng Xiyang didn’t have time to look away, her hurt exposed under his clear gaze. “Are you unwell?” he asked softly, reaching out to take her wine cup. “The wine is quite strong. Don’t drink too much.”

His gentleness suddenly illuminated the gloom in her heart. Feng Xiyang returned a radiant smile, taking back the wine cup from his hand. She slowly stood up, facing the crowd, instantly drawing everyone’s attention.

Feng Xiyang’s long eyelashes arched gracefully, her expression full of dignified charm. The hall fell silent. “Today, my husband has brought me a beautiful phoenix crown. I wish to give him a gift in return, but I don’t know what he likes,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “I can only offer myself wholeheartedly to him. From now on, I will do my utmost to be a good wife, sharing his worries, his glory, and his hardships—with heaven and earth as witnesses, and all people present as witnesses!” With that, she drained her cup in one gulp. As she set down the jade cup, whether from the wine or excitement, a rosy hue spread across her cheeks, her eyes sparkling.

Silence. Someone’s wine cup toppled, dripping steadily onto the floor, yet no palace servant came forward to clean it up.

Feng Suige turned his head, stunned, looking at the spirited young woman before him with slight bewilderment. Was this his youngest sister Xiyang, who had always been the most favored? Just days ago, she was still a mischievous girl using the wedding as an excuse to wheedle precious ornaments from him. Now, the shyness of a young girl seemed to have left her, replaced by an intense longing for love.

Xia Jingshi’s face showed only confusion. Four years ago, he had heard from the imperial messenger that Princess Xiyang had declared she would marry no one but him. He had been puzzled then but didn’t give it much thought. Now, hearing Feng Xiyang speak such words before him, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had missed some crucial development.

Ling Xueying had heard from Fu Yixiao about Feng Xiyang’s unique behavior, but she still couldn’t help gaping at Yixiao. Yixiao merely returned a look that said “You’ll get used to it.” She then glanced at the slender figure in green on the high platform, feeling a twinge of regret. If Feng Xiyang weren’t the princess of Susha, if she hadn’t been entangled in this murky situation, perhaps they could have become good friends, traveling the world together, laughing and singing under the sun and moon…

Amidst the silence, Feng Qishan sighed, “Such true sincerity—among all my daughters, only Xiyang possesses this. Xia Jingshi, you must not let her down.” Hearing her father’s words of entrusting, Feng Xiyang finally showed a rare hint of shyness and quickly sat down. Many of the officials below had watched her grow up, and seeing her display such an uncommon coy expression, they burst into laughter.

Xia Jingshi smiled faintly, “May our affection endure long, what need for honeyed words?” “Good!” Feng Qishan laughed heartily. “Then I can set my mind at ease. Xiyang, you’ve grown up now. After marriage, don’t be as willful and capricious as before. Be more steady. When your father isn’t by your side, you must learn to make decisions on your own—ah, it’s truly hard to let go…”

Feng Xiyang first obediently agreed, but upon hearing his wistful sigh, her eyes reddened. Fighting back tears, she pouted, “Father, today is my wedding day. Don’t say such sad things.” Seeing her on the verge of tears, Feng Qishan had to swallow his melancholy, covering it up by raising his wine cup in a distant toast with Xia Jingshi.

Suddenly, a voice of moderate volume came from below, “How come we only see our wedding gifts? Did the people from the Jinxiu Kingdom come empty-handed?” Before the words faded, a buzz of discussion arose from the seats. Xia Jingshi and Feng Xiyang frowned simultaneously, looking down.

The speaker, though dressed in a scholar’s robe of ginger-yellow jacquard satin with bat patterns, appeared to be a military official judging by his bearing. He was now casting a challenging look at Xia Jingshi.

Feng Xiyang immediately rebuked, “Xun Xiang, if you want to act drunk and crazy, go outside. Don’t embarrass yourself here!”

The military official called Xun Xiang, having been publicly reprimanded by Feng Xiyang, looked somewhat discomfited. Suddenly noticing that King Feng Qishan showed no sign of displeasure, he grew bolder and stood up to retort, “This humble official is merely stating facts. Doesn’t the Jinxiu Kingdom boast of its numerous people and abundant resources? How come they’re hiding on the sidelines at this crucial moment…”

As Xiyang was about to lose her temper, Feng Qishan intervened timely, “General Xun, guests are to be respected. Do not be unreasonable.” Seeing the king speak, Xun Xiang dared not continue, though his words were left unfinished, and he sat back down resentfully. Feng Qishan glanced at the expressionless Xia Jingshi, then admonished, “The ancients said, ‘A thousand miles to gift a goose feather,’ speaking of sentiment. The gift lies in the heart’s intent, not in quantity. Refrain from speaking rudely.”

Feng Suige’s eyes darted between the upper and lower seats, already understanding the situation. His father was allowing Xun Xiang’s behavior intentionally, though for what purpose remained unclear. He remained silent, watching quietly.

On the other side, a thin man stood up and respectfully said, “Your Majesty is wise. We do not mean to make unreasonable demands, but Princess Xiyang’s marriage is a great affair for the state. How can it be settled with just a golden crown?”

Ning Fei finally couldn’t contain his anger and retorted, “His Highness had already sent three batches of betrothal gifts to Susha while en route. Moreover, upon bringing the Princess back to Jinxiu, there will be another grand banquet to receive congratulations from various noble guests. Do you also plan to bring gifts and follow us to Jinxiu to present them again?” The man was instantly speechless. The Jinxiu seats immediately erupted in laughter, while the Susha side, having lost face, broke into a clamor of voices.

Seeing signs of a dispute between the two sides, Feng Qishan nonchalantly tapped his golden wine vessel on the dragon table. The noise ceased abruptly. He looked around with satisfaction and spoke gravely, “Stop quarreling. To argue red-faced over a few wedding gifts is truly undignified.”

At this point, Xiyang also sensed the ambiguity in his words. Seeing Xia Jingshi remain silent, she feared he might get angry and whispered, “That Xun Xiang once sought my hand from Father, but Father didn’t agree. Not long after, I was betrothed to you, so he’s always resented you. Don’t stoop to his level.”

Hearing her speak so frankly, Xia Jingshi couldn’t help but smile, “What he says is not without reason. I indeed didn’t consider it thoroughly. I’ll pay attention in the future. Why would I be angry?” Xiyang snorted and glanced at him sideways, “How many times do you plan to marry?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized their impropriety. Seeing Xia Jingshi’s ambiguous smile, she blushed and lowered her head, mumbling, “I was just joking. Xiyang won’t object to you taking concubines.” Xia Jingshi merely smiled without answering.

While the two whispered intimately above, seemingly oblivious to others, Xun Xiang watched from below, his anger boiling. He knelt among the seats and loudly proclaimed, “This subject has a matter to report to Your Majesty!” Feng Qishan raised an eyebrow, “This is not a court session, but speak freely.”

“Yes,” Xun Xiang glanced at Ning Fei and continued, “This subject requests to escort the Princess to Jinxiu, and to bring along the ‘heartfelt gifts’ from this subject and other officials, to present to the Princess at the grand banquet in Jinxiu.” The hall immediately erupted in an uproar, with waves of voices rising one after another in excitement.

Xueying carefully observed Feng Qishan’s expression from afar and sneered, “He’s deliberately showing favoritism, intentionally embarrassing us.” Yixiao, already in a foul mood, felt even more irritated hearing the commotion and said resentfully, “If this were an ordinary family, we could just flip the table and leave. But in this place, we can’t leave, and we can’t stay. It’s truly vexing.”

Xiao Weiran, seated at the same table, heard Yixiao’s complaint and advised in a low voice, “Don’t be rash. We’re returning tomorrow. We can’t afford any mistakes.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 22
As they spoke, Xia Jingshi, seated at the head, stood up.

His gaze, filled with undisguised disdain and lofty arrogance, swept across the provocative Susa nobility present at the banquet. It seemed they had forgotten that he was not just an ordinary border prince; he was the illustrious God of War of Jinxiu’s battlefields. Royal blood flowed through his veins, and an inviolable nobility was ingrained in his very nature.

A heavy sense of oppression spread silently. All the arrogant and noisy individuals involuntarily closed their mouths.

Feng Suige sensed his formidable aura, and his eyes couldn’t help but brighten. This was the Xia Jingshi he was familiar with.

Just moments ago, Fu Yixiao had been furious. Now he rolled his eyes at Xia Jingshi and muttered dejectedly as if responding to Xiao Weiran’s words, “We should have known he wouldn’t miss such an opportunity to shine. Why were we worrying for nothing?”

Huan Xiang was still kneeling in the hall. Seeing Xia Jingshi’s overwhelming presence, his eyes shot out resentful glares. He straightened up, met Xia Jingshi’s gaze head-on, and sneered, “Doesn’t the Prince of Zhen Nan think he’s overstepping his bounds?”

Xia Jingshi suddenly revealed a gentle smile, like a breeze at dawn. “If standing up is overstepping, why doesn’t General Huan continue kneeling?” The banquet hall of Jinxiu erupted in muffled laughter.

Ignoring Huan Xiang’s purpling face, Xia Jingshi turned and gracefully saluted Feng Qishan. “Your Majesty, may this prince ask General Huan a few questions?” Feng Qishan replied casually, “Of course.”

Curling one corner of his lips, Xia Jingshi slowly descended the imperial steps and asked leisurely, “General Huan’s so-called intentions—are they someone else’s or your own?” Huan Xiang hadn’t expected this question and didn’t dare let down his guard. He answered tersely, “Both.”

“From your tone just now, General, it seems you don’t regard the Nine Dragons Nine Phoenix Crown highly. Therefore, I surmise you must have prepared an even more precious gift. Could you perhaps reveal it and broaden this prince’s horizons?” As he spoke, Xia Jingshi had leisurely strolled before him.

Huan Xiang hesitated for a moment, glanced at Feng Xiyang—seeing she was only looking at Xia Jingshi—then gritted his teeth and said, “A two-foot-tall White Jade Nine-tier Exquisite Pagoda.” As soon as he spoke, murmurs of astonishment arose around them.

Seeing the gleam in Xia Jingshi’s eyes, Feng Suige’s heart stirred, a thought flashing through his mind. Before he could ponder further, Feng Qishan nodded and said, “General Huan is indeed thoughtful toward Xiyang.” Huan Xiang hastily said he didn’t dare. Seeing Xia Jingshi silent, he laughed provocatively, “I wonder if this jade pagoda can compare to the prince’s golden crown?”

Xia Jingshi replied with a smile, “Of course it can. I wonder if this is an heirloom of your family or a gift from a friend?” Huan Xiang said smugly, “I purchased this pagoda at auction on the black market last year for 130,000 taels of silver.” Immediately, an uproar filled the hall.

Feng Qishan’s face changed. Before he could speak, Xia Jingshi preemptively sneered, “General, what is your annual salary?” In an instant, Huan Xiang’s face turned ashen. He forced himself to argue, “I bought it with family wealth. What does that have to do with my salary?”

A tense atmosphere enveloped the hall. With a mocking smile, Xia Jingshi said leisurely, “From your words and actions, General, you don’t seem like a descendant of a noble family, so this prince was merely making a casual guess.”

Feng Suige stepped forward from his seat, laughing loudly, “The Prince of Zhen Nan’s wit and wisdom are indeed well-deserved.” His words subtly acknowledged Xia Jingshi’s implication. Xia Jingshi modestly responded with a smile, then looked at the smiling Feng Xiyang. “May this prince decide on behalf of the princess?”

Seeing Xiyang nod, Xia Jingshi gazed around at the assembly of Susa nobles and ministers. “All of your congratulatory gifts—I will accept them here on behalf of the princess. Together with the gift list, they will be handed over to Prince Feng for handling. After all, these are valuable items. Selling them and contributing the proceeds to the national treasury could offset years of disaster relief expenses. If any items were extorted from the common people, I advise you to report them promptly and have the prince return them intact.” His icy gaze swept over the pale-faced officials and finally landed on Feng Suige before him. “Should General Huan’s white jade pagoda and the other lords’ tokens also be included?” Feng Suige smiled, “Naturally.”

Feng Qishan saw the situation spiraling out of control. What had been a splendid wedding banquet was now in chaos. His fury was entirely directed at Huan Xiang. He immediately ordered the Imperial Guards to bind him and take him into custody for interrogation.

Watching Huan Xiang being dragged away, wailing miserably all the while, the grand hall fell into utter silence, with only the suppressed sounds of hundreds of people breathing heavily.

Xia Jingshi and Feng Suige locked eyes for a moment. Feng Suige was the first to speak frankly, “Since you have married Xiyang and conveniently helped Susa solve the disaster relief funds for the past few years, let’s write off the grudges between us today.” Xia Jingshi raised an eyebrow slightly. “You’re quite perceptive. Old grudges I had long forgotten, and new ones haven’t had time to be settled before they’re written off.” With that, the two laughed together, struck their palms heavily to seal the agreement, and returned to their respective seats.

Feng Qishan’s expression relaxed slightly. Forcing a smile, he said, “Enough, let’s not let those matters spoil the mood. Continue the banquet.” The nobles, adept at reading the situation, felt slightly relieved. The stifled atmosphere in the hall began to ease, but it never returned to its earlier natural and pleasant mood.

As the water clock dripped past the Xu hour, it was time to end the banquet. The ceremonial officer led a group of beautiful palace maidens holding fragrant palace fans forward, smiling broadly. “The hour is late. May Princess Xiyang and the Prince of Zhen Nan please follow this humble servant to Bi’an Palace…”

Before he could finish, Xia Jingshi frowned, “Bi’an Palace?” Xiyang’s face reddened slightly as she explained, “Bi’an Palace was a gift from Father to my mother. Since Mother’s passing, it has remained vacant. So this time, I had it slightly refurbished to serve as our bridal chamber.”

After hearing this, Xia Jingshi gave a faint smile. “We will depart for Jinxiu tomorrow morning, so I need to return to the guest residence later to arrange related matters. It is inconvenient to stay overnight in the palace.” Xiyang was slightly taken aback, and the ceremonial officer exclaimed in alarm, “This… this is against propriety!”

Feng Qishan, who had been listening nearby, narrowed his sharp eyes but could only smile diplomatically, “On the wedding night—the bridal chamber adorned with candles—is one of life’s great events. How can it be skipped?”

Xia Jingshi smiled apologetically, “If things are not arranged properly, it will undoubtedly cause hardship on the journey after we set off tomorrow. Moreover, according to propriety, it is only after the wedding banquet in Jinxiu that it can be considered a true marriage.” Feng Qishan was about to speak when Xiyang smiled and said, “What my husband says is not unreasonable. Then I shall take my leave first.”

“Wait! How can you not enter the bridal chamber after the wedding ceremony?” Feng Qishan’s voice, tinged with anger, unknowingly grew louder, drawing curious glances from others in the hall. Feng Xiyang angrily whispered, “Father, why are you speaking so loudly!”

Feng Qishan took a deep breath, lowered his voice, and said, “Susa has never had such a precedent. If you still sleep in separate quarters after the wedding ceremony, where does that leave the dignity and propriety of the Susa royal family?” Xia Jingshi, enduringly conciliatory, said, “If Your Majesty is concerned about others’ opinions, I can immediately send someone back to the guest residence to prepare a bedroom and invite the princess to stay there.”

Feng Qishan decisively said, “No. How can the guest residence be suitable as a bridal chamber? Tonight, you must stay in Bi’an Palace.” Seeing Xia Jingshi’s gaze grow increasingly cold, Feng Xiyang angrily interjected, “Father, how can you force people like this? What if others misunderstand and think that I am eager to enter the bridal chamber and insist on keeping my husband? How will I face others if such rumors spread?”

Feng Qishan snorted coldly, “This is my decision. It has nothing to do with you. I just fear that someone harbors thoughts they shouldn’t and is making excuses to delay…” Before he could finish, Xiyang had already knelt with a thud. “I beg you, Father, please say no more! My husband is not someone who doesn’t understand reason. I believe in him!”

Feng Qishan’s earlier words had already attracted many covert glances. Now, with Feng Xiyang kneeling, there was a chorus of astonished gasps from those present.

Fu Yixiao and the others were seated farther away and couldn’t hear the conversation at the main table. They only saw Feng Qishan suddenly angry and Feng Xiyang suddenly kneeling. Xiao Weiran’s expression grew serious. He gave Ning Fei a meaningful look. Understanding, Ning Fei subtly adjusted his posture, ready to spring forward from his seat at any moment to protect Xia Jingshi should anything happen.

Although Yixiao didn’t know the details, seeing the vigilant stances of Xiao Weiran and Ning Fei, he became alert. He whispered to Xue Ying, “If anything happens later, don’t panic. Just stay close to me.” Though uneasy, Xue Ying nodded calmly.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 23
A sense of impending storm swirled in the air. Fury gathered in King Feng Qishan’s eyes, his usually gentle features appearing somewhat fierce in the lamplight. “What a fine daughter I have,” he hissed venomously. “You trust him, but not your royal father?”

Feng Xiyang crawled forward two steps on her knees, her face pale as she hastily explained, “That’s not what Xiyang meant. I just didn’t want Father to be upset over these matters…”

Feng Qishan gasped loudly like a man just freed from suffocation. Xia Jingshi suddenly felt a touch of pity. He let out an almost inaudible sigh and said softly, “That phoenix crown… Mother Consort wore it when she married the late Emperor. So please, Your Majesty, believe in this prince’s sincerity.”

Feng Xiyang and Feng Qishan’s gazes landed on his face almost simultaneously – one filled with tearful joy, the other with stunned relief.

Feng Qishan suddenly smiled, his expression complex yet full of acceptance. “It seems I’ve grown old, becoming more and more fixated on formalities. Xiyang, get up and go pack your things. Move to the guesthouse tonight.”

Feng Xiyang’s still-moist eyelashes fluttered twice. She slowly stood up and said softly, “Xiyang wishes to stay and talk more with Father.”

Feng Qishan’s expression changed abruptly. He suddenly looked at Xia Jingshi, his eyes showing a strange depth.

Everyone in the hall heard his words clearly: “I want to ask the Prince of Zhennanz for a person.”

A flash of sharpness crossed Xia Jingshi’s eyes. His tightly clenched fists trembled slightly, but a smile appeared on his face. “Who has caught Your Majesty’s eye?”

Feng Qishan’s expression became very strange, his voice slow and calm. “Xiyang will be leaving Su Sha tomorrow. The palace will be so quiet without her.” He glanced down meaningfully. “Ling Xueying, who came with you, is clever and lively. I took a liking to her as soon as I saw her, so I intend to keep her by my side.”

At the wedding, he had heard the word “hypocrite” clearly. Although it was later disrupted by Xiao Weiran, he could still see something in their expressions. Someone who could make Fu Yixiao rush out to take the blame must hold a very important place in her heart. Feng Qishan laughed coldly to himself. The question has been posed; let’s see how you choose.

Dead silence. The sound of lamp wicks crackling could be heard clearly. The flickering candlelight reflected on the pale faces across the brocade mats.

His words were like a slap to Ning Fei’s face, stunning him completely. He instinctively looked at Xueying, who still seemed a bit bewildered. Seeing him look over, she asked softly, “Is he talking about me?”

Feng Suige was also shocked, staring at his father’s inscrutable expression. In the past few days, he had guessed at countless possibilities, even secretly sending people to lurk around the guesthouse for protection and monitoring all personnel deployments in the city. But he never imagined that his father would openly make such a demand in front of everyone, and the person he wanted wasn’t her.

In Yixiao’s instantly darkened mind, a piercing cry surged forth. Anger like scorching fire yet icy cold flames raged through her veins, hatred tearing at her heart.

She had already given up on the idea that unexpected happiness might come her way, only wanting to live a peaceful life. No anxiety or sorrow, no worry or fear, no hurt or despair, no homelessness, no dead ends, no surprises – nothing at all. Just peace would be enough. Why were there still people unwilling to leave her alone? Why?!

The innate defiance boiled up again. Power – she didn’t seek it, but she didn’t fear it either!

Her cold, sweaty hand gently covered Xueying’s. Yixiao’s voice was soft but firm, “Don’t worry, we’ll return together.” She glanced at Ning Fei, then suddenly stood up, looking proudly at the expressionless Feng Qishan. “Does the mighty King of Su Sha also engage in the despicable act of abducting young women?”

Feng Qishan raised an eyebrow and sneered, “She’s dressed as a young lady. How can you call it abduction?”

Yixiao laughed, a very false laugh. “Your Majesty seems to lack propriety. Are the noble ladies of Su Sha supposed to dress as married women after receiving betrothal gifts?”

Still in shock, Xueying received a hint from Xiao Weiran. Ning Fei had already stepped forward, declaring proudly, “Indeed. Because we had to escort His Highness here for the wedding, Ning Fei had no choice but to postpone the wedding date. Otherwise, Xueying would already be my wife!”

Seeing Ning Fei stand up to protect her, Xia Jingshi’s lips curled into a smile. He said gently, “How about this? I will certainly convey Your Majesty’s wishes to the Emperor. I’m sure His Majesty will carefully select a suitable candidate and won’t disappoint you.”

The Su Sha nobles below cowered, not daring to breathe. This was undoubtedly the first and only such bizarre wedding they had ever attended in their lives. From Feng Qishan, they could already sense the scent of bloodshed and slaughter – the dangerous aura before those in power unleashed a massacre.

“Very well. In that case, I’ll take the one by her side,” Feng Qishan finally spoke, cold and emotionless.

A killing intent with the air of destruction suddenly surged in Xia Jingshi’s eyes, as bright as stars in the night. His whole body tensed up. He put away his smile and said in a deep voice, “Captain Fu holds a military position and is not an ordinary woman. Your Majesty’s request is somewhat unreasonable!”

Feng Qishan smiled leisurely. “I’ve already thought of that. Early tomorrow morning, I will draft a letter to be delivered to the guesthouse for the Prince of Zhennanz to take back to the Jinxiu Emperor. I will personally explain the reasons to the Emperor in the letter. The Emperor should not refuse.”

Xiao Weiran, unable to contain himself any longer, also stood up. Almost simultaneously, Feng Suige sprang to his feet, crying out, “If Father feels lonely, this son can visit the palace more often to keep Father company…”

“Father,” before Feng Suige could finish, Feng Xiyang cut in with a smile, “So Father also likes Yixiao very much. It seems Xiyang’s judgment is not bad.” As she spoke, she slowly descended the jade steps and walked to Yixiao’s side, taking her hand. “Xiyang has always believed that if my husband were to take a concubine, Yixiao would be a very suitable choice…”

Everyone was stunned.

Xia Jingshi gazed at Xiyang, his heart surging. He truly hadn’t expected that the person who would step forward to help him protect Yixiao at this moment would be her.

Feng Qishan’s face turned ashen as he shouted, “You’ve just gotten married and you’re already arranging concubines for your husband? Have you gone mad trying to be a virtuous wife?”

Yixiao also looked incredulously at Feng Xiyang’s smiling profile. Her smile was very forced, her hand colder than Xueying’s, but she didn’t back down. “Xiyang has been pampered by everyone since childhood and has never had to worry about anything. I’ve never learned the tactics of harem concubines vying for favor. So, rather than having a stranger by his side, it’s better to have Yixiao, whose temperament I get along with, serve my husband together.”

As Xiyang’s words echoed in his ears, Feng Suige stared fixedly at Yixiao. She would agree, right? Suddenly, his heart twisted in agony. He finally understood – when the heart is moved, it becomes entangled.

The warmth of her body still lingered on his chest, so real, as if she were still standing outside Xuande Hall, still held in his embrace. It turns out it was always destined that he could only watch her from afar – watch her come, and watch her go.

He smiled bitterly. It’s alright. In one’s lifetime, to meet someone who moves your heart is already rare. Compared to those who live their entire lives not knowing what they’re pursuing, having met her, having their lives intersect, even if they can’t be together forever, there are no regrets.

Just because you exist in this mortal world, my heart is filled with happiness and contentment, full.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 24
The vicious look in Feng Qishan’s eyes was like a knife, falling on Yixiao as if wanting to slice the flesh from her body piece by piece. “I truly underestimated your tactics. But now, I’m even more curious about you.”

Yixiao’s lips curled slightly into a faint smile. “The confidence of holding power, the domineering air of prospering in good times and perishing in bad, casually trampling and manipulating those who can’t resist… Until today’s lofty position. Does Your Majesty remember how many people’s blood, tears, and corpses you stepped on to reach this position?”

Feng Qishan was stunned for a moment, then snorted coldly, “This is the way of kings. How could you understand?”

“Of course, I don’t understand, that’s why you’re the king. But I despise those tactics that manipulate people’s hearts and play power games,” Yixiao’s face showed stubbornness and tenacity as cold and dazzling as sunlight reflecting off a glacier. “Always putting on a noble act, playing the role of arbitrator, but in my heart, that’s just nauseating hypocrisy!”

“How dare you!” “Yixiao!” “Fu Yixiao!” Voices of rebuke rang out from all around, both male and female, but it was too late.

Unexpectedly, Feng Qishan’s face instead showed a rare interest, smiling wickedly and arrogantly. “I admire your courage. May I ask, have you already decided something?”

Yixiao ignored his question, gently embracing the bewildered Feng Xiyang beside her, whispering in her ear, “No matter who you did this for, I thank you. But I have my pride. I don’t want to owe too much, nor can I afford to.”

Sensing her withdrawal, Xiyang hastily grabbed her arm. “Everything I said was sincere. It’s not out of pity for you, nor to please him. You must believe me.”

Yixiao suddenly smiled, charmingly to the bone. She raised her hand to caress Xiyang’s face. “Of course, I believe you. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have thanked you. But you know, even without all this, I had already decided not to go back.” She turned to smile at Xueying. “Others may not understand, but Xueying does. You can ask her after you return.”

As if someone had stabbed him hard in the heart, Xia Jingshi’s gaze lost focus. Though he hadn’t heard what Yixiao whispered to Xiyang, he had gleaned the gist from their exchange—she had refused, she wanted to stay.

“Fu Yixiao, this prince does not agree to you staying here,” he heard himself say, his tone low and slow. “You are a military officer of Jinxiu. Without this prince’s consent, leaving the country’s borders is already treason. This prince gives you one last chance. If you persist in your delusion, you will be dealt with according to military law.”

Xiao Weiran and Ning Fei shuddered simultaneously, calling out in unison, “Your Highness!”

Yixiao was silent for a long while before turning her head to look at him. Her eyes held no emotion, just gazing at him indifferently. “First, the military officer you speak of was shot dead by you years ago. Second, I don’t mind asking King Feng to help me request an imperial edict from the Emperor, so I can stay here ‘legitimately’!”

Xueying’s clear eyes had long since misted over, the tip of her nose slowly reddening. Now she coldly mocked, “Xia Jingshi, I finally understand why Yixiao would rather stay in Su Sha than marry you.” She looked at Ning Fei, holding back tears. “I finally know what that thing is, though it’s a bit late.”

Feng Qishan, who had been quietly watching everything, chuckled. “It sounds like there are many stories here. Fortunately, there will be plenty of time to hear them slowly in the future. Otherwise, I would feel quite regretful.”

A trace of brokenness flashed through Yixiao’s eyes. She shook off Feng Xiyang’s hand and stepped forward, folding her arms and smiling lazily. “I doubt I’ll live to see the day Your Majesty is interested in listening. Perhaps tonight I’ll turn around and be poisoned.”

Feng Qishan’s face darkened. He said coldly, “Just for what you’ve said to me today, sentencing you to death on the spot would not be excessive. But for Xiyang’s sake, I won’t hold it against you. Enough, I’m tired. If there’s nothing else, let’s disperse.” Turning to a dumbfounded palace servant nearby, he ordered, “Take Captain Fu to Fanghua Palace to rest for now.”

“Father,” Feng Suige stepped forward swiftly, his voice colder than a misty night, as if ice had frozen over a pond. “That’s in the back palace. It might not be appropriate to place a guest there.” Feng Qishan waved his hand carelessly. “It’s just for one night. After seeing Xiyang off tomorrow, I’ll have an empty palace prepared…”

Feng Suige’s expression was calm as he said word by word, “There’s a room for her in my Water Painting Garden.”

“She’s not going anywhere,” Xia Jingshi’s eyes had a fire dancing in them. He walked down the steps one by one. “She’s coming back to the guesthouse with me!”

Like wind passing through a bamboo grove, a slight commotion rippled through the previously silent gathering. Before Feng Qishan’s sharp gaze could sweep over them, silence quickly returned.

Yixiao stood quietly, her head tilted back, eyes half-closed, the corners of her mouth neither smiling nor not. She seemed to be waiting for them to conclude, yet also appeared to be pondering something. The golden light from the crystal palace lamps fell on her face, transparent yet brilliant.

This nobility was what they insisted on giving her. She understood well the simple principle of making the most of what’s available.

If you can’t escape, you must face it. This was a war without gunpowder, yet the fiercest of all. What each person could see was only their path; everyone had their battlefield.

Use the simplest, most direct, and quickest method to achieve the best effect – this was what Xia Jingshi had taught her.

To achieve one’s goal, means are necessary, sacrifices are necessary, and power is most necessary – this was what Feng Qishan had taught her.

This was the battlefield of Asura – win or die.

“I want to go to Water Painting Garden,” Yixiao slowly opened her eyes, a glint of playful cunning flashing through them. Since she had already unavoidably waded into troubled waters, why were they still standing on the shore?

Xia Jingshi quickened his pace towards Yixiao. She neither dodged nor evaded, allowing him to seize her wrist. Tch, it hurt.

Brushing aside the rushing Xueying, Xia Jingshi pulled Yixiao in front of him, angrily saying, “Why are you always so willful, never considering others’ feelings!”

Watching Xueying fall into Ning Fei’s arms, Yixiao lazily turned her head back. “What? You intend to marry me?”

Unsurprisingly, Xia Jingshi released her hand as if stung. Just as he was about to say something, amidst the crowd’s exclamations, Feng Suige, who had followed closely, suddenly grabbed Xia Jingshi’s shoulder and punched him in the abdomen with all his might. Caught off guard, Xia Jingshi took the hit, leaning back in pain, barely avoiding Feng Suige’s second punch aimed at his face.

The hall immediately erupted into chaos. Feng Xiyang rushed over to support Xia Jingshi, Xiao Weiran stood between him and Feng Suige, Ning Fei restrained the emotionally agitated Xueying, while Feng Suige, having missed his second strike, had already stopped, coldly shielding Yixiao behind him.

The guards stationed outside had rushed in, but seeing the chaos, they didn’t know how to proceed.

Feng Qishan was already trembling with anger. “Brawling in court, what kind of behavior is this!” Seeing the guards standing dumbly at the door, he roared, “What are you doing here? Get out!” Immediately, the guards collided into a heap, jostling and squeezing their way out. Someone even closed the hall doors behind them.

Yixiao stood somewhat dazed behind Feng Suige. His protective left hand was even around her waist, the warmth of his palm almost burning her.

She had always thought that only delicate women like Xueying or Xiyang could arouse men’s protective instincts. Yixiao smiled softly as if a mist was spreading into her eyes, distant and hazy, with a hint of unpredictability and a faint trace of vulnerability. She vaguely heard someone whispering, “…femme fatale…” A femme fatale? She smiled at the speaker, her cold voice floating and trembling in the air. The person shuddered violently, quickly averting their gaze.

Feng Qishan glared at the confronting group, suddenly feeling a sense of powerlessness. He forced himself to suppress his chaotic breathing and calm down. Suddenly hearing Fu Yixiao’s laughter, he angrily said, “Fu Yixiao, is this your purpose?”

Her playful laughter filled the surroundings unrestrained. “Yixiao stayed in the Water Painting Garden for so long, I like it and am used to it. What’s wrong with that? If Your Majesty already regrets keeping Yixiao, you should have said so earlier.”

Feng Qishan laughed loudly, responding viciously, “What I have decided, I never regret!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 25
Finally leaving that ominous hall filled with sinister shadows, Yi Xiao exhaled softly but couldn’t help glancing back. Look at that heavily fortified, grand palace—a wedding banquet that seemed harmonious and joyful on the surface, yet beneath, dark currents had long been surging. But who could see the killing, bloodshed, sorrow, anger, fear, and hatred hidden within?

Noticing her looking back, Feng Suige paused. “What are you looking at?” Yi Xiao withdrew her gaze and asked, “Does living in such a place not make you feel exhausted?”

His heart felt as if it were being slashed. Feng Suige gave a bitter smile. “I have no choice, but you do.” She laughed. “Wrong. Neither of us does.” “Why?” Feng Suige was puzzled. “You have the chance to leave. As long as you depart from Susa, even if he wants to deal with you, it’ll require much more effort. As long as you…”

“You ask me why,” Yi Xiao interrupted him, her smile framed by raven-black hair, like an epiphyllum blooming in the night. “It’s like you asking why the night doesn’t change its color. You, standing in the daylight, can’t understand the darkness of the night and even think that black and white are choices to be made. The darkness of night is because it can only be so, not because it insists on being so. If it could choose, why would it be the cold, night?” The wind lifted her unbound long hair, strands drifting leisurely.

Feng Suige remained silent. Indeed, if Father decided to do something, he would stop at nothing. Although Yi Xiao had enough ability to protect herself, her weakness was that she would never live solely for herself.

As they approached the plaza filled with carriages and horses, chaotic footsteps sounded behind them. Yi Xiao and Feng Suige turned to look—it was Xia Jingshi and his party.

Yi Xiao watched as Xia Jingshi walked toward her. No, he only glanced at her, passing by like a stranger.

A cold wind brushed her cheek as if ice had been stuffed down her throat. What kind of a glance was that…

For a moment, Yi Xiao wanted to chase after him but couldn’t move her legs. She could only stare intently at his departing figure.

“Yi Xiao,” Xue Ying stopped before her, her voice tinged with tears. “You said we would return together.” The armor of Yi Xiao’s calm façade seemed to shatter instantly. She raised a hand to brush her eyes and forced a smile. “I’m sorry. I’ve broken my promise.”

Everyone nearby looked at her silently. Ning Fei’s voice was somewhat hoarse. “Don’t worry. His Highness is just momentarily angry. He won’t abandon you.”

“That man neither loves deeply nor hates intensely. It’s because I’ve seen through that point that I decided to give up.” Yi Xiao’s eyes shimmered, but more with determination. “Don’t worry about me. Just be good to Xue Ying. Don’t always make her angry.” Xue Ying finally couldn’t hold back and hugged Yi Xiao, burying her face in her shoulder as she sobbed, “Yi Xiao, don’t stay here… Come with us, please…”

“I’ve thought about keeping you here with me,” Yi Xiao teased softly, gently patting her back, but her eyes were filled with deep sorrow. “But I’m afraid Uncle Ling would kill me—when you and Ning Fei get married, remember to write and tell me. Among all the people I’ve met, you two are the most deserving of happiness.”

Shouts came from the distance; Xia Jingshi’s carriage was preparing to depart. Ning Fei hesitated slightly, then said, “Take care of yourself.” Ignoring Xue Ying’s struggles, he pulled her toward the plaza. The others closely followed. Yi Xiao instinctively took a few steps forward but was pulled back by Feng Suige.

Xiao Weiran was at the back. As he passed by Yi Xiao and Feng Suige, he paused and said to Feng Suige, “She seems clever but is stubborn, easily infuriating others yet making them unable to let go. She’s just a lonely fool with low self-esteem. If you’re not careful, she hides away to be sad alone. So, it’s not easy to take care of her. If you can’t protect her, send her back to Jinxiu as soon as possible!”

As if declaring something, Feng Suige tightened his arm around her. “I can. I’ll make sure she smiles happily every day.”

Xiao Weiran smiled slightly, reached out to gently stroke Yi Xiao’s face, and spoke softly, “Girl, the most useless thing in this world is reckless courage. Even if you’re full of passion and martial skills, in the end, two fists can’t defeat four hands. If you want to roam the world, you must rely on strategy and wisdom. This path is not easy, but as long as you understand what I’ve said, there’s nothing you can’t overcome.” Seeing Yi Xiao nod, he waved and left without looking back.

Staring blankly at Xiao Weiran’s departing figure, Yi Xiao remained lost in thought. After a long time, she suddenly smiled. What she said that day was right—the person who understands her best is indeed Xiao Weiran. Why isn’t the one she likes him?

“It’s time to go,” Feng Suige sighed softly. “If you really can’t bear it, tomorrow I’ll take you to see them off.”

Outside Susa City.

A black flag embroidered with the gold character “Xia” fluttered at the front of the procession. Feng Xiyang’s tears had not yet dried; she kept turning back to look at the increasingly distant city as if she could still see her father forcing a smile and waving farewell from the city walls.

Xue Ying sat inside the carriage with lowered eyes, her expression cool and gentle.

Yi Xiao did not come to see them off.

Feng Qishan was not an easy person to deal with, but with Feng Suige there, Yi Xiao shouldn’t suffer too much. As for Feng Xiyang—perhaps she shouldn’t blame her—but earlier when Xiyang had sent someone to invite Xue Ying to ride with her, Xue Ying had still refused…

Suddenly, there was a dull thud on the carriage board. The guards beside the carriage shouted nervously, “Ambush! Protect the carriage!”

Xue Ying’s heart tightened. She instinctively lifted the curtain—an arrow with a long feather was embedded next to the carriage window. Chaos reigned outside, and the carriage wobbled to a halt.

Ning Fei galloped over quickly, vigilantly scanning his surroundings while urgently asking, “What happened? Are you hurt?” Xue Ying looked at him blankly. “Ah… I’m fine…” Her gaze went past his shoulder, fixated on the high slope pointed to by the arrow’s tail.

There, two riders stood side by side—it was Fu Yi Xiao and Feng Suige.

Yi Xiao held the reins in one hand and a bow in the other, reining her horse at the top of the slope. Seeing the confusion below, she seemed to smile faintly, then threw aside the bow and urged her horse down. Feng Suige remained still.

“It’s Yi Xiao!” Xue Ying shouted, quickly climbing out of the carriage and waving. “Yi Xiao! Yi Xiao!”

Yi Xiao didn’t rein in her horse until she reached her. Xue Ying was both happy and angry, scolding, “I knew you wouldn’t come… You haven’t used a bow for so many years. What if you missed and shot me dead?”

Yi Xiao tossed a wooden box to her and laughed heartily, “If I accidentally killed you, I’d follow you in death—here, I heard you praise that incense last time, so I asked Feng Suige for some.”

“Yi Xiao,” holding the wooden box, Xue Ying’s eyes sparkled. “Since you’re already here, come with us. Feng Suige won’t stop you.” Yi Xiao pulled out a smile that was distant and desolate. “I’m here to see you off. How can I turn it into traveling together? Xue Ying, thank you for staying by my side all this time without ever leaving. I will return.”

Seeing her pull the reins as if to turn back, a deep, hoarse call came from ahead. “Yi Xiao… Why won’t you return with me?” Xia Jingshi walked over slowly, his usually profound eyes showing pain.

Yi Xiao was silent for a long time, then turned her head and smiled faintly. “I once thought we belonged to each other, but unfortunately, you made me realize I was wrong—and wrong!” As she uttered the last three words, a crack appeared in her previously indifferent eyes. Complex and intense emotions burst forth in an instant—there was relief mixed with pain, full of contradictions.

Not giving him time to ponder, Yi Xiao had already turned her horse and galloped away.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 26
Feng Suige loosened his horse’s reins and rode alongside Fu Yixiao. He had thought about following her but restrained himself. She was going to say farewell, and he wasn’t someone who should be present.

In truth, he privately hoped Yixiao could stay by his side, but he understood clearly that Su Sha was no paradise for her. He gazed into her bright black eyes, above which sat a pair of sword-like eyebrows, pale in color, sweeping diagonally into her temples. Below was a proud, upturned nose tip and lips pressed into a straight line, almost bloodless upon closer inspection.

In terms of appearance, Fu Yixiao couldn’t be considered a peerless beauty. Her allure lay in her fierce, thorny, and venomous intensity. The occasional starlight escaping from her eyes made one’s heart tremble, irresistibly tempting one to try and make her submit. Yet her tamed appearance was never seen, and the more elusive it became, the more one wanted to try again. His father, the King, was probably one of those, and he had once been the same.

“Is there something on my face?” Yixiao glanced at him. Feng Suige started, shifting his gaze. “It’s not that there’s something on your face. You are a flower.”

Yixiao snorted. “Is that so? If I’m a flower, then what are you?”

Feng Suige said very seriously, “I’m a flower thief.”

Yixiao burst into laughter, so forcefully that she nearly slid off her horse. Feng Suige reached out to steady her. “Come to my side—crying it out will make you feel better.”

“You’re crazy!” Yixiao laughed as she pushed his hand away, cursing.

Yixiao was almost immediately pulled over to him. For the first time, she voluntarily wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her head in his chest. In just a moment, Feng Suige felt the wetness on his chest grow, accompanied by a scorching heat. He couldn’t help but let out a long sigh.

“I thought for a long time yesterday. Light and darkness are cyclical and interdependent. As long as the bright moon remains, there’s the most dazzling light even in darkness… Fu Yixiao, we’re used to scheming against each other. What I’m saying now might be hard for you to believe, but just remember this—I won’t oppose my father, but I will do everything in my power to protect you. Of course, I have my selfish reasons, and I can’t possibly act without expecting anything in return, but that’s all for later.”

Yixiao, her head still buried, cursed hoarsely, “You are crazy!”

By now, the sun had risen to its zenith, yet it was obscured by clouds, scattering fine points of light in all directions. Ahead loomed the dark gray city walls.

Feng Qishan closed his eyes tiredly and leaned back into the soft cushions. He knew Feng Suige was escorting Fu Yixiao alone to see her off, but he wasn’t worried at all that she might not return—he couldn’t explain why he trusted her, he just knew that if she said she would stay, she would stay.

Initially, he had only intended to keep her under house arrest for a few years, planning to release her back to Jin Xiu after Xiyue had given birth to an heir and secured her position. But the various signs at the wedding banquet had made his intent to kill her grow stronger and stronger in his heart.

But he couldn’t kill her. He exhaled forcefully. At least not now.

The only pity was that such a formidable woman came from an ordinary background. Su Sha didn’t discriminate between men and women in choosing heirs. If she and Xiyue had both been born into the royal family… Feng Qishan’s closed eyelids suddenly twitched, silently rebuking himself for comparing Xiyue to her.

In his memory, Xiyue’s mother, who was then Imperial Consort Chen, was a passionate and devoted woman. He remembered the first time she demanded to accompany the army, and he refused. “If you want to leave your concubine behind, you’ll have to step over my dead body!” She pulled out a gold hairpin from her head and pressed it against her jade-like neck.

He was both angry and anxious. “The battlefield is perilous. You’re just a woman. If you’re captured by mistake, you’ll surely suffer unspeakable torments.” He wanted to scare her away.

“The King won’t let your concubine be captured,” she said resolutely.

“What about death? Aren’t you afraid of dying?” he asked, somewhat helplessly.

“What’s there to fear?” Imperial Consort Chen smiled radiantly. “I love following you, so I’ll die following you as well.”

From then on, no matter when he went on campaigns, the defenseless Imperial Consort Chen would always accompany him, until…

During that campaign, fatigue and worry caused Imperial Consort Chen to go into premature labor. Due to the harsh conditions and lack of medical care, he could only watch helplessly as Imperial Consort Chen’s life ebbed away bit by bit.

After Imperial Consort Chen’s passing, Su Sha’s hundred thousand soldiers, with white cloth tied around their arms, charged into the enemy ranks. After several days of fierce battle, they finally repelled the enemy forces. All thirty thousand prisoners of war were beheaded to appease Imperial Consort Chen’s spirit in heaven.

On the day of his victorious return to the capital, by his side was one less gently speaking flower, and one more tiny swaddled infant.

That was Feng Xiyue.

Xiyue was the continuation of Imperial Consort Chen’s life, the extension of his love for her.

He killed his beloved Consort Shu because the pastries she made had caused Xiyue to vomit and have diarrhea for two days. Consort Zhao, who had always been close to Consort Shu, was displeased and confronted him in court. She too was sentenced to death. After that, none of the imperial consorts dared to cause any more trouble.

When Xiyue heard that there would be grand celebrations among the common people of Jin Xiu on the day of the new emperor’s ascension, she pestered him to go and see. He agreed, not knowing that this single encounter would cause Xiyue to fall in love with Xia Jingshi, who was being conferred as the Prince of Nanzheng.

Xia Jingshi…

Originally, he had been the most likely candidate among several princes of Jin Xiu to be named heir, and also the most capable. But for some unknown reason, he suddenly announced his withdrawal from the struggle for succession. Not long after, news spread that the legitimate son of the then Holy Emperor and Empress had been established as the Crown Prince.

Even now, Feng Qishan still couldn’t fathom why Xia Jingshi would give up the fight for succession.

At the wedding banquet, when faced with Xun Xiang’s provocations, Xia Jingshi revealed a demeanor of innate nobility and kingship, his cold gaze sweeping around with the eyes of a predator.

This man was born to be a ruler, naturally possessing the power to captivate hearts. Yet, he gave up the world that was within his grasp.

Feng Qishan furrowed his brow.

Perhaps because he was busy dealing with a series of noble officials implicated in the Xun Xiang case, or perhaps because he no longer cared after achieving his goal, Feng Qishan hadn’t inquired much about Fu Yixiao’s life in Shui Hui Garden. Feng Suige was also glad not to touch upon this potentially explosive topic.

Fu Yixiao lived a carefree life in the Shui Hui Garden. She still resided in the same pavilion where she had been imprisoned, the only difference being that there were no longer any guards stationed there. Every day, she would simply lie idly on the soft, comfortable couch, quietly gazing out the window, watching the sunrise and the moon set, observing the clouds, rain, and starlight.

Feng Suige would always visit her pavilion at night, sitting for a while and trying to chat about old times. After the events before and after the wedding ceremony, Yixiao’s attitude towards him changed significantly. Occasionally, she would joke with him, but they both consciously avoided topics related to Xia Jingshi and Feng Xiyue.

Sometimes, when feeling playful, Feng Suige would sneak past the servants to the kitchen to boil a few eggs. He would blow on them, grimacing, and peel off the shells before handing them to her. She would always accept them with a faint smile, carefully holding them in her palm as if afraid they might slip away. She would eat them bite by bite while listening to his stories about sneaking into the imperial kitchen at night to steal food when he was young.

The days passed somewhat cautiously, but Feng Suige was content. At least he could let her live peacefully, without any unexpected incidents that might add to the shackles on her heart.

The peaceful days continued until this morning’s court session. Feng Qishan had, as usual, briefly inquired about some unresolved matters and was about to dismiss the court when a scholar-official stood up. “Your subject has a matter to report.”

Feng Qishan was somewhat surprised. Most governmental affairs had already been transferred to Feng Suige, the regent prince. Unless there was some major issue, the ministers wouldn’t usually present memorials in court.

Feng Suige’s face darkened. Of course, he knew what this was about. These pedantic old ministers, priding themselves on their learning and status, had been pointing fingers at him all day. After being rebuked by him twice, they wanted to bring it up to his father at the court meeting—

“…Although that woman from the Jin Xiu Kingdom is a noble guest of Your Majesty, she is after all an outsider. The Prince Regent bears important responsibilities and inevitably brings confidential documents home to work on. Therefore, we believe it is not appropriate for her to stay in the Prince’s private residence. We humbly request Your Majesty to issue an edict to find her alternative accommodation and deploy some imperial guards to keep watch…”

The scholar-official continued his statement, nodding and shaking his head, ignoring Feng Suige’s glare.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 27
Feng Qishan uttered a low sound and looked toward Feng Suige. When he agreed to let Fu Yixiao reside in Shuihui Garden, he knew that before long, these old ministers would not be able to hold back and would voice their objections. So he had been holding his silence, waiting precisely for this moment.

Feng Suige gazed steadily at the crane-shaped incense burner before the hall, from which wisps of blue smoke curled upwards. He said coldly, “It seems Minister Lu has grown old and forgetful. It appears you are no longer fit to serve the court. You should return today and prepare your letter of resignation.”

Minister Lu was taken aback and hastily replied, “Your humble servant raises this matter again purely out of security concern. If this person is a spy planted by Jin Xiu…”

Feng Suige interrupted him with a cold laugh, “So, you are questioning Father?”

Feng Qishan raised an eyebrow. “Questioning me about what?”

Feng Suige stepped forward calmly, bowed, and said, “It was Father who requested her from the Prince of Zhennan. Minister Lu believes that Father has left a foreign spy by your son’s side.”

Minister Lu immediately turned pale and knelt. “Your Majesty, please discern clearly. Your humble servant had no such intention!”

Feng Qishan smiled slightly. “Minister Lu, the prince was merely jesting, yet you took it seriously. Your courage is somewhat lacking.”

With these words, the officials, who had been holding their breath, all heaved a sigh of relief. They began to laugh along appropriately, making light-hearted remarks. Minister Lu forced a smile and said, “The prince’s majesty is innate; your humble servant naturally feels apprehensive.”

Feng Qishan waited for the murmurs below to subside before asking, “Regarding this matter, how do you all think it should be appropriately handled?”

The two rows of civil and military officials in the hall immediately fell silent.

Minister Lu’s face had turned ashen. Originally, he had privately discussed with several censorial officials that he would present the matter, and the others would then step forward to echo his words. But with a single sentence from the prince, their courage had retreated. Yet to give up now was truly unsatisfactory. Now they found themselves in a dilemma. Steeling himself, Minister Lu kowtowed and said, “Your humble servant still believes that the woman should be placed under house arrest.”

“Sometimes, being too obstinate is not a good thing,” Feng Suige said, enunciating each word, his tone icy.

Feng Qishan frowned slightly. “What Minister Lu says is not entirely without reason. Suige, do not be willful. Minister Lu, you may rise.”

Only then did Minister Lu wipe the cold sweat from his forehead, stand up, and step back to one side.

Hearing the supportive tone in the monarch’s words, several ministers stepped forward one after another. Out of concern for Feng Suige’s attitude, they phrased their words very tactfully, but their meaning was the same—they supported placing Fu Yixiao under solitary supervision.

Feng Suige listened with suppressed patience. He understood that these ministers were not being unreasonable. If it were someone else, he might not have any objections; he might have even thought of this issue before them. But the person they were discussing was Yixiao—the Yixiao whose happiness had just been thwarted by his father and sister joining forces! And he had also been an accomplice.

“Father,” Feng Suige finally spoke. The surrounding clamor suddenly subsided, and everyone’s gaze, overtly or covertly, fell upon him—for he was the future monarch of this country, their future king. “Everyone is aware of how Fu Yixiao came to stay. Your son also understands Father’s intentions. But,” he raised his head and looked directly into Feng Qishan’s eyes, “Father, do you not feel ashamed to place her under house arrest now?”

A surge of anger shot straight to Feng Qishan’s forehead. He knew that his son’s thoughts had been on Fu Yixiao lately, and he had been speculating on what reasons his son might use to oppose the house arrest. But he never expected his son would say such words to him publicly in court.

“For the sake of a woman, you dare speak to me like this?” His gaze was as sharp as a blade.

Feng Suige’s expression was calm as he looked at each person in the hall who gazed at him with surprise, doubt, avoidance, or disapproval. “Regardless of whether she yielded under pressure, she has always conceded—even to the point of rejecting Xi Yang’s proposal and staying in Susha. Father once taught that in conducting oneself, the heart must be righteous and act upright. One cannot go against reason, nor deceive the heavens. In this matter, we were initially indebted to her. Why does Father refuse to let her go and continue to press her relentlessly?”

“Indebted?” Feng Qishan sneered. “Do you think she stayed behind for no reason? Xia Jingshi has already married Xi Yang. Even if she returns, she would at most be a concubine. What is a mere concubine of a marquis? How can that status compare with being the consort of Susha’s future monarch? Did you not see how, as soon as she left Xia Jingshi, she couldn’t wait to throw herself into your Shuihui Garden…”

“Father!” Feng Suige exclaimed in shock, scarcely able to believe that such vicious words could come from his always-respected father.

Perhaps realizing his loss of composure, Feng Qishan took a deep breath, his tone softening. “This is also why, throughout history, the royal family chooses consorts only among noble ladies of princely houses. You must understand that in this world, things cannot be seen from only one side. You may treat others wholeheartedly, but others may not necessarily repay you in kind!”

Feng Suige’s expression changed slightly. His furrowed brows and tightly pressed lips revealed an indescribable sorrow.

Seeing his son’s change of expression, Feng Qishan felt a bit of compassion and said gently, “Father tells you this not to embarrass you in front of everyone. Father only…”

His words suddenly stopped as he looked at Feng Suige in astonishment.

Feng Suige smiled. The arc of his lips lifted resolutely. “Truly embarrassing, indeed—very embarrassing.” He gracefully knelt, each word resonant and forceful. “Father, your son wishes to marry Fu Yixiao as his consort!”

With a rumbling crash, in a fit of rage, Feng Qishan overturned the dragon desk. The national seal, jade ornaments, and other items on the desk tumbled down the jade steps along with the overturned desk, scattering everywhere. The ministers in the hall were so shocked that they all knelt, kowtowing repeatedly, “Your Majesty, please quell your anger! Please quell your anger…”

Feng Qishan’s jade crown had become askew. Glaring, he pointed at the kneeling Feng Suige in the center. “Do you dare to repeat that for me to hear!”

Feng Suige instead remained calm. “Your son wishes to marry Fu Yixiao. Your son wants her to be Susha’s royal consort.”

Feng Qishan stumbled and hurriedly descended the jade steps. The anxious palace attendants trotted behind him, “Your Majesty, be careful! Your Majesty, be careful…”

In a few steps, he reached Feng Suige. Feng Qishan raised his hand and delivered a heavy slap to his face. With a crisp slap, several prominent red marks appeared on Feng Suige’s face, growing deeper. Apart from slightly tilting his head, he did not even move a brow.

“I am not yet dead,” Feng Qishan grasped his chin, bringing his face closer, his tone slow and gloomy. “And Susha does not have only you as a prince.”

Feng Suige smiled. “But they are not capable of bearing great responsibilities. That is why Father bestowed upon me the position of Regent Prince.”

This was a heavy blow. Feng Qishan involuntarily let go of his tight grip, stepping back two steps. After a long moment, he gritted his teeth unwillingly and said, “You insist on having her? She is merely a person from Jin Xiu with no status or position. She is unqualified to be a royal consort!”

Feng Suige lowered his gaze and replied calmly, “Everyone has their constraints, but what makes a person noble is only the heart.”

“Very well,” Feng Qishan laughed in extreme anger. “She is noble… I will let you choose. Do you want the position of Regent Prince, or do you want her!”

From among the ministers standing quietly by, an elderly, white-haired minister rushed out upon hearing this. He was Feng Suige’s Shao Fu—the Inner Prime Minister and Erudite Scholar. Trembling, he prostrated himself on the ground, pleading sorrowfully, “Your Majesty, please quell your anger. The prince has been stubborn since childhood. His defiance of Your Majesty was only in a moment of agitation. Please, Your Majesty, quell your anger.”

Feng Qishan’s expression eased slightly. He gave a cold snort, flicked his robe sleeve, and walked toward the dragon throne atop the jade steps.

Seeing this, the Erudite Scholar crawled closer and whispered to Feng Suige, “The monarch is furious right now. Besides, so many ministers are watching. Speak properly. Don’t be so willful. First, admit your mistake to the monarch. We can discuss matters slowly…”

Feng Suige also calmed down slightly, whispering with some remorse, “I was reckless and made Shao Fu worry.” Then he knelt and kowtowed to Feng Qishan, “Your son was impulsive and defied Father. Please, Father, forgive me.”

Feng Qishan paced a few steps atop the steps before waving his hand irritably. “Enough. But this matter is not yet settled. The inner Prime Minister and the prince, stay behind. The rest of you, my lords, may withdraw.”

The palace attendant standing by swallowed hard before raising his voice to announce, “Court is dismissed—”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 28
In Lu City, the bridal chamber was filled with flickering candlelight. The red candles wept tears of blood-red wax with soft crackling sounds.

Feng Xiyue sat with her head bowed, wringing her sweaty hands. Who could have predicted that heaven would favor her so? A chance glance had made her aware of Xia Jingshi’s existence, and she, who had harbored no hope, had unexpectedly gained her father’s support.

However—it seemed her appearance had hurt another woman, one who was very important to him, a woman even she couldn’t help but like. Although she longed for Xia Jingshi to have eyes only for her, could she ask for more when she had such a towering man as her husband? No, to ask for more would be to invite heaven’s disfavor.

Yet Fu Yixiao had chosen to stay in Su Sha.

That day, when she suddenly heard Xue Ying’s cry, “Yixiao, Yixiao, Yixiao!” As the carriage stopped, she saw Xia Jingshi—yes, Xia Jingshi, the man who always seemed unflappable, as if nothing could ruffle him—leap down from the carriage ahead and run wildly back.

Xiyue smiled bitterly. It seemed only that name could stir his very soul.

Not just him, but also Ning Fei, Xiao Weiran, Ling Xueying, and all the accompanying Jin Xiu imperial guards. Although very polite, there was always a faint hostility and cold distance in their words and actions. She didn’t know if she was being overly sensitive, but she always felt that even at the wedding banquet in Jin Xiu, the military officials and civil servants who came to toast her looked at her with scrutiny.

She adjusted the heavy phoenix crown. Being a bride was truly exhausting. Why hadn’t he returned to their chamber yet? But she was willing to wait. They would support each other through life… Thinking of this, she pressed her lips together and smiled secretly.

The first watch… the second watch… The water clock slowly counted the time. The ceremonial music gradually retreated, and the bright lamps were removed one by one, leaving only a pair of large red wedding candles and a few night pearls in the corner of the room. The room suddenly felt empty, and her heart felt empty too. She began to feel cold—the icy bed, the icy palace chambers, the icy people.

Feng Xiyue stood up and removed her phoenix crown. Perhaps her husband had fallen drunk somewhere in a pavilion, waiting for her to find him. When he woke up tomorrow, she would tease him mercilessly.

Following her memory of the way she had come, she began to walk out. She hadn’t gone far when she encountered a night patrol guard.

The guard seemed startled to see Feng Xiyue and stuttered, “Greetings, Princess Consort. Do you need anything?”

She nodded with a smile. “Did you come from the front? Have the guests not yet dispersed?”

The guard hesitated. “Perhaps the Princess Consort should retire first. The banquet should be ending soon.”

Feng Xiyue pondered briefly before moving forward. “It’s alright. I’ll go check on him. He might have drunk too much.”

The guard hurriedly stepped in front of her to block her path. Seeing her raise an eyebrow, he finally told the truth. “The wedding feast ended two hours ago. His Highness went to his study afterward… Perhaps the Princess Consort should return to her chambers to rest.” With that, he lowered his head and walked away quickly.

Stunned for a long while, two lines of tears silently slid down from the corners of Feng Xiyue’s eyes, falling onto her red phoenix robe and soaking a large patch. She tried desperately to swallow her tears back, but the more she tried, the more unstoppable they became.

Was this what being newly married felt like? She was already his Princess Consort, but how could the wedding night be like this? Why was it like this? It was truly unbearable—after waiting for so many years, what she had gained was an awkward situation.

A room of solitude, a sleepless night.

As dawn broke, the faint sounds of palace servants moving about and sweeping could be heard outside. Feng Xiyue sat before the mirror, which reflected her swollen eyes from crying. She removed her heavy makeup and took off her wedding dress. She wanted to find Xia Jingshi; she needed to have a good talk with him.

Circling past flower pavilions and crossing water pavilions, just as she was about to pass a corridor entrance, an abrupt voice made her stop in her tracks. “…Using his status to bully others, driving Colonel Fu away!”

Feng Xiyue frowned slightly. Judging by the tone, it should be palace servants from the royal city, but the people they were discussing…

“Colonel Fu is truly pitiful, staying all alone in Su Sha. Who knows if she’s living well or not? Ah, I miss Colonel Fu’s divine archery. I only saw it once at the martial arts competition. Who knows when we’ll see it again,” another person sighed.

“It’s because Colonel Fu comes from a humble background. If you want to blame someone, blame the heavens for being unfair and not making her born into an imperial family. If she were a princess too, how could the Su Sha princess have taken the position of His Highness’s principal consort?” A new voice joined the discussion.

“That’s right, that’s right. When Colonel Fu was accompanying His Highness through life and death, she was probably somewhere drinking and enjoying herself. I don’t understand. After fighting with Su Sha for so many years, how can they just make peace and even marry their princess? I don’t know how we’ll face our fallen brothers at the grand sacrifices in the future,” the first person sighed.

“His Highness probably left her to sleep in his study yesterday because of this—but the brothers who accompanied the army last time all said that in the whole world, only Colonel Fu, a woman, could match His Highness’s grandeur. On the battlefield, wherever her arrow pointed, the Su Sha soldiers would flee, wailing like ghosts and wolves…” Before he could finish, the group burst into laughter.

After laughing for a while, one person interjected, “Alright, alright, it’s about time. Everyone go do what you need to do. Listen carefully later, if there’s any movement in the room, quickly go to the kitchen to bring meals. If the princess gets hungry and can’t find food, and her temper flares up, she might say she’ll flay you instead of just beheading you. Hurry, hurry…”

The group agreed and dispersed. One of them grumbled as he walked away, “I thought the princess was above earthly desires and only ate gold nuggets.”

Someone in the distance replied, “Maybe she ate so many gold nuggets that she emptied Su Sha’s treasury, and that’s why their king had no choice but to marry her off to Jin Xiu…”

That person, with a smile not yet faded, turned around the corridor, yawned and walked away listlessly, completely unaware that in the bushes by the corridor, Feng Xiyue was crouching there, covering her mouth and crying with particular sorrow.

“Miss…” Xiumu poked her head in from outside the door. Ling Xueying, busy packing things, impatiently replied, “What, what, what is it? You—Ah!” Xueying suddenly cried out, pointing at Xiumu as if she’d seen a ghost. “You, you, you, why are you here? Didn’t I tell you to go back to Cao City and tell Father that I’d be back a few days later?”

Ning Fei, who had been standing aside watching her pack, asked in surprise, “You didn’t see her last night?” “Last night?” Xueying tilted her head, thinking. Last night was Xia Jingshi and Feng Xiyue’s wedding banquet. “I didn’t see her last night.”

Ning Fei’s face suddenly took on a strange expression. “When we set off for Su Sha, didn’t you hear His Highness’s instructions to her?”

Xueying looked confused. “What did Xia Jingshi say?”

Xiumu jumped over the threshold, smiling, “The Prince of Nanzheng told Xiumu to return to Cao City to inform the master to come to Lu City for his wedding banquet—”

“Ah!” Xueying screamed. “That means…” She suddenly stopped, looking left and right. “Ning Fei, is there a back door here?”

“Where do you think you’re going!” With a deep, forceful shout, a burly middle-aged man strode in imposingly. It was none other than Xueying’s father, Ling Yuguang. “As soon as you leave home, you forget to come back. As soon as there’s something new, you can’t see your father anymore. Ling Xueying! Tell me yourself, how many books should you be punished to copy!”

“I’m not feeling well, I’m not feeling well,” Xueying whimpered, hiding behind Ning Fei. “My head is spinning, my ears are ringing, and I can’t see. Ning Fei, quickly take me to see a doctor.”

Ning Fei stared at the glowering Ling Yuguang for a moment, then suddenly bowed formally. “Father-in-law, please accept your son-in-law’s respect!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 29
Ling Yugua retreated half a step without showing any emotion. “Young man, don’t you think it’s better to clarify things first?”

Ning Fei awkwardly scratched his head and stood up. “Well, Uncle Ling, it’s like this… It’s me…”

“Ling Xueying!” Ling Yugua roared angrily. Snow Ying, crouching and preparing to slip away against the wall, sheepishly straightened up. In an instant, her eyes curved into a smile as she leaned forward to grip Ling Yugua’s arm. “Ah! Daddy, when did you get here? I’ve missed you so much—Daddy, let me tell you, Yixiao was bullied by Prince Xia and Prince Xiazheng. She’s all alone in Susha now, and I don’t know how she’s doing. When can we go see her together? By the way, has Mother come yet? I saw a new hairstyle in Susha, and it would look beautiful with Mother’s hairpin—Daddy…” Upon receiving Ling Yugua’s indifferent glance, she quickly fell silent.

“Continue,” Ling Yugua finally looked towards Ning Fei, who wore an expression that was both amused and incredulous.

Snow Ying gave Ling Yugua a pleading look, but Ning Fei remained silent. He earnestly replied, “Ning Fei respectfully requests Uncle Ling to decide to marry Snow Ying off to me.” Xiumu chuckled from the side, and Snow Ying’s face had already turned red as if she wanted to dig a hole and crawl into it.

Without hesitation, Ling Yugua asked, “Why should I marry Snow Ying to you?”

Ning Fei was momentarily stunned, and Snow Ying showed a hint of unease.

After thinking for a moment, Ning Fei looked at Snow Ying’s face, a smile gradually forming. “Because I can fall asleep while she plays the qin, I can’t understand her when she twists her words to scold, when she throws a tantrum I can relax and play along as long as she doesn’t use her hairpin, and when she’s in danger, I will never let her face it alone!”

Ling Yugua narrowed his eyes after listening, still responding calmly, “Why should I believe you?”

Snow Ying hurriedly said, “Daddy…” Before she could finish, she saw Ling Yugua’s expression oscillate between smiling and not, feeling extremely embarrassed, she stomped her feet and said, “I’m leaving,” then turned to walk away.

Before Ling Yugua could react, Xiumu had pulled the door open from the outside with a thud. “Xiumu!” Snow Ying angrily kicked the door, but before she could speak again, Xiumu’s smug voice came from outside, “Master says the lady must not leave the room before him today. Xiumu is ordered to keep watch!”

Seeing Snow Ying furious and stomping her feet, Ling Yugua finally showed his first smile since their meeting. “Snow Girl, are you still playing with Daddy?”

“With someone helping you? I’m not playing anymore,” Snow Ying replied indignant, turning to see Ning Fei already dumbfounded. Her face turned red again as she timidly hid behind Ling Yugua, whispering, “Daddy, can you discuss this when I’m not around…”

Ling Yugua mimicked her whispering. “Snow Girl, tell Daddy, are you agreeing or not?”

“What to agree to?” Ling Xueying sighed. “He’s just a rotten, useless block of wood…”

“So you’re saying you won’t marry him?” Ling Yugua’s voice grew louder. Seeing Ning Fei change expression, Snow Ying quickly tugged at his collar. “Daddy, lower your voice… Please don’t trouble her anymore…”

By the end, her voice was barely audible.

Ling Yugua couldn’t hold back and burst into laughter, stepping forward to pat Ning Fei’s shoulder. “From now on, don’t be too accommodating to her, or else she’ll turn everything upside down.”

Ning Fei snapped out of his stupor and joyfully bowed. “Greetings, Father-in-law!”

This time, Ling Yugua did not avoid him. He bore three loud bows before helping Ning Fei up. Snow Ying, cheeks still red, dared not look at Ning Fei, instead clinging to Ling Yugua. “Daddy, now I can go out, right?”

Ling Yugua nodded and loudly instructed, “Xiumu, open the door.”

Almost as soon as the words left his mouth, Snow Ying dashed to the doorway, ready to pounce once Xiumu opened the door.

However, after waiting for a while, there was no sound outside. Ling Yugua raised an eyebrow and pulled the door open. It swung open smoothly, but there was no sign of Xiumu outside.

“Xiumu!!!” Snow Ying had already stormed out in a fury. “I’ll see you try to escape!!!”

—

Bright sunlight filled the room, casting a warm golden hue throughout. Feng Suige squinted slightly, watching Fu Yixiao sit quietly by the window, her eyes gazing outwards.

Though she sat serenely, her expression was distant and dreamy. She didn’t even hear Ling Suige’s footsteps. Sunlight gently fell on her loose long hair, enveloping her in a warm golden glow.

“Fu Yixiao,” Feng Suige finally spoke after standing for an unknown time.

Yixiao trembled slightly and turned her head. “It’s you—It seems you haven’t called me by my full name in a while. What happened?” Feng Suige forced a smile. “Has your intuition always been this accurate?”

“Not always,” Yixiao replied, standing up. “Speak, I’m listening.”

Feng Suige turned his head away. “At today’s court meeting, the ministers suggested to Father that you should be placed under house arrest, so…” Yixiao casually tied up her flowing hair and interrupted him. “I don’t have anything to pack; I can leave now.”

“No,” Feng Suige took a slightly excited step forward. “I didn’t consent.” Yixiao unexpectedly raised her eyebrows. “So?”

“So,” Feng Suige suddenly felt his throat dry up, almost unable to speak. “So I want to marry you as my consort.” Yixiao scoffed, lazily stretching her waist. “It’s not funny, and there’s no connection between cause and effect—it must be that the Monarch has changed his mind and wants to eliminate me.”

Feng Suige patiently explained, “I originally intended to make you the principal consort, so you could stay here with a legitimate title. However, Father refused no matter what. Later, Shaofu suggested making you a concubine. After much deliberation, Father agreed.” He spoke in one breath, noticing Fu Yixiao still standing quietly, feeling somewhat discouraged. “I have no other options. All the old ministers are stubbornly refusing, and Father supports them. Rest assured, I will never force you to do anything…”

“I agree,” Yixiao said word by word, her complexion slowly losing its color.

Unaware of her changing expression, Feng Suige focused entirely on her response. “You agree?”

Seeing Yixiao nod, he still seemed somewhat incredulous. “I thought you would erupt in anger… At least argue with me.”

“Why wouldn’t I agree?” Yixiao’s smile was like a blossoming flower, reflecting the sunset with an inexplicable enchantment. “Because of the nobility you’re trying so hard to bestow upon me—I have no reason to refuse, especially since you guarantee not to force me into anything.”

Feng Suige became somewhat hesitant. “You must have thought it through. I can indeed protect you, but perhaps you’ll find yourself at the center of a storm. Whether it’s Father or those ministers, they won’t relax for a moment.”

Yixiao looked at him steadily. “It doesn’t sound difficult, I just don’t quite understand why you’re helping me.” Feng Suige pondered for a moment, then suddenly took hold of her shoulders, speaking solemnly. “I don’t care whether you believe me or not. I only know that once you like someone, even without saying it aloud, your heart no longer belongs to you. Instead of hiding it, I’d rather entrust it to you and let you decide. I also know who you have feelings for, but treating you this way—I just don’t want to lie to myself.”

Yixiao’s shoulders shrank slightly before relaxing again. She raised her face, looking earnestly into Feng Suige’s eyes. “Feelings can’t be reciprocated by mere sincerity. Aren’t you afraid of not getting anything in return?”

Feng Suige gave a wry smile. “If you gave me your heart too, that might be difficult—but I won’t let go easily.”

Yixiao simply gave a low laugh without responding, her lowered eyelashes hiding a flicker of emotion beneath.

“I have not failed the people of the world, yet they treat me this way,” she thought.

“In this vast world, no matter how much we avoid things, where can we truly escape? Between heaven and earth, it’s all just the mortal world. Everywhere is either triumphant king or defeated outlaw.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 30
Despite Fu Yixiao’s sole request for simplicity, the wedding ceremony for the Regent Prince’s first official consort couldn’t be understated. Even though Emperor Feng Qishan was deeply dissatisfied with the marriage, he still ensured all proper customs were observed with due pomp.

The Prince’s residence was aglow with lanterns, filled with the clink of wine cups and the sound of merry-making. The carefully choreographed group dances planned by the music officials were breathtaking. Skilled musicians played joyous palace dance tunes on sheng, xiao, qin, pipa, wuxian, konghou, jiegu, and hujia. Agile performers presented a lively and entertaining Five Lions Dance, eliciting cheers from the attending officials.

Due to deliberate gossip, the most discussed topics at the banquet were the Prince’s secondary consort’s alleged infidelity before marriage and her lowly origins. One noblewoman openly declared, “To jump from the Imperial Son-in-law’s bed straight into the Prince’s arms – such a shameless harlot might appear only once in ten thousand years!”

Emperor Feng Qishan listened attentively from the head table, concealing a cold smile as he lowered his gaze and adjusted his sleeves. Though he had relented and allowed Fu Yixiao to be instated as a secondary consort, he knew that the court’s ruthless struggle for power and favor was not something a mere low-born military officer’s daughter could handle. Let her revel in her moment for now.

The wedding ceremony finally began. The earlier discussions hadn’t reached Yixiao’s ears, but as she walked on the red carpet, she could sense the envy and hatred from the sharp gazes around her, especially from Emperor Feng Qishan at the front. His gaze was as piercing as an awl as if he wanted to stab countless holes through her.

She inwardly sneered. Everyone thought she had stayed with Prince Feng Suige for his current or future power. She wondered if he would eventually think the same. Perhaps in people’s eyes, only someone like Feng Xiyang, heaven’s favored daughter, was worthy of His Highness.

When they set out from Jinxiu, His Highness had already sent Xiumu to notify Uncle Ling to attend their wedding banquet in Lu City. Surely by now, Ning Fei had also proposed to marry Xueying to Uncle Ling. Uncle Ling would agree readily – only outsiders could see that he had completely given in to his seemingly delicate daughter, eager to find her a good match as soon as possible.

Xueying, you must remember how happy I once was. I can’t remember anymore, but you must remember for me. You must…

Suddenly, her left hand was gripped tightly. Yixiao instinctively looked down to see Feng Suige’s right hand clasping hers firmly, transmitting his warmth. He held her hand openly, facing countless blade-like gazes with her.

Noticing her gaze, Feng Suige turned and smiled at her. The light in Yixiao’s eyes flickered for a moment before she turned away indifferently, allowing his eyes full of comfort to turn into faint disappointment.

Even on her wedding day, Yixiao had only used a single five-phoenix pearl filigree hairpin to secure her hair. If not for the gold-woven cloud and dragon pattern ceremonial robe she wore, no one would believe she was the protagonist of this wedding.

But that didn’t matter.

The wedding proceeded smoothly, at least on the surface. It was an awkward celebration. The noble Dusa aristocrats praised their majestic prince with all due respect as subjects, while simultaneously looking down on the woman who was about to become the Prince’s secondary consort with arrogant attitudes.

After a series of complex procedures, Yixiao finally heard the pleasant words “ceremony complete” and breathed a sigh of relief. The strange atmosphere shouldn’t have put much pressure on her, but ever since Feng Suige’s warm hand tried to encourage her, her heart had suddenly become chaotic. The composure and courage she had maintained for days suddenly ran out. Restraining the urge to flee quickly, she slowly followed the ceremonial official towards the bridal chamber.

Suddenly, a woman’s shrill voice cried out, “Wait!” In an instant, the clamor of the guests ceased, and Yixiao stopped in her tracks. All eyes turned to a beautiful woman in yellow robes who had stood up among the seats.

Yixiao frowned slightly but calmly met the woman’s venomous gaze. She chuckled inwardly – it was a familiar face, though she wondered how she had gotten in.

Feng Suige angrily demanded, “Yun Yi, what are you doing?” Yun Yi snorted, glaring at Yixiao before proudly declaring, “Has the Prince forgotten his promise to Yun Yi? The Prince promised to give Yun Yi a proper status!”

Feng Suige gritted his teeth and said word by word, “Even if you don’t know what’s happening here, you should know this is the Prince’s residence. Who allowed you to come here and make a scene?” As he spoke, four or five nearby guards had already rushed over, covering Yun Yi’s mouth and dragging her away.

The already somber wedding became even more bizarre after Yun Yi’s interruption. The guests, forgetting to mind Prince Feng Suige’s status and the dignity of the Dusa royal family, began to discuss openly.

Fu Yixiao said nothing, just watching quietly as if observing a farce. When she saw Yun Yi, she had already mentally prepared herself. Having practiced archery since childhood, she had always been strong-willed, especially in public. The more unfavorable the situation, the calmer she became. So before Yun Yi was expelled, her previously panicked heart had miraculously returned to a state of tranquility.

Feng Suige began to look embarrassed. Seeing Yixiao’s expressionless indifference, he became increasingly flustered. Suddenly hearing mocking words aimed at Yixiao from the seats, he grew even more annoyed. Disregarding etiquette and rules, he embraced Yixiao and coldly said, “I know the person who instigated Yun Yi to come and disrupt the wedding is among you. I don’t want to pursue this matter today, but you’d better put away those wicked thoughts soon. If there’s a next time, I’ll make you regret being human.” His words, spoken clearly and with the arrogance and nobility he had possessed since childhood, immediately cowed the group. Even Emperor Feng Qishan in the seat of honor was somewhat stunned.

Amid the silence, Feng Suige put his arm around Fu Yixiao’s shoulders and strode out.

In the red bridal chamber, after dismissing the palace maids and wedding attendants, Feng Suige stood to one side, anxiously watching Yixiao remove her hair ornaments and wipe off her makeup. Finally, unable to bear it any longer, he said, “If I had known she would come, I would have ordered a strict inspection…”

Yixiao sighed inwardly and said flatly, “What fault is hers? She merely loves you.” Feng Suige couldn’t help but laugh coldly, “So what if she loves me? She chose to fall in love with herself. Even if I once promised her a status, she shouldn’t have come to make a scene today.”

Yixiao’s originally indifferent tone instantly became cold and resolute, “Actually, this has nothing to do with me. Perhaps you think that her falling in love with you is her fault, that you didn’t beg her to love you, but can you say you didn’t indulge her and let her love you more? Is falling in love with someone a fault?”

As if speaking to that person, she became increasingly agitated, finally starting to tremble slightly. It was as if someone had dug up something buried deep in her heart, squeezing out the dark pus inside, easily tearing open a wound that was about to scab over with the words “She chose to fall in love herself.”

Feng Suige failed to notice her tumultuous emotions and explained regretfully, “I know I didn’t arrange things well and let you suffer this embarrassment. I can promise that such things will never happen again in the future.”

Yixiao laughed coldly, “Why bother promising? I’m just living under someone else’s roof. What right do I have to interfere in the household matters of the mighty Regent Prince?”

“Fu Yixiao,” Feng Suige called out through gritted teeth, his voice concealing a hint of pain, “What exactly are you trying to say?”

“I’m not saying anything,” Yixiao’s smile hid mockery, “I just want to remind you not to fall in love with me, and don’t hope that I will love you. This is just a game, it has nothing to do with feelings.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 31
A pair of jade-inlaid rhinoceros horn pillows rested on an eight-foot ivory bed, with a silver-embroidered felt rug laid over a five-colored dragon whisker mat. This room, fit for immortals, now seemed cold and desolate.

Feng Xiyang sat before her dressing mirror, lost in thought. For four days, she hadn’t seen Xia Jingshi once. During the day, he was either in meetings or accompanying Snow Shadow’s father in chess and martial arts. At night, no matter what time she sent someone to invite him, the answer was always the same: His Highness still had unfinished business and asked the Princess Consort to retire first.

That day, watching him walk back to his carriage with determined steps, loudly ordering the procession to continue, she felt as if a thread had stuck to him, stretching thinner and thinner as the journey progressed, yet never breaking.

She had thought that even if she couldn’t have his deep, ocean-like tenderness as One Smile did, it would be good to see his calm smile every day. But— Xiyang smiled self-mockingly. She loved him so deeply, yet he didn’t care at all.

Since childhood, she had been the pearl of Susha, only concerned with pretty dresses and suitable jewels. Then she set her heart on him, becoming the Princess Consort of the Southern King of the Brocade Dynasty, his wife. She thought this would allow them to grow old happily together, but suddenly she hit an invisible high wall—she had barged into his life with her overwhelming naivety, and if not for accidentally overhearing those conversations, she would never have known that no one here welcomed her.

She was so lonely, unable to find a single person to confide in. Was life’s toil truly like Zhuangzi’s butterfly dream? But when would the butterfly in the dream fulfill its wishes?

The air around her suddenly grew scorching. Feng Xiyang turned back in a daze. In the undulating gauze curtains of the doorway, a blood-red datura had mysteriously appeared. The wind moved the curtains, creating ripple-like waves, and datura petals floated everywhere, emitting an alluring fragrance—the datura flowers were so exquisitely beautiful…

Suddenly, the flower tree moved. No, it wasn’t a flowering tree, it was Fu Yixiao!

Amidst the flying curtains, her face was unclear, but every faint gasp and the flames of hatred emanating from her body spoke clearly: “Feng Xiyang, do you know what despair is? It’s an endless, icy, desolate feeling. It gently caresses your hand, slowly climbs up your shoulder, softly strokes your face, gradually taking away every bit of your hope, then viciously strangling every breath of yours, until you return my happiness to me!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

A heart-rending scream wrapped in swirling blood-red petals howled toward her, crashing into Feng Xiyang’s forehead.

Suddenly, everything went dark.

“…As for diet, focus on light, easily digestible foods. With rest and peace of mind, recovery should take only two or three days,” When Feng Xiyang awoke, the physician was reporting his diagnosis to Xia Jingshi, who stood with his back to the bed.

He had finally come. Feng Xiyang almost wanted to sit up and throw herself into his arms, wiping away all the tears of pain and grievance she had suppressed for days on his chest. But she restrained herself, carefully holding back her tears and closing her eyes again.

After leaving a few prescriptions for recovery, the physician took his leave. Feng Xiyang listened to the deliberately lightened footsteps gradually fading away, her heart growing increasingly tense—he wouldn’t leave too, would he?

After a long silence, just as she could hardly resist opening her eyes, a low sigh came from beside her. Clothes rustled, and the light on her face dimmed. The bed moved slightly as Xia Jingshi sat down beside her, gently pulling the silk quilt to cover her exposed hand.

His faint tenderness surrounded her, and Feng Xiyang could no longer hold back her tears. She opened her eyes and called out chokingly, “Husband.”

Xia Jingshi started, then gave her a gentle smile. “You fainted earlier. The physician has prescribed some nourishing medicines. I’ll have someone prepare them…”

Xiyang, not even wiping away her tears, hurriedly sat up, clutching his clothes and pleading, “The medicine can wait—can you stay with me for a while, husband?” Xia Jingshi patted her hand comfortingly, “Lie down first, I’ll stay with you for a bit longer.”

She didn’t let go of his hand and asked with some unease, “Husband, have I angered you?” Xia Jingshi’s lips twitched slightly as he reassured her, “Don’t overthink. I’ve been busier lately because I’ve been away from Brocade for too long and there’s a backlog of affairs. It’ll be better in a few days.”

Feng Xiyang’s heart settled, and color gradually returned to her face. Just as she was about to speak, she suddenly remembered the datura flowers that had rushed towards her face. She tensed up, instinctively looking towards the doorway. It was empty.

Xia Jingshi followed her gaze to the doorway and asked, puzzled, “What’s wrong?” Feng Xiyang hesitantly asked, “The red datura at the door, did you have someone remove it?”

Xia Jingshi asked in surprise, “Red datura?” Seeing her nod affirmatively, he pondered briefly, “When I arrived, the doorway was already empty. There wouldn’t be such flowers in the royal city, and who would place plants in a passageway? Could you have seen wrong?”

Feng Xiyang exhaled slowly and forced a smile, “I must have seen wrong—at that time I saw a red datura and Fu Yixiao.” As she said the last three words, her eyes fixed steadily on his.

Xia Jingshi’s pupils contracted, instantly freezing into ice blades. Before Feng Xiyang could react, his eyelashes flickered, and his eyes were filled with a faint smile as if the previous coldness had been an illusion. “That must have been a hallucination. Yixiao is thousands of miles away now, how could she appear here? The physician said you’re not accustomed to the local environment. We should prepare the medicine soon.” As he spoke, he gently but firmly pulled his clothes from Xiyang’s grasp and stood up.

Seeing him about to leave, Xiyang panicked and threw herself forward, embracing his neck and shoulders. In the violent collision of her chest, a warm tear splashed from her eye socket, landing on the side of his neck and meandering down his exposed skin. “I’m sorry, please don’t be angry…”

Xia Jingshi gently pulled her arms away and pushed her back, his voice as calm as water, “I’m not angry. Don’t overthink.”

Seeing her expression darken as she slowly withdrew her arms, Xia Jingshi felt a twinge of pity and softened his voice, “Recover quickly. After Ning Fei’s wedding, we’ll set off for the imperial capital to pay homage to the Holy Emperor. You haven’t been to the imperial capital before, have you…”

At the mention of the imperial capital, a spark lit up in Feng Xiyang’s eyes, and her features gained some vitality. “I have been there. The first time I saw you was in the imperial capital.” Xia Jingshi was quite surprised, “When was that?”

Feng Xiyang’s eyes were now curved in a smile, but she deliberately didn’t answer his question. “Don’t you remember?” Xia Jingshi pondered, “I really can’t recall. I didn’t spend much time in the imperial capital… When was it?”

“It was the day of the Holy Emperor’s ascension to the throne. I’ve forgotten the weather that day, forgotten who else was around, I only remember you,” Xiyang said softly with a smile, her eyes full of memories. “Afterward, I kept thinking, was it heaven’s destiny that I could spot you among so many people at first glance?” Seeing him listening in a daze, Xiyang lowered her head, blushing. “It was also destined that I would fall in love with you that day, but I never imagined we would become husband and wife—husband, I don’t ask for your whole heart. In your heart, besides One Smile, can you spare a corner for Xiyang?”

Feng Xiyang gazed at Xia Jingshi earnestly, while Xia Jingshi seemed somewhat dazed, his gaze losing focus. Xiyang bit her lip, suddenly leaning forward, grabbing Xia Jingshi’s collar, and kissing him.

She kissed his lips wholeheartedly, instinctively. Perhaps too shocked, Xia Jingshi didn’t push her away. His lips were thin and soft, yet tasteless, bland as water.

Sadness welled up from the depths of Feng Xiyang’s heart, enveloping her like a quiet, deep sea. The seawater was ice-cold, yet she was willing to sink into it, all the way to the bottom.

Her kiss gradually turned into a plea, into desperate taking, as if trying to provoke his cold, distant, unfeeling soul through suction.

Suddenly, Xia Jingshi’s eyes changed. He roughly pushed Feng Xiyang away and stood up, wearing an expression of extreme disgust. His gold-embroidered sleeve slowly and forcefully wiped across his slightly wet lips. “This King’s heart is too small. In this life, having given it to her, there’s no room for anyone else.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 32
A chill ran from Feng Xiyang’s feet to her head, and a searing pain burned from her throat to her stomach. It was a fatal blow. Feng Xiyang trembled involuntarily and cried out, “Then why don’t you marry her?”

Xia Jingshi was also stunned. After a long while, the fierce fire in his eyes slowly extinguished. He laughed bitterly, “Often, fate is just like that. Only the person who has experienced those things with you can truly enter your life. After that, no matter how many others come along, if you’ve missed those moments, you’ve missed them for a lifetime.” As he spoke, he gradually calmed down. “This might sound cruel and selfish, but you need to know—even without Yixiao, this political marriage wouldn’t bring happiness. However, I can promise that you will be the only mistress here. As for food, clothing, and other necessities, as long as it’s within my means, you can ask for anything.”

Xiyang shuddered, her voice barely audible, “If it were for those things, why would I need to marry Jinxiu? If it were just for a political union, I could have married the Holy Emperor.” Her nails, digging into the bed frame, broke, but the pain was so slight it could be ignored. “Is a love that comes too easily not worth cherishing?”

“Perhaps I should ask you, why do you insist on marrying me?” Xia Jingshi’s voice grew increasingly cold. “In the war between Jinxiu and Dusa, if not ten thousand, then at least thousands of Dusa soldiers died by my hand. The soldiers who died under my command number in the tens of thousands. Why were you so certain that I would treat you well, let alone fall in love with you?”

Feng Xiyang’s eyes widened. She wanted to say something, but couldn’t utter a word.

“Forget it, get some rest,” Xia Jingshi said, turning gracefully towards the door, leaving her no chance to plead for him to stay.

Feng Xiyang watched blankly as his silhouette disappeared behind the closing door, her eyes filled with a misty haze and a hollowed-out disappointment. Why? She had simply wanted to love him.

She closed her eyes wearily. It turned out that in this case called love, whoever first spoke of love lost their heart first. Before it even began, she had already lost completely, and yet… she found it sweet.

The sound of rain splashed, pale flowers were washed from their branches by water streaming from the eaves, and the golden-threaded bird in its cage hopped restlessly in the damp air. Fu Yixiao stood silently in the corridor, watching the rain, her skirt fluttering in the wind, her gaze distant and desolate.

After the wedding ceremony, she moved into Prince Feng Suige’s residence. The various buildings here were arranged in an orderly fashion, with elegant bamboo houses, waterside pavilions, and multi-storied buildings, contrasting with the delicate style of the water-painted garden, yet lacking much of the feeling of comfort and ease.

Feng Suige hadn’t shown his face for several days. The servants whispered and speculated about why the Prince had neglected her on the second day of their marriage, spending his nights with his former favorite singing girls. Even Yun Yi, who had caused a scene at the wedding, had only received a scolding before freely coming and going into the Prince’s residence again.

But neglect was just neglect. Setting aside Feng Suige’s public warning at the wedding, Fu Yixiao’s rise from prisoner to the Prince’s secondary consort showed that Feng Suige had invested as much thought in her as in state affairs. Her current lack of favor didn’t mean she would never have a chance to turn things around, so none of the servants in the Prince’s residence dared to show any arrogance toward her.

A gust of wind blew, disturbing the rain threads and the pearl curtains under the eaves. Fu Yixiao stepped back slightly, avoiding the raindrops that flew towards her. Her lips suddenly parted, revealing a brilliant smile.

She had never known that watching the rain from under the eaves could be so beautiful. The rain threads falling from the sky seemed to carry a desperate desire, falling in droves to the ground before disappearing.

If only human troubles could be absorbed completely by the soil along with the rain threads, how wonderful that would be.

Because of the rain, Feng Suige hadn’t gone out. At this moment, he was standing by the half-closed window of the study, watching her from afar.

He hadn’t set foot in the bridal chamber for several consecutive days. During the day, he was always busy with government affairs and inspecting troops; at night, he continued to seek solace in wine and pleasure. Yes, he couldn’t stop for a moment. Any leisure time and his mind would be filled with her cold words, “…This is just a game, it has nothing to do with feelings!”

When he heard those words, he was almost stunned. Perhaps he had said the wrong thing first, but seeing Yixiao’s icy, thorny gaze, a feeling of helplessness suddenly filled his entire body. Was love really like this? If the other person doesn’t like you, no matter how well-intentioned you are, they won’t accept you. Thinking that all his tender affection couldn’t earn even one genuine smile from her, Feng Suige finally lost his patience and walked away.

A flash of lightning crossed the sky, and the rolling thunder seemed to strike Feng Suige’s heart, each beat so clear—why couldn’t he treat her with a calm heart? Not only was his mind unable to stay calm, but his heart was also stuffy to the point of pain.

He hated that woman standing under the eaves, hated how she always controlled his emotions, leaving him without a moment’s peace. He wanted to destroy her with his own hands, and then… there was no then. At that time, he would probably destroy himself along with her.

He hadn’t been wrong that day. She was a poisonous flower—brilliant, strange, yet dangerous. That utterly evil toxicity had completely corroded his heart. Even if she was heartless, he found himself unable to let go.

Suddenly, Feng Suige’s eyes narrowed sharply. After just a glance, he hurriedly walked towards the door.

A vague sense of presence stirred the vigilance Fu Yixiao had developed during wartime. She pulled back her scattered thoughts and turned her head slightly, her gaze falling on the corner not far away.

It was her again.

Seeing that she had discovered her so quickly, Yun Yi was somewhat surprised, but still put on an unconcerned appearance and slowly walked over.

She had deliberately dressed up before coming. Yun Yi wore a headdress of eight treasures and pearls, and a long dress of five-colored embroidered plain spring silk. The hem of her dress was tied with a silk tassel and jade pendant. With every movement, pearls chimed and jade resonated. Her expression was as arrogant as if she were the Prince’s wife with a golden tally and jade book.

“Sister seems to have become a bit haggard lately,” Yun Yi stopped beside Yixiao, deliberately looking her up and down. “The Prince is really… you’re already husband and wife, what is there to be angry about? When he comes to Yun Yi’s place at night, Yun Yi will help his sister…”

“What did you call me?” Yixiao looked at her haughtily. “Who gave you special permission to not bow when you see me?”

Yun Yi was instantly furious. Her face changed color several times before she finally swallowed her anger and knelt. “This concubine Yun Yi greets the Prince’s wife.”

But Yixiao was in no hurry to let her rise. She said indifferently, “I’m not the Prince’s wife. I’m just a secondary consort who lost favor right after the wedding.”

Yun Yi had to bow again, “This concubine Yun Yi greets the secondary consort.”

“You may rise,” Yixiao tugged at the corner of her mouth, but her smile held no warmth. “What were you saying just now? Continue.”

Yun Yi stood up, gritting her teeth. She sneered, “Actually, it’s nothing. I was just worried that the secondary consort might still hold a grudge about those two whip lashes Yun Yi gave her before, so I thought I’d come over to have a look and pay my respects. But, with the secondary consort being so high and mighty, surely you won’t quibble over past matters with Yun Yi!”

Yixiao laughed softly, then struck out like lightning, slapping Yun Yi hard across the face. Yun Yi hadn’t expected her to suddenly take action and had no time to dodge. She staggered back several steps before regaining her footing, deep finger marks already appearing on her left cheek.

As if she had touched something dirty, Yixiao lifted her skirt to wipe her palm before looking up with a smile. “You should have known long ago that I’m not of noble birth. I was always going to settle this score with you. But since you’ve taken the trouble to deliver yourself to my door, there’s no need for a whip. Come here, one more slap and we’ll be even.”

Yun Yi was shocked and furious. Although Fu Yixiao hadn’t drawn a bow for many years, she was naturally very strong. The previous slap had almost made her faint. How could she step forward to receive another? She covered her swollen left cheek venomously and hissed, “Fu Yixiao, even if you’ve been made a secondary consort, there will still be a primary consort above you. Moreover, you’re just a low-born, fickle slut. The Prince is just indulging in your novelty for a few days. Don’t think too highly of yourself!”

Yixiao still wore that faintly smiling, languid expression. “No need to remind me, I remember it every moment.” Yun Yi turned her face and spat, “Who do you think you are…”

“What’s all this commotion about?” Feng Suige’s voice suddenly cut in. Yun Yi was startled and immediately put on a tearful act, throwing herself straight into Feng Suige’s arms. “Prince, Yun Yi only wanted to come and keep the Prince’s wife company, but she struck me without a word. Look at my face…”

Shifting his gaze from the composed Yixiao, Feng Suige gently embraced Yun Yi, lifting her face to examine the finger marks. “Yun Yi, you don’t understand. It’s easy to make Fu Yixiao understand who she is, but do you understand who you are?” In the moment before Yun Yi could react, he grabbed her hair and punched her in the stomach. Yun Yi fell to the ground, writhing in pain, her face full of surprise.

“I’ve said before, Fu Yixiao is my consort. Whoever dares to insult her, I will not forgive lightly,” Feng Suige said coldly as he slowly stepped on her face.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 33
Cloud Shadow felt the foot on her face growing heavier, nearly fainting from the shock and pain. Suddenly, she heard Fu Yixiao shout, “Don’t…” The pressure immediately eased. Cloud Shadow seized the opportunity to gulp in a few breaths of damp air, her vision slowly returning. She saw Fu Yixiao half-embracing Feng Suige’s body, having pulled him aside.

Feng Suige, still angry, turned to glare at Yixiao. “Don’t what?” Yixiao met his gaze, startled, and released her hold, about to step back. Feng Suige, already aware, spread his arms and firmly held Yixiao in his embrace. “Speak!”

Yixiao turned her head to avoid his scorching breath, saying awkwardly, “I meant don’t hurt her.” Feng Suige sneered, “You’re quite magnanimous—didn’t you hear what she said?” “I heard clearly,” Yixiao replied, meeting his gaze frankly.

“She spoke of you so despicably, why didn’t you refute? Are your sharp teeth and claws only prepared for me?” Feng Suige was so angry his eyes almost shot fire.

“If she believed me, she wouldn’t believe rumors. If she doesn’t believe me, why should I explain to her?” Yixiao frowned slightly. “You’re hurting me.” Feng Suige hesitated, loosening his grip a bit, his voice softening, “So you’ll just let her insult you like this?”

Yixiao pushed back dissatisfiedly, trying to create more distance, but couldn’t overcome Feng Suige’s strength. She had to answer honestly, “If you hadn’t come, I would have beaten her myself. Since you’re here, I’ll leave it to you.”

Feng Suige couldn’t help but chuckle. Nearby came the sound of movement; Cloud Shadow had managed to sit up. Her once-exquisite makeup was now smeared with dirt, finger marks, and tear stains crisscrossing her face, looking quite disheveled. Yixiao finally felt pity and said softly, “Let’s forget about what happened before—go downstairs and apply a cold compress, it’ll help your face.”

Cloud Shadow was extremely embarrassed but didn’t dare act rashly. She could only half-cover her face as she stood up and bowed, turning to leave when Feng Suige called out to her, “I’ll have someone send the severance gold. Don’t come again in the future.” Cloud Shadow finally broke down in tears, kneeling to beg, “Cloud Shadow knows her mistake, please, Your Highness…”

“Get out,” Feng Suige said coldly. Yixiao looked at him hesitantly, about to speak, but was already being led away by Feng Suige towards the back.

“Not angry anymore?” After half-dragging, half-carrying Yixiao back to the room, Feng Suige finally let go and asked with a smile, “You’re quite heartless towards women.” Yixiao straightened her crumpled clothes and asked casually, “That Cloud Shadow, you just sent her away like that?”

Feng Suige raised an eyebrow, “If you think the punishment is too light, I can have someone go and put her to death.” Seeing him deliberately misinterpret her meaning, Yixiao also raised an eyebrow, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to do it myself.”

Feng Suige agreed without hesitation, “Of course, I don’t mind. She spoke ill of you, by law she should be beaten to death in the central court. But since our wedding date hasn’t passed, it’s not appropriate to see blood, so…” He paused and glanced at Yixiao, who was calmly looking at him, seeming quite certain he would speak words of mercy.

Feng Suige rubbed his nose to hide his emerging smile and continued, “I have a better way. Dip her lower body in hot wax, and once it’s dry, she’ll be sealed. Then hang her up and force her to keep drinking water.” He wasn’t surprised to see Fu Yixiao’s eyes widen. “After a day, her abdomen will swell as if ten months pregnant, and her skin will become transparent. Within days, she won’t die or lose consciousness, and her skin will be as smooth and beautiful as porcelain. It would be perfect to place by your bedside, and she could even sing for you at night…” He finally couldn’t hold back his laughter.

“Feng Suige!” Yixiao, both gritting her teeth and laughing, pounced on him to pinch him. “Say that again, I dare you!” Feng Suige managed to block a few attempts before finally getting pinched hard. He jumped high in pain, hurriedly backing away and inhaling sharply, “I forgot you have a military background. You don’t hold back—hey, have you calmed down now?”

The laughter in Yixiao’s eyes hadn’t fully subsided. Hearing him ask this, she couldn’t bring herself to frown again and just snorted, “How can I be like you?” Seeing his relieved expression, she added, “I told you before, I remember everything.” Feng Suige couldn’t help but laugh again, “You really can’t stand to lose even a bit, can you? Alright, keep remembering. We’ll see who settles accounts with whom in the future.”

Yixiao ignored him and walked back to the table to pour herself a cup of tea. Feng Suige couldn’t think of what to say for a moment, and the atmosphere suddenly became awkward.

“Um… When is your birthday?” After a while, Feng Suige suddenly squeezed out a question. Yixiao’s eyes dimmed for a moment before she smiled and said, “Why are you asking? Isn’t it a bit late to be matching our birth charts now?”

“Of course not,” Feng Suige rarely looked embarrassed, scratching his head. “I suddenly thought, well, we both rarely talk about ourselves, so, um, I just asked.” Yixiao looked at him suspiciously, “Is that so? Why did only the first four words and the last four words of that sentence sound smooth? You’re not up to something again, are you?”

Feng Suige said angrily, “What could I be up to? Am I going to use your birth date for some kind of sorcery?” Yixiao also looked at him alertly, “Oh yeah, I guess you could do that too.” He was instantly speechless. Just as the atmosphere was about to freeze again, Yixiao suddenly laughed, “But even if you wanted to do something bad, you couldn’t. I don’t know my birthday.”

Seeing Feng Suige staring at her in disbelief, Yixiao immediately glared back, “You know my mother was just a maidservant, so no one ever celebrated my birthday when I was young. I never asked my mother when she gave birth to me. It’s normal not to know your birthday, what’s so—” She suddenly couldn’t continue because a complex emotion had appeared in Feng Suige’s eyes as he stared at her. Unconsciously, his expression softened. Yixiao’s brows twitched imperceptibly, and she turned her head angrily to look out the window. “What’s with that face? Are you pitying me?”

“It’s not pity,” Feng Suige blinked, lowering his head to look at the ground. He said softly, “With your temperament, you were probably born in summer. Anyway, um, it’s only a few days away. Let’s celebrate together then.”

Yixiao turned her head back, puzzled. “What do you mean by ‘only a few days away’?” Feng Suige suddenly shouted awkwardly, “Why do you have so many questions? It’s not like I’m taking you to be executed!”

Yixiao, bewildered by his sudden outburst, also became angry. “You’re not comfortable if you don’t argue with me for a few days, are you?”

Feng Suige’s hand at his side clenched into a fist, raising it half an inch in agitation before forcibly lowering it. He said resentfully, “You are the most stupid, most oblivious woman in the world!”

Yixiao narrowed her eyes and looked at him with her hands on her hips. “You’d better explain yourself clearly. Even if I’m really stupid and oblivious, so what? How much smarter are you than me? What right do you have to scold me?!”

“What right?!” Feng Suige was almost jumping with rage. “I kindly want to celebrate your birthday, and you ask me what right I have?!”

“Hey, are you being reasonable?” Yixiao glared at him for a while, then suddenly showed a strange expression. “You said you want to celebrate my birthday? I don’t even know my birthday, how are we supposed to celebrate?”

Feng Suige was so angry he pointed at her, “You’re not listening to me at all…” Seeing Yixiao’s face darken again, he swallowed the rest of his words and lowered his voice. “I just said, judging by your temper, you should also be born in summer. Let’s celebrate together then!”

“Oh,” Yixiao responded absent-mindedly, her brain still not quite catching up. “Why can you tell someone’s birthday from their temper?”

With a bang, Feng Suige kicked the nearby palace stool far away in anger. “Are you listening to me at all?” Yixiao was startled and scolded with raised eyebrows, “Feng Suige, what’s wrong with you? What exactly are you trying to say?!”

“What am I trying to say?! I’m saying in a few days we’ll celebrate our birthdays together!!!” Feng Suige glared at her, gritting his teeth. Yixiao’s mouth was slightly open, seeming to have realized something. Suddenly, she gave him a coquettish smile. “I know what you’re saying now.”

Feng Suige was stunned for a moment. He hurriedly turned his gaze away, a suspicious blush appearing on his face. He said gruffly, “As long as you understand. I’ll make arrangements when the time comes… I still need to go to the library to read. I’m leaving first.” With that, he walked out with his head down.

Yixiao smiled with her eyes curved, calling out just before he stepped out the door, “You could have just said directly that it’s your birthday in a few days!”

Feng Suige tripped on the threshold and almost fell, stumbling forward a few steps. Fortunately, he managed to steady himself by grabbing the wall in time. Behind him came Yixiao’s unrestrained laughter. He didn’t look back, but his steps quickened.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 34
Feng Xiyang lay quietly in bed, beginning to fear the pale blue dawn light filtering through the window lattice. Daybreak meant yesterday had passed, and another lonely day would sweep away a green leaf of her youth like the wind.

Her body was gradually recovering, but she remained listless. Since that day, Xia Jingshi had not returned after leaving, and she no longer dared to send someone to invite him – he didn’t care, and pursuing him further would only bring humiliation upon herself.

After an unknown time, she suddenly heard a commotion of running footsteps outside. Feng Xiyang instinctively listened to the faint words drifting in: “…coughing blood… physician…”

Coughing blood. Physician.

Who in this royal city would cough blood and cause such panic among the servants?!

Feng Xiyang abruptly sat up. A sudden dizziness accompanied by darkness pressed down on her. She swayed and tumbled to the floor. The maid guarding outside heard the noise and pushed open the door to check, just in time to see Feng Xiyang struggling to get up from the ground. She couldn’t help but exclaim and rushed over to support her. “Princess, how did you fall?”

Feng Xiyang stood up with her support but only grabbed her to ask, “Who’s coughing blood? I heard someone’s coughing blood!” The maid hesitated for a moment, “This servant isn’t quite sure, but from the situation, it seems to be His Highness…” Before she could finish speaking, Feng Xiyang had already shaken off her hand and rushed out.

“Princess, Princess, put on some clothes! Your shoes! Your body hasn’t fully recovered, you can’t catch a chill…” The maid called out while grabbing the shoes from the ground and the plain silk cloak hanging by the bed, then chased after her.

Heedless of who she bumped into along the way, Feng Xiyang blindly ran through the corridors and pavilions, with several maids chasing far behind, their calls completely unheard by her.

“What does it matter if he doesn’t care? Was it just that little setback that made you forget everything you solemnly promised Father before the wedding?” Feng Xiyang thought hazily as the wind whistled past her ears.

Not knowing where he was, she would find him herself. Once she found him, she had to tell him to face to face-that no matter what he thought, she would not let go.

Love, at its deepest, is inherently blind. One day, she would uproot Fu Yixiao from his heart completely.

Someone came towards her from ahead. She instinctively tried to dodge but was a beat too slow, crashing heavily into that person’s embrace. Immediately, a pair of strong arms encircled her waist. She struggled and screamed, “Let me go! I need to see him!”

“I’ll take you to see him,” Xiao Weiran’s calm voice sounded, “But you need to go back to your room and put on some proper clothes.” Xiyang’s heart relaxed, and she realized she had nearly exhausted herself from running. If not for Xiao Weiran supporting her, she would have likely collapsed to the ground.

Feng Xiyang, adamantly refusing to return to her room, hurriedly followed behind Xiao Weiran wrapped in the cloak brought by her maid. Xiao Weiran didn’t speak again, only walking ahead at a pace neither too fast nor too slow that she could keep up with.

Passing through the inner palace of the royal city, Xiao Weiran led her towards the study. The air was faintly perfumed with the scent of perilla and sandalwood incense, known for its mind-clearing properties. Feng Xiyang’s spirits lifted, and she quickened her pace to catch up. Turning a corner, she unsurprisingly saw a crowd gathered at the study door, with many soldiers and attendants standing on the stone steps, anxiously craning their necks to look inside.

Seeing Xiao Weiran arrive, many faces showed relief. One anxious military officer had already hurried over. “Advisor Xiao, quickly go in and check… Why is she here?” His gaze fell on her, showing obvious rejection.

“I encountered the Princess on the way in, so we came together,” Xiao Weiran said casually as he walked inside. “How is His Highness?” The officer strode beside him, answering, “The physician has already gone in. They all wanted to enter but feared disturbing His Highness with too many people, so they’re all waiting outside.” Xiao Weiran nodded briefly and quickly ascended the stone steps, gently pushing open the door.

Feng Xiyang followed behind him with her head lowered, the various gazes cast upon her making her feel cold from head to toe, inside and out. Her hands had long since turned ice-cold.

A large colorful felt carpet covered the study floor. On one side of the spacious entrance hall was a side room with hanging brocade curtains and pearl strings. Xiao Weiran walked in without pause, suddenly letting out a low exclamation of surprise.

What kind of scene would await inside? A bloodless face? Covered in cold sweat? Teeth clenched tight?

Feng Xiyang reached out to lift the brocade curtain, her heart suddenly in her throat—

Almost simultaneously, a gentle voice sounded, “It’s nothing serious. Why is everyone so worried— Why are you here too?” The last sentence was directed at Xiyang.

It felt as if all the strength had been drained from her body. Xiyang leaned softly against the doorframe, tears already welling up. “What happened to you?”

The physician beside them softly replied, “His Highness has overworked himself. What he coughed up was stagnant blood. It’s nothing serious. He just needs plenty of rest and he’ll be fine.” Xia Jingshi made a sound of acknowledgment. “I’ve troubled you to come all this way, sir. I’m truly sorry. Ning Fei, please see the physician out.”

Only then did Feng Xiyang notice that Ning Fei and Ling Xueying were also standing nearby. Ning Fei answered and led the physician out. Xueying cast a cold glance at Feng Xiyang before following them out. Xiao Weiran hesitated for a moment before also withdrawing.

Suddenly, only Xia Jingshi and Feng Xiyang remained in the room.

Xia Jingshi reached out to help her sit on the soft couch. “If your body hasn’t fully recovered, you shouldn’t be walking around.” Xiyang sat down in a daze, her gaze falling on the few spots of blood on his collar. “Are you alright?”

“The physician already said it’s nothing,” he smiled and turned around. “Sit here for a while. I’ll have someone bring a soft sedan to take you back.”

Xiyang stared blankly at his retreating figure.

She had finally seen him, still with that familiar cool gentleness, but the smile that didn’t reach his eyes brought an icy coldness that coursed through her blood, surging into her heart and stirring her viscera. It was painful. In the end, she still lacked the courage to call him back. The beads beneath the curtain clinked softly as he disappeared.

After seeing off the physician, Ning Fei finally couldn’t hold back his complaints. “You didn’t listen to a word I said on the way here, and the one thing I told you not to say, you blurted out first thing. I think you’re deliberately trying to anger His Highness to death.” Though not fully understanding, Xiao Weiran’s gaze still fell directly on Xueying.

Xueying looked quite remorseful. “If I had known he would cough up blood, I wouldn’t have said it like that. How disgusting…” “You…” Ning Fei was exasperated. “Why don’t you just kill me with anger while you’re at it!”

Turning his head, he met Xiao Weiran’s questioning gaze. Ning Fei sighed, “This morning, we received a letter from Yixiao through a merchant caravan. She asked Xueying to help retrieve some things from the Fu family and also to ask His Highness to return her glass hairpin. It’s my fault too. She was reading the letter beside me, so I casually asked about that person Xushe’s recent situation. The person just said that apart from the prince wanting to marry the girl left behind by you Jinxiu, there was nothing else major.

As soon as Xueying heard this, she dropped the letter and wanted to enter the city. I chased after her all the way, telling her to just make up an excuse to ask for the hairpin and not to mention Yixiao’s marriage to His Highness. She agreed quite readily, but as soon as she entered the study, she blurted out to His Highness, ‘Yixiao is going to marry Feng Suige. She wants you to return her glass hairpin.’ His Highness’s face immediately changed, and he coughed up a mouthful of blood without even putting down the book in his hand.”

Xueying also became anxious, pointing at Ning Fei and asking directly to his face, “Don’t keep defending your prince. Put your hand on your heart and tell me, if it weren’t for Xia Jingshi, how would Yixiao have been abducted there? And how could she not return from Xushe? She’s such a stubborn person, marrying Feng Suige at a time like this – do you think her life will be easy? Moreover, if I don’t tell Xia Jingshi about Yixiao’s marriage, will he never find out?!”

Ning Fei was too angry to speak. Xiao Weiran pulled Xueying two steps away and said softly, “What Xueying said isn’t wrong. It’s impossible to keep it a secret forever. But Xueying shouldn’t have said both things together. It sounds like Yixiao is cutting ties with His Highness.”

Although Xueying was stubborn, she also felt some guilt in her heart. She mumbled, “Then… then what should we do? The words have already been said. Should I go back and explain to him that Yixiao didn’t mean it that way?”

Xiao Weiran shook his head. “No need. I think Yixiao did mean it that way— Anyway, since it’s already passed, there’s no need to explain anything. It’s just…” He pondered briefly, then looked up at the two pairs of puzzled eyes. “Don’t you think something doesn’t add up?”

Ning Fei’s brows furrowed into the shape of a river. “Could it be that Xushe has already harmed Yixiao, and sending a letter asking for things is just a pretense?” Xueying angrily punched him. “You really can’t say anything good! You…” She suddenly stopped and made a sound of realization, looking at Xiao Weiran. “Indeed, something doesn’t make sense— He cares so much about Yixiao, so why won’t he marry her no matter what?”
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The lotus pond was dotted with pink and pale yellow flowers, creating a dreamy scene against the vermillion walls and green waters. The essence of summer was thick in the air.

Xia Jingshi stood by the pond, hands behind his back, eyes half-closed, his expression calm and solemn. For days, he had remained silent, maintaining his former composure in his movements. When alone, however, he was more prone to falling into reverie, just as he was now.

In his memory, there was a cool palace surrounded by lush trees and flowers. During the hot summers, his Imperial Mother would often take him there for meals. To the east of the cool palace was a vast Ningbi Pool, its waters stretching as far as the eye could see. Three artificial islands resembling the mythical mountains of Penglai, Fangzhang, and Yingzhou stood in the pool. Along the shore, over a hundred pavilions and towers gleamed in gold and jade, breathtakingly beautiful, encircling the Mingde Palace where his Imperial Mother resided like stars around the moon. Everything had a dreamlike air of opulence.

Many summers ago, the Emperor and Imperial Mother would often take a boat to admire the lotus flowers on Ningbi Pool. The Emperor was pale and handsome, while the Imperial Mother was beautiful with moth-like eyebrows, her every smile radiant. And by his side, there was always a charming companion with a sweet smile.

It was a name etched into his very being – Rao Ran. When his original study companion, Maid Li Ze, suddenly fell gravely ill, Rao Ran emerged from among the servants to stand behind him.

Love is like a trap covered with grass and flowers. When you’re attracted by its beauty and reach out to pick it, you suddenly fall into the pre-set trap, struggling in pain…

The young and tender-hearted Xia Jingshi couldn’t resist Rao Ran’s deliberately displayed charms. Their love blossomed fiercely from the start. He still remembered the moment Rao Ran embraced him, her scent sweet and warm, her hands like coal and ice as they slid over his trembling body, very familiar, sliding over—then, the allure on her face was suddenly replaced by an expression of surprise. He heard Rao Ran softly ask, “Your Highness, don’t you want Rao Ran?” He was stunned, gradually breaking out in a fine sweat, watching as her surprise turned to realization, then to a mysterious smile. Then, she pushed him away and left.

Outside, thunder and lightning raged. Xia Jingshi drank alone in his room, his throat burning with disappointment. Before he passed out, he vaguely called out, “Rao Ran…”

He suddenly awoke at noon, with a light rain falling outside. He struggled to his feet, wanting to pour a glass of water, but found none. Only then did he remember that he had ordered everyone to stay away from his courtyard for several days.

Xia Jingshi slowly walked to the window. He poked his head out, opened his mouth, and let the slightly sweet raindrops fall on his bitter tongue. Tears suddenly flowed, beyond his control, mingling with the rain as they trickled down his neck.

Suddenly, a figure appeared before him. Through the damp air, this silhouette was more dazzling than sunlight. So this was the ominous feeling he had first sensed, so ominous indeed— “By order of the Imperial Consort, Prince Xia Jingshi is summoned for an audience.”

He remembered following two palace attendants through the winding paths of the deep palace, past swaying flowers and trees, through lofty halls. Their footsteps sounded light and secretive. His heart was pounding, and his eyes could barely make out this solemn and splendid imperial home.

The Imperial Consort’s bedchamber was as bright as day. Among the palace lamps and silver candles, a woman reclined on the phoenix couch.

The Imperial Consort was having tea. A strange, clear fragrance wafted from the small cup in her hand. She seemed not to have heard the attendant’s announcement, nor did she glance at Xia Jingshi, who was kneeling and requesting an audience.

“Do you know why I summoned you to the palace?” After a long while, the Imperial Consort finally put down her porcelain cup and turned to scrutinize Xia Jingshi. He only shook his head, but he heard the palace attendants gradually withdrawing from the hall.

“Stand up. I want you to meet someone,” the Imperial Consort’s languid eyes suddenly shot out an extremely scorching light.

A familiar pattern of footsteps sounded. He didn’t want to turn around, silently praying it wasn’t her, please don’t let it be her, but— “This humble servant Rao Ran pays respects to the Imperial Consort and the Prince.”

“How are you here?” he asked in confusion. “I haven’t seen you for the past few days. I thought something had happened to you.”

“Rao Ran, rise and speak,” the Imperial Consort had already begun to laugh. Rao Ran’s expression was as usual, smiling shyly and timidly as she gracefully stood up.

Her smile pierced Xia Jingshi’s eyes like an awl. To him, Rao Ran was like a beautiful and passionate dream. No matter how beautiful, one must eventually wake up.

“Was your love for me all a lie?” His face was as still as dead water, his lips drained of color.

“Love?” Rao Ran covered her mouth and smiled. “This is truly the biggest joke in at least the last few hundred years since the profession of prostitution began.”

Prostitute.

His gaze fell into space, and he couldn’t help but laugh coldly, “It’s a pity you became a whore. You should have been an actress.”

Rao Ran smiled sweetly, “Rao Ran was naturally first an actress and then a whore. How else could I have presented such a convincing performance before the Prince, making him fall for me, and ultimately withdraw unscathed?”

“I was wholeheartedly devoted to you. Why did you deceive me?!” He finally couldn’t help but lose his temper.

“Hasn’t the Prince heard? Whores have no feelings, actors no loyalty—did the Prince believe in the vows of eternal love from a brothel girl? Hehe, that’s just an act in a play. In this world, the most enduring emotion is no emotion at all,” Rao Ran said softly, giggling coquettishly, but her words cut like knives.

“It was I who arranged for her to ‘serve’ you. I had originally planned to put her to use later, but I never expected—it turned out like this,” the Imperial Consort suddenly laughed loudly. “Xia Jingshi, you are destined to be only a nobleman. You are destined not to inherit the throne. Hahaha!”

Xia Jingshi’s tightly clenched teeth made a grinding sound. Cold sweat poured down into his eyes, but the stinging sensation didn’t make him close them. In his unfocused pupils, there was no more pain, only bewilderment, hollow bewilderment.

The Imperial Consort slowly sat up. Rao Ran obediently came forward to adjust her pillows, then gently massaged her shoulders. “I’ll give you two choices. First, you can voluntarily withdraw from the competition for the heir apparent position. I promise to keep this secret for you. Second, hehe, I will immediately summon the Imperial Physicians for a consultation and make the results public. Everything will be left for the Holy Emperor and the court officials to decide. What do you say?”

Xia Jingshi lowered his gaze and answered calmly, “I’ll withdraw.”

“Hahaha, I didn’t expect this. How pitiful…” the Imperial Consort laughed out loud. “Xia Jingshi, I overestimated you, you poor wretch!!!” Rao Ran also began to giggle.

Xia Jingshi woodenly watched the two women laughing together. No, they were two venomous snakes, their fangs deeply embedded in his heart, never to be removed.

Finally done laughing, the Imperial Consort slowly stood up, dragging her long skirt as she walked to his side. Her phoenix eyes, brimming with tears from laughter, glanced at him. “It’s time for me to fulfill my promise,” she gestured for Rao Ran to come closer. “Would you like to spend the rest of your life with him?”

Rao Ran chuckled lightly, “The Imperial Consort jests. If Rao Ran were to return with the Prince, she would surely be flayed alive.” The Imperial Consort nodded thoughtfully, “You have a point. Then—” The smile in her phoenix eyes suddenly turned to a cold, murderous intent. Before Rao Ran could react, a sharp dagger had slid out from the Imperial Consort’s wide sleeve and plunged deep into her abdomen. “Then you shall not live!”

Rao Ran’s mouth hung half-open, her throat making gurgling sounds. Her eyes bulged, looking at the Imperial Consort in disbelief. Both hands firmly grasped the Imperial Consort’s wrist, trying to push the dagger out of her body, but with just a slight twist of the hand holding the dagger, she was in too much pain to exert any strength.

“Save…” Her plaintive eyes turned to the stunned Xia Jingshi, reaching out a hand already covered in blood. “Save me… please…”

Xia Jingshi instinctively stepped forward to support her. “What?” the Imperial Consort’s phoenix eyes were filled with a cold smile, but her hand didn’t relax at all. “Do you want her to take this secret out of the palace, back to that place of courtesans to use as drinking gossip for all the world to hear?” His movement instantly froze.

“For being so obedient, I’ll teach you a lesson—love is both a fetter and a shackle. In this life, once you’ve felt love or affection, you already have a weakness. So, you are no longer perfect,” she smiled, her eyes devoid of any warmth. “You are indeed excellent, but it’s a pity you were born to the wrong mother. If you were my son, the throne would undoubtedly be yours!”

In Xia Jingshi’s dazed gaze, the Imperial Consort gracefully stepped back. Rao Ran’s body immediately rolled to the ground. She twitched slightly, struggling to crawl towards the hall door, leaving a thick trail of blood behind her.

The Imperial Consort, with a playful smile, slowly followed Rao Ran step by step towards the door, softly encouraging, “Almost there. If you can crawl out, I might consider sparing your life…” Suddenly, Xia Jingshi strode forward, reaching out to the Imperial Consort, “Give it to me.” The Imperial Consort glanced at him with slight surprise but still handed the blood-soaked dagger to him.

Xia Jingshi slowly crouched down and said softly, “Close your eyes. Don’t look.”

The thin blade slid across Rao Ran’s neck, and a large amount of blood spurted from the gaping flesh. Gradually, her body stopped writhing. On the finely polished bluestone floor, the meandering line of blood stopped twenty paces from the hall door.

A drop of crimson fell from the slightly trembling dagger in Xia Jingshi’s hand.
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Blood splattered into his eyes, a glittering red. Xia Jingshi’s vision was instantly clouded with a layer of crimson. He couldn’t help but raise his hand to rub his eyes, but the more he rubbed, the blurrier his vision became. The red liquid trickled down his cheeks, lingering briefly along his jawline before dripping onto his snow-white brocade robe. Like red plum blossoms in snow, they bloomed one by one, hauntingly beautiful and desolate.

The Emperor and Empress had left at some point. Xia Jingshi tossed away the dagger and calmly walked out. A gentle breeze brushed his clothes, scattering bright red petals. One by one, they floated – the shattered souls of fallen blossoms. What kind of lives had they lived? What kind of people had they seen? Why were they in such a hurry to die?

Sunlight burst from behind thick clouds, transforming into that blood-stained dagger, its sharp edge plunging straight toward him. His heart already bore the sting of poison. With this dagger added, would it be enough to bury everything at once?

He closed his eyes.

In less than a month, everyone in the imperial capital and even across the world knew that Prince Xia Jingshi of Jinxiu had announced his withdrawal from the succession struggle. They all felt that something had happened to him, changing him somehow. It was like a strand of deep blue thread woven into black fabric – not obvious, but undeniably present.

The pain of Rao Ran’s betrayal and deception was so real, so bone-deep. That feeling of sorrow was so vivid. From that moment on, he had hidden his heart away, using thick indifference as a disguise. He thought that if he didn’t allow his heart to be moved, he would never feel such pain again. He even believed he had become as his name suggested – still a rock. Yet, unknowingly, a hammer called Fu Yixiao had cracked open a fissure, nearly exposing the long-rotted corpse inside.

At the same time, the venomous fangs deeply embedded in his heart began to stir restlessly, coursing through his blood.

“The most enduring emotion in this world is the absence of emotion.”

“Love is a fetter, and also a shackle.”

“In one’s life, as long as you’ve felt emotion or harbored intentions, you already have a weakness. So, you are no longer perfect.”

Xia Jingshi smiled bitterly. Not only did he have weaknesses, he was far from perfect. Heaven had left no room for his happiness – he was no longer happy, so how could he bring happiness to others?

Although his love for Yixiao had never diminished for a single day.

As long as it wasn’t her, it didn’t matter who became the princess consort.

The sky was still dark when Fu Yixiao was awakened by maids to dress and groom herself. She closed her eyes slightly, allowing them to do as they pleased. In her half-asleep state, she sensed two different gazes upon her. She suddenly opened her eyes to find Feng Suige, full of spirit, crouching inelegantly nearby, staring at her intently. Seeing her sudden awakening, he was startled in return. “What are you doing?”

“What are you doing?” Yixiao mumbled in response, closing her eyes again. Yet she accurately swatted away the hand of a maid about to apply makeup to her face. Feng Suige couldn’t help but laugh, “That’s enough, you can all go out.”

Yixiao murmured an acknowledgment along with the maids, still groggy. After sitting for a moment longer, she suddenly jumped up. “That’s enough?” Feng Suige nodded with a smile. Yixiao’s drowsiness instantly vanished, and she gritted her teeth, “Why did you have people wake me up so early then?” “Come, I’ll take you to the morning market,” Feng Suige offered his hand to her.

The morning air carried a sweet scent. Due to the recent rain, the breeze was moist and cool. Feng Suige held her hand as they walked on the still-muddy streets. The entire city was still asleep, peaceful and serene.

“It’s been so long since I’ve felt this comfortable,” Yixiao was already beaming with joy.

Feng Suige led her down a winding street, and they quickly arrived at the morning market set up at the north gate. By the light spilling from nearby shops, some small vendors were busily setting up their stalls. As Yixiao walked, she looked around in all directions, finally unable to resist asking, “Are we going to eat something?” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow, “Of course, unless you’d prefer to sneak food from the kitchen?”

Before he finished speaking, Yixiao had already slipped her hand free and dashed towards a roadside vendor. Feng Suige stood frozen with his mouth half-open for a moment before resentfully following.

In Feng Suige’s view, the tea eggs, cooked for too short a time, were bland and tasteless like boiled water. The small fish, fried crisp, only smelled fragrant but tasted mediocre. However, Yixiao finished the tea eggs and held skewers of small fish in her hand, her eyes still darting toward the pot of simmering corn. He chuckled and pulled her away, “Don’t fill up at one stall. There are other things ahead.”

By the time the sun had fully risen, Feng Suige’s face had turned slightly pale. He had never known Yixiao could eat so much – she hadn’t stopped eating from start to finish, trying almost everything from every stall, while he could only follow behind and pay the bills.

When Fu Yixiao rushed towards yet another stall, Feng Suige’s last shred of patience finally wore out. He frowned, ready to forcibly drag her away.

Pushing through the slightly crowded throng, Feng Suige walked up behind Fu Yixiao but was surprised to find her looking at a simple jade ornament stall.

It was a white jade magnolia flower pendant – Yixiao’s fingers gently caressed the cold, smooth white petals.

The same as the one that had shattered…

The stall owner was an old woman. She smiled slightly and said, “Magnolias represent wealth and good fortune. The young lady has a good eye.” Yixiao paused for a moment, then suddenly looked up at Feng Suige.

Feng Suige’s heart trembled. The Fu Yixiao he knew had never shown such an expression – slightly pleading, full of hope, and even a bit timid. He heard her ask very softly, “Can I have this? If it’s not too expensive.”

As if punched in the chest, Feng Suige felt a pain in his heart that choked his throat. Perhaps his reaction was a bit strange; the light in Yixiao’s eyes began to dim. She pursed her lips and turned to smile at the old woman, “I was just looking…”

“No,” Feng Suige struggled to find his voice, somewhat flustered as he pulled out all the silver money from his pocket and placed it in the old woman’s hand. “Is this enough?”

Both Yixiao and the old woman stared at him blankly. Feng Suige’s face flushed red. He felt around his clothes again, seemingly finding nothing. Lowering his head, he suddenly yanked off the jade button inlaid on his belt, holding it up to the old woman’s eyes, and asked urgently, “Can we exchange it for this?”

Seeing the old woman’s expression grow even more confused, beads of sweat appeared on Feng Suige’s forehead. As he was about to speak again, Yixiao gently tugged at his sleeve. “It’s too much,” sunlight fell on her from the side, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth, though her eyes glistened with moisture. “Far too much.”

But Feng Suige’s gaze remained fixed on her face. He clumsily used his sleeve to wipe away the tears that had spilled over, stammering an explanation, “Don’t cry. I was just stunned for a moment earlier. It’s not that I’m unwilling to give it to you…”

Nearby came the sound of onlookers’ snickers and discussions. Yixiao suddenly came to her senses and stepped back half a pace. Feng Suige also awkwardly withdrew his hand. The old woman, smiling, cupped the pile of silver money and handed it to Feng Suige along with the pendant. “Take this pendant as a gift. Quickly put it on your wife to make her happy.” Someone else called out, “Remember to always cherish your wife like this!” The surrounding crowd immediately erupted in good-natured laughter.

Yixiao’s face also reddened, and she was at a loss for what to do. Feng Suige took the jade pendant from the old woman’s hand but pushed the silver money back, smiling as he said, “Madam, your kindness is truly appreciated, but today is my wife’s birthday, and the pendant is meant to be her gift. So please, accept this money.”

After a few rounds of polite refusals, the old woman finally accepted the silver equivalent of the pendant’s value and returned the rest to Feng Suige. The crowd of onlookers gradually dispersed. Feng Suige haphazardly stuffed the silver money and jade button into his pocket, holding up the pendant with a smile. “Come, let your husband put it on for you…”

Yixiao’s smiling face suddenly froze. A moment later, Feng Suige’s expression became even more distressed than hers.

And so, the entire marketplace heard Feng Suige’s roar, “How can you wear this pendant if your ears aren’t pierced?!”
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“Why?” “It will hurt.” “Then what should we do with this?” “Keep it as a keepsake!” Feng Suige and Fu Yixiao were walking briskly through the streets of Xu Sha, one in front of the other, as they needed to hurry back to the Prince’s mansion. They were still arguing about the jade pendant.

Yixiao suddenly stopped, and Feng Suige almost bumped into her. Just as he was about to glare at her, Yixiao made a gesture for him to be quiet.

Feng Suige instinctively pricked up his ears to listen. A faint, intermittent song drifted on the wind to the street. The song was melancholic, with men and women singing in response to each other, yet it also carried a hint of sensuality. As Yixiao listened, she softly joined in, “The world is full of sorrows of time, not just you alone in desolation. When fate has passed and dreams have faded, why not get drunk under the slanting moon with hairpins askew? The night is long and sleep eludes, be careful not to speak of longing, for longing is just two words that break the heart…”

Feng Suige’s expression changed slightly. “That’s coming from the red-light district. It must be courtesans and actors rehearsing.”

“Mm,” Yixiao responded absentmindedly. “The lyrics might have come from Jinxiu. Last year in Pingling, I practiced this song too, but the melody wasn’t as beautiful as this one. It’s a pity Xueying isn’t here. If she heard this, she’d write down the entire thing when we got back…”

Before she could finish, Feng Suige rudely pulled her forward. “What’s so good about listening to brothel songs? The guests will all arrive soon, and we still need to change clothes.”

“Guests?” Yixiao asked, puzzled. “I thought the banquet was only at night.”

But Feng Suige pressed his lips together and said no more. His iron-like grip tightly held Yixiao’s wrist as he led her through the crowd.

After escorting Yixiao back to the inner quarters, Feng Suige smiled and instructed, “The new golden feather embroidered dress should have been sent in. If you don’t like too many accessories, you can match them yourself. Just don’t make it too plain. I also need to change clothes. I’ll come back to fetch you in a while.”

Yixiao agreed and took a few steps, then suddenly turned back, holding up the pendant with a smile. “Thank you,” she said. Feng Suige returned an even deeper smile, watching her skip away lightly.

As soon as she was out of sight, Feng Suige’s smile gradually faded. He had only known that she and Xia Jingshi were quite intimate before, but why did she know how to sing that brothel song?

From Jinxiu, in Pingling?

It seemed he had never paid attention to that place before…

Outside the Prince’s mansion, there was a steady stream of carriages and horses. Most of the attending officials were accompanied by their wives, some even bringing their children. Everyone was dressed in luxurious formal wear, with many wearing jewel-encrusted crowns and gold-threaded clothes, showcasing their status with pearls and gems. The scene was a dazzling display of perfumes and hairstyles, crowns and hats gathering like clouds, creating a lively atmosphere.

When Feng Suige entered the banquet hall holding Fu Yixiao’s hand, announced by the ceremonial official, the magnificent hall was already full of people, their voices and laughter filling the room. Upon seeing Feng Suige enter, the noble ladies’ and young misses’ eyes lit up with admiration. They pointed and whispered, occasionally letting out coquettish giggles, completely ignoring Fu Yixiao beside him.

As the Regent Prince, Feng Suige was naturally the object of flattery for various levels of the powerful and wealthy. Although most were sycophants, Feng Suige still responded appropriately to each one. Soon, a group of people had gathered around him. Fu Yixiao, though not fond of such occasions, still stood quietly beside him, calmly meeting the various gazes directed at her from all sides. After a quick survey, she revealed a smile, triumphant.

Amidst the greetings, a man in his fifties strode over with a powerful gait. He was not tall, with slightly graying hair and beard, and a somewhat plump build. When he smiled, several muscles bulged in his cheeks – the typical appearance of a merchant.

“Old Qin was out of town during the Prince’s grand wedding and regrettably missed the festivities. So I had to attend this birthday banquet, hahaha!” the man laughed loudly. “And this must be the Prince’s newly taken Secondary Consort?”

“How have you been lately, Elder Qin? It’s indeed been a long time,” Feng Suige smiled. Yixiao gave a slight bow. This man must be Qin Yu, who held the reins of Xu Sha’s commerce. It was well known that Qin Yu was skilled in business management and had amassed great wealth at a young age. He was the largest private financial supporter of the Xu Sha imperial army.

Qin Yu looked Yixiao up and down, nodding in approval. “Exquisite bone structure, with a hidden phoenix aura. In old Qin’s eyes, even the position of Crown Princess would suit the young Consort.” Ignoring the gasps of surprise around him, he threw back his head and laughed heartily.

Slightly taken aback, Yixiao didn’t forget to exchange a few polite words with him. Whether his words were sincere or not, the fact that Qin Yu could say such things in this setting clearly showed his status in Xu Sha’s court and society.

“Brother Feng!” a young girl’s voice called out from behind Qin Yu. Everyone turned in surprise to see a girl of about fifteen or sixteen rushing into Feng Suige’s arms, hugging him tightly. Her childish eyes were brimming with tears. “It’s all Grandfather’s fault. He insisted on taking me out to play. After we got the news, we hurried back as fast as we could, but still missed both wedding ceremonies…”

Feng Suige was startled, and Yixiao’s fingers slipped from his grasp. With all eyes on them, he could only chuckle softly, “Little Yi seems to have grown taller.”

Qin Yu sternly rebuked, “Yi’er, don’t be rude. You’re a young lady now. How can you still cling to the Prince like before? Quickly pay your respects to the Secondary Consort.”

“I’ve always hugged him like this. What’s wrong with it?” Qin Yi wrinkled her nose but obediently let go. She was about to kneel before Yixiao when Yixiao quickly caught her. Before she could speak, the ceremonial official’s resonant voice announced, “His Majesty the King has arrived!”

The courtiers immediately knelt, chanting in unison: “Long live the King, long live, long, long live…”

Feng Qishan arrived right on time. Following him were two noblewomen dressed as palace consorts. One wore three phoenix-shaped jade hairpins with dozens of pearl strings hanging from them. The other had several golden flowers in her hair, with various precious gems set in their centers. Both women were graceful in appearance but wore expressions of utter arrogance.

As Feng Qishan’s entourage entered the main hall, Yixiao stood out starkly among the sea of bowing backs. He slowly came to a stop, narrowing his eyes as he stared at Fu Yixiao.

The leader of the palace guards shouted, “How dare you! His Majesty has arrived. Kneel quickly to welcome him!” Feng Suige turned back in shock, reaching out to pull her down, but Yixiao lightly dodged his hand and said clearly, “He is not my lord. Why should I kneel?”

The palace consort with golden flowers in her hair glinted in her eyes as she smiled maliciously, “We’ve long heard that the Prince married a Secondary Consort who doesn’t know the rules. Today we finally get to see for ourselves.” Feng Qishan also sneered, “I’ve already experienced it firsthand.”

Feng Suige, both anxious and angry, hissed, “What are you doing?” Yixiao pretended not to hear him. “When the King of Xu Sha arrives, Yixiao does not kneel. But if it were my aunt-in-law visiting, Yixiao would certainly show proper courtesy.”

A flash of surprise broke through Feng Qishan’s icy expression, disappearing as quickly as it came. He said in a deep voice, “Your ability to stand here safely is already a great concession from me. Don’t push your luck.”

Yixiao widened her eyes, feigning ignorance as she asked, “Forgive Yixiao’s ignorance, but may I ask if it was the King speaking just now, or my aunt-in-law?”

Feng Qishan stared at her coldly for a moment. “What if it was both?” She smiled mischievously, “If it’s both, Yixiao would still only bow to the aunt-in-law, not to the King.” As she spoke, she placed her hands together at her chest and gave a slight curtsy.

Feng Qishan snorted but couldn’t do anything about her. He shifted his gaze away from her and said in a deep voice, “All of you may rise and be seated.”

Immediately, the hall was filled with the rustling of clothes and low murmurs of conversation. Feng Suige felt slightly relieved but was still angry. He approached her and said in a low voice, “What are you doing? I’ve already had several conflicts with Father King because of you. It’s just a simple act of kneeling. Do you have to make such a scene?”

Fu Yixiao smiled calmly, “Yixiao believes she has done nothing wrong. If someone shows me an inch of respect, I return afoot. That’s all there is to it.”
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As everyone took their seats, the hierarchy of the Susha Kingdom became evident. Close to King Feng Suige sat the nobility and high-ranking military officers. Further out were the various officials of the royal city, followed by the families and children of the first two tiers of officials. There were also some representatives of the common people, symbolizing the royal family’s connection with the masses.

Although Qin Yu held no official position, the Qin family enjoyed high status among the people of Susha. Thus, he was seated in the middle section. Qin Yi was Qin Yu’s pride and joy, and he always brought her along for major festivals and celebrations. After Feng Qishan took his seat, he noticed the empty place beside Qin Yu. Looking around, he asked, “Where has little Qin Yi gone off to?”

“Your Majesty, I’m here!” Qin Yi called out loudly, drawing everyone’s attention. It turned out she was sitting next to Feng Suige in the main seat.

“Oh?” Feng Suige narrowed his eyes playfully. “How did you end up over there?”

Qin Yi leaned against Feng Suige happily and said, “I want to sit with Brother Feng.”

Qin Yu frowned, but before he could speak, Feng Qishan laughed and said, “Well then, you can sit there. Qin Yi has always been fond of Suige since she was little. Today is Suige’s birthday, so let the young ones enjoy themselves together. I envy you! With Xi Yang gone, I’m quite lonely.”

A consort wearing a phoenix hairpin chuckled softly, “Since Xi Yang married and left, Your Majesty has been thinking of her constantly. You can’t help but look twice at other people’s daughters.”

Hearing this, the consort with the golden flower hairpin covered her mouth and laughed, “Why doesn’t Consort Jing bear a princess for Your Majesty…”

Feng Qishan glanced at her coldly, “Consort Zhuang seems to be in high spirits today?”

Consort Zhuang’s face immediately turned pale, and she fell silent.

Consort Jing’s face alternated between red and white. She was greatly favored by Feng Qishan but had never conceived. Although Feng Qishan didn’t mind, her inability to bear children was her greatest sorrow. She and Consort Zhuang had never gotten along, and if Feng Qishan hadn’t intervened, Consort Zhuang would certainly have seized this opportunity to humiliate her publicly.

Consort Jing’s eyes flickered, and she said coyly, “Consort Zhuang jests. The Regent Prince has just been newlywed. Who knows, there might be good news in a few days.”

Feng Suige, who had been chatting with Qin Yi, frowned upon hearing this and glanced at Consort Jing. Yi Xiao quietly sipped his wine, pretending not to have heard anything.

Consort Zhuang’s attention was indeed drawn to this. Seeing Yi Xiao’s indifferent attitude, she smiled insincerely and teased, “On the day the Prince announced his wedding date, who knows how many noble ladies in Susha’s royal city had their hearts broken? Many were secretly inquiring about what kind of breathtaking beauty had captured the Prince’s heart.” She paused, looking around to see that most people were listening intently, then turned her gaze back to Yi Xiao.

Yi Xiao had already peeled an orange during her speech. He looked up at her just as she finished speaking. Their eyes met, and Consort Zhuang’s were full of challenge. Yi Xiao stared at her for a moment, then suddenly opened his mouth wide. To her astonishment, he stuffed half the orange into his mouth and began chewing slowly with bulging cheeks.

There was a spluttering sound as if someone across the table had spat out their drink. Feng Suige choked and bent over the table, coughing violently. Qin Yi, confused, patted his back and looked towards Yi Xiao.

Yi Xiao had already swallowed the orange. Amidst the surprised exclamations of the noble ladies, he nonchalantly wiped the juice from the corner of his mouth with his sleeve. Throughout this process, his gaze never left Consort Zhuang.

Consort Jing had already collapsed laughing in Feng Qishan’s arms. Feng Qishan patted her shoulder lightly, watching Yi Xiao’s every move with an amused expression. Seeing everyone trying hard to suppress their laughter, Consort Zhuang’s face darkened. She sneered, “How unique indeed. I’ve heard that those with outstanding talents often have eccentric behaviors. It seems the Junior Consort is quite extraordinary. Since today is both the Prince’s and the Junior Consort’s birthday, why doesn’t the Junior Consort showcase a skill or two?”

Yi Xiao brushed off the remaining bits from his hands and stood up without a word, seemingly waiting for her to set a challenge. Consort Zhuang ordered a nearby palace attendant, “Go fetch my zither.”

“Yi Xiao is clumsy and slow-witted. I cannot play the zither,” Yi Xiao said firmly, his tone carrying a hint of coldness.

“Oh, is that so?” Consort Zhuang looked triumphant. “What a pity. But seeing the Junior Consort’s graceful figure, if you can’t play the zither, why not let everyone witness your elegant dance?”

“I’ve never learned to dance,” came the concise reply.

“Well then, we have zither players and dancers here. Perhaps the Junior Consort could grace us with a heavenly voice…” Before she could finish, Yi Xiao interrupted, “I’m tone-deaf.”

Consort Zhuang, excited by the interruptions, continued, “I’ll have someone bring the four treasures of the study for the Junior Consort to…”

“I’m illiterate,” Yi Xiao said, showing increasing impatience.

The murmurs from the seats below grew louder. Consort Zhuang, now standing and laughing, said, “What exactly can the Junior Consort do? Just tell us!”

“What I can do, you wouldn’t want to see, and His Majesty wouldn’t allow it,” Yi Xiao said coldly. Immediately, all eyes turned to Feng Qishan. He revealed an intrigued smile and said, “I’m quite curious too. If it’s not too much, I’ll allow it.”

Yi Xiao calmly said, “It won’t be excessive. I need a strong bow and five arrows.” The crowd erupted in shock. Feng Suige whispered, “Weapons are not allowed in the presence of His Majesty…”

“Granted,” Feng Qishan’s voice boomed like a bell, immediately silencing the hall. A guard from outside approached with a bow and arrows, hesitating whether to hand them over. Yi Xiao had already strode forward and grabbed the bow.

“Please stand up straight, Consort Zhuang, and stand firmly!” Yi Xiao weighed the bow and took an arrow from the guard’s hand.

The color drained from Consort Zhuang’s face. She moved closer to Feng Qishan, her beauty marred by fear. “What are you going to do…”

Amidst the crowd’s exclamations, Feng Suige sprang up and lunged forward, but Yi Xiao had already nocked the arrow and drawn the bow to full. The quick-thinking guard, unable to draw his sword in time, pressed the arrowhead against Yi Xiao’s back. Several palace attendants had already shielded Feng Qishan and the two consorts. One of them shouted boldly, “Put down the bow and arrow immediately!”

“His Majesty just said it was allowed,” Yi Xiao’s hand was steady, completely ignoring the sharp point at his back. “I ask Consort Zhuang to step away from His Majesty. If there’s any mishap, I fear I couldn’t bear the responsibility.”

Feng Suige, who had rushed over, glared at him for a moment. Knowing Yi Xiao’s stubbornness, he could only look towards the upper seats. Feng Qishan’s expression remained unchanged as he signaled everyone not to move. “What do you intend to do to Consort Zhuang?”

“Five arrows, five golden flowers,” Yi Xiao said simply. “If I hurt Consort Zhuang, I’ll forfeit my life without complaint!”

“Good!” “No!” Feng Qishan and Feng Suige’s voices rang out simultaneously.

Silence fell.

The palace attendants slowly retreated to their original positions. The guard holding the arrows hesitantly withdrew his hand.

The veins on Feng Suige’s neck bulged as he clenched his jaw tightly. After a long while, he finally let out a long breath and stepped aside.

Under Feng Qishan’s intense gaze, Consort Zhuang tremblingly stood up and moved to the side. All her previous coquettishness had vanished, replaced by a pitiful expression of one awaiting execution.

“One,” Yi Xiao counted cheerfully, but the hand holding the bowstring didn’t move at all. Suddenly, Consort Zhuang’s body went limp, and she collapsed to the ground, bursting into tears.

Just as Feng Qishan was about to reprimand her, there was a twang of the bowstring. The arrow flew with lightning speed through Consort Zhuang’s hairdo, knocking off a golden flower.

Dead silence.

The guard behind Yi Xiao was stunned. After a long moment, he realized and placed the second arrow in Yi Xiao’s outstretched palm.

“Stand up quickly,” Feng Qishan said angrily. “To be frightened to such a state, how useless.” Consort Zhuang was so scared she couldn’t even cry. After several attempts, she finally stood up with the help of the palace attendants.

Before the attendants supporting her could let go, Yi Xiao’s arrow had already left the string. With a snap, it knocked off the second golden flower. Yi Xiao smiled slightly. “Two,” he said while accepting the third arrow.

“Your… Your Majesty,” the attendant stammered, “Consort Zhuang has… fainted.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 39
The attendants immediately fell into chaos. Consort Jing chuckled, “Isn’t Consort Zhuang usually quite brave? How did she suddenly faint?” Feng Qishan glared at her disapprovingly before rising to check on Consort Zhuang. A group of people surrounded her, fanning and offering water. After much commotion, Consort Zhuang slowly regained consciousness. Upon opening her eyes and seeing Feng Qishan, she immediately covered her face and burst into tears, “This humble consort is useless and has disgraced the nation. Please punish me, Your Majesty…”

Feng Qishan, who had been mostly angry at her for being harsh towards Consort Jing, now saw her crying pitifully and couldn’t bring himself to blame her further. He quietly comforted her with a few words as the palace servants carefully gathered the remnants of the golden flowers from the ground and helped Consort Zhuang out.

Seeing Feng Qishan’s stern expression, Qin Yu quickly turned to instruct his servants before Feng Qishan returned to his seat. “Your Majesty, is Consort Zhuang alright?” Feng Qishan grunted in response, “Thank you for your concern, Elder Qin. Consort Zhuang was just frightened, nothing serious.” Qin Yu smiled, “They say all divine objects in the world possess spiritual energy. Now it seems that treasures finding their rightful owners is indeed not just a legend. On my return journey, I happened to acquire a soul-calming jade pendant. I’ve already sent someone to fetch it. Please don’t refuse this small token of my sincerity.”

Feng Qishan was delighted to hear this but didn’t want to show it openly. He kept politely declining, but Qin Yu was determined to give it to him. As they were going back and forth, Qin Yi, watching from the side, grew impatient and interjected, “Your Majesty, please accept it. Even the most divine treasure is just a decoration if it’s not used. It can only fulfill its purpose when there’s a need for it!”

Feng Qishan chuckled, “You little girl, not yet grown, but you’ve already learned eight or nine-tenths of Elder Qin’s eloquence. Very well, I won’t stand on ceremony. But I can’t accept this jade ornament for nothing. How about this – tell me what you want, and we’ll see?”

Qin Yi’s eyes lit up, “Really? Will Your Majesty grant whatever Qin Yi asks for?” Qin Yu quickly interrupted her, “Xiao Yi! Don’t be rude. How can you speak to His Majesty like that?” Feng Qishan waved his hand and smiled, “It’s alright. This girl’s innocent charm reminds me of Xi Yang. As long as it’s not too outrageous, I’ll grant your request.”

As soon as Feng Qishan said this, the hall burst into commotion. The noble ladies’ faces showed both jealousy and resentment. Even Qin Yu furrowed his brow slightly as he watched her, worried she might make some earth-shattering request.

Qin Yi’s face flushed with excitement. She stood up abruptly and pointed forward, “I want to learn archery from Big Sister!”

Silence fell.

Yi Xiao, who had been playfully toying with an arrow, froze. Feng Suige, who had been looking nervous, was stunned. Qin Yu, who had been frowning, was dumbfounded. Feng Qishan, with his kind expression, was shocked. Everyone in the hall wore expressions as if they had seen a ghost.

She wanted to learn archery from Yi Xiao.

She only wanted to learn archery from Yi Xiao!

If she had said she wanted to marry Feng Suige, the entire Su Sha would start preparing for the third royal wedding soon, but – she only asked to learn archery from Yi Xiao.

Qin Yu was the first to react, showing a relieved smile and nodding slightly in approval.

“That won’t do,” Feng Qishan’s smile faded, though he tried to keep his tone gentle. “The most important qualities for a woman are virtue and propriety so that she can marry into a good family in the future…”

Qin Yi retorted, “But hasn’t Big Sister already married Brother Feng? Isn’t the royal family of Su Sha the best?” Feng Qishan was momentarily at a loss for words, then said angrily, “She knows nothing but wielding weapons. What good is there in learning from her… In any case, I won’t grant this request. Hurry and think of something else!”

Qin Yi looked on the verge of tears, her eyes pleading as she gazed at Qin Yu. However, Qin Yu’s attention was focused on the winding corridor outside the hall.

Yi Xiao’s finger twitched, causing the bowstring to vibrate slightly, drawing everyone’s attention. She looked directly at Feng Qishan, her voice clear and strong, “The consorts excel in music, chess, calligraphy, and painting. They are as beautiful as dew-laden flowers – but they can only serve to decorate Your Majesty’s harem. No matter how beautiful, they are just soulless toys.” She smiled slightly, “But Yi Xiao can defend borders, fight in battles, and won’t faint at the slightest…” She grinned mischievously but didn’t finish her sentence.

Feng Qishan’s face darkened, his jaw twitching slightly. Just as he was about to speak, Qin Yu’s servant rushed in carrying a box. Qin Yu exclaimed happily, “Ah, it’s finally here! Quick, present it to His Majesty!”

Feng Qishan’s expression softened slightly. He took a look and instructed a palace servant to send the jade pendant to Consort Zhuang. Qin Yu, wearing a pleased expression, turned to his servant who had retreated to his side, and asked, “What about the other item?” The servant respectfully replied, “It will arrive shortly!”

All curious eyes turned towards the entrance. As footsteps approached, a servant entered carrying a huge leather case.

The shape of the case looked like… Yi Xiao had a vague thought but wasn’t quite sure. However, she was very familiar with such cases – was it a bow?

Qin Yu took the case, untied the leather straps securing it, and revealed a shimmering silver longbow. He lifted the bow and gestured towards Yi Xiao, “Does the Junior Consort recognize this bow?”

Yi Xiao looked at the bow in surprise, “The divine weapon Tan Lang?”

“The Seven Stars Bow…”

“It’s Tan Lang…”

Exclamations of surprise rang out from all directions.

Feng Suige had already eagerly approached to examine it closely, asking repeatedly, “Elder Qin, is this the Seven Stars Bow Tan Lang? Where did you get it?” As he spoke, he reached out to grab it.

“Ah!” Qin Yu smiled and pulled his hand back. “This bow no longer belongs to old Qin,” he said, nodding towards Yi Xiao. “If the Prince wants to see it, you’ll have to ask the owner if she agrees.”

Hearing this, Feng Suige laughed heartily and snatched the bow, “Elder Qin truly knows how to give gifts. Suige thanks you on Yi Xiao’s behalf.” Qin Yi also cheered and darted forward, “This bow has been hanging in the storehouse for so long, it’s finally found its owner!” She traced the ancient patterns on the bow’s body with her fingertips, her face full of envy, then turned to wave vigorously at Yi Xiao, “Big Sister, come quickly and try it out to see if it suits you!”

Yi Xiao still seemed a bit dazed. She frowned slightly, looking from the bow to Qin Yu, “Is it for me?” Qin Yu nodded with a smile, “What Xiao Yi said earlier was correct. An unused object is just a waste. A divine weapon can only become famous when it meets a skilled user. Consider this Tan Lang as old Qin’s welcoming gift to the Junior Consort!”

Yi Xiao didn’t rush to take the bow. She even looked a bit helplessly at Feng Suige. Seeing her unusual expression, Feng Suige asked in surprise, “What’s wrong?” Yi Xiao hesitated, then finally couldn’t help but pull him aside and whispered a few words. Feng Suige burst out laughing, “How could you think of that?” Yi Xiao’s face reddened, and she glared at him angrily, biting her lip without speaking.

Seeing everyone looking at them in confusion, Feng Suige suppressed his laughter and pushed Tan Lang into Yi Xiao’s hands, squeezing out six words, “You look at the bow first.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 40
Among the seven legendary bows named after the stars Greedy Wolf, Giant Gate, Prosperity Existence, Literary Melody, Chaste Integrity, Martial Song, and Troop Breaker, Greedy Wolf’s reputation was the most illustrious. Carved from a single piece of mulberry heartwood, it stood sixty-eight inches tall and was the most accurate with the longest range among the seven.

Yi Xiao’s gaze moved inch by inch from the silver-threaded bow arms to the totem-carved bow body. Suddenly, she raised her arm and shook it, causing the yellow sinew bowstring made of India’s unique resilient rattan to hum. She couldn’t help but praise, “What a magnificent bow!”

Qin Yu asked in confusion, “Was the Consort thinking about the saying of divine weapons entering one’s fate?”

“Divine weapons entering one’s fate?” Yi Xiao looked at him puzzledly. “What does that mean?”

Qin Yu was taken aback. He pointed at the Greedy Wolf in her hands and explained, “Legend has it that those whose fate is entered by Greedy Wolf not only experience great ups and downs in life, but their personality is also gradually influenced by the Greedy Wolf star, becoming unpredictable in their kindness and evil, with mood swings and a tendency towards extremes.”

Feng Suige exclaimed in shock, “Is this true?”

Qin Yu nodded solemnly.

Yi Xiao gently stroked the arrow resting on the bow’s body and smiled, “I was born with a temperament of loving fiercely and hating intensely. I’ve long yearned for a life of great ups and downs. How could I refuse Mr. Qin’s kindness because of a legend?” She held the bow and pushed it forward, bowing to Qin Yu. “I thank Mr. Qin for his generosity.”

Qin Yu hurriedly stepped forward to return the bow, saying, “Oh my, the Consort is too kind…”

Feng Suige snickered from the side, “You’re so quick to express gratitude now. Aren’t you afraid of misunderstandings?”

“What misunderstandings?” Qin Yu asked curiously.

Yi Xiao glared at Feng Suige in embarrassment and explained in a voice only those nearby could hear, “In common folklore, when a man gives a bow to an unrelated woman, it means he has recognized her as his lifelong… lover.” Suddenly, her face showed an expression of extreme pain and shock.

Qin Yu wasn’t the first man to give her a bow!

The first people to give her a bow were Xia, Jing, and Shi.

“Yi Xiao, there’s a beautiful silver bow among the Emperor’s rewards this time. Do you want it?”

“I want it! Give it to me!”

“If you want it, then earn it with your skills… If you can take down a running beast within five breaths, the bow is yours.”

When a man gives a bow to an unrelated woman, it means he has recognized her as his lifelong lover – why didn’t she understand it then? Why didn’t she think of it later? And why did she have to remember it now?!

Her heart was in chaos, leaving her at a loss. Yi Xiao pressed hard on her chest, yet still felt her heartbeat was too fast to bear. The pain was as if every inch of her muscles was being carved and minced by memories, and the bloody, broken limbs were being chewed and swallowed by an invisible primordial beast.

It was as if she met those bottomless eyes again, seeing him smile and say, “As you wish.”

As you wish, as you wish, as you wish, as you wish… His words became clearer and more intense with each repetition.

Yi Xiao dazedly raised her hand, wanting to cover those eyes, then hesitated whether she should cover his moving lips first. But her hand was grabbed mid-air, squeezed painfully. “Please don’t say anymore… You’ve already killed me, do you still want to flog my corpse?” she mumbled.

“…Yi Xiao, what’s wrong with you? What are you saying?” Feng Suige’s face was full of alarm as he tightly grasped her aimlessly waving hand, holding on with all his might as if she would disappear if he let go.

Yi Xiao’s gaze fixed on his face for a long while. Suddenly, she slung the Greedy Wolf bow onto her back and revealed a sly smile. Feng Suige was stunned, unable to react for a moment. Qin Yi beside them had already burst into laughter, “That was brilliant! Feng brother, you were so scared your face changed color, hahaha…”

Feng Suige glared at Qin Yi in embarrassment, then turned back with gritted teeth, “Fu Yi Xiao, you did that on purpose!”

Yi Xiao tilted her head back slightly and chuckled, “Who told you to speak nonsense?”

Feng Suige was both angry and amused, but before he could speak, Feng Qishan’s voice cut in, “I’ve already overlooked the matter with Consort Zhuang, yet you dare to publicly make fun of Suige again?” Not allowing Feng Suige to explain, Feng Qishan coldly continued, “Since Old Qin has gifted you the Greedy Wolf, why don’t you demonstrate the power of this ancient divine weapon for everyone here today? There are three feathered arrows left, but what should we use as targets?”

He looked around as he spoke. Yi Xiao knew he was putting on an act, so she didn’t respond.

When Feng Qishan’s gaze landed on Consort Jing’s face, it stopped. Consort Jing forced a smile and said, “Your Majesty wouldn’t want me to let her… like Consort Zhuang…” Before she could finish, Feng Qishan reached out and pulled a phoenix hairpin from her hair. He examined it for a moment and said in a deep voice, “This will do. Come, take this phoenix hairpin and put it on the Prince’s side consort.”

As he spoke, he pulled out the remaining two phoenix hairpins from Consort Jing’s hair.

The hall immediately filled with murmurs, and some ill-intentioned people had already started laughing. Qin Yi, seeing something was wrong, turned pale and threw herself into Qin Yu’s arms, “Grandfather, they…”

Qin Yu patted her back to calm her, but his brow was already furrowed into a knot.

Feng Suige stopped the palace servant carrying the phoenix hairpins and asked in astonishment, “Father, didn’t you want Yi Xiao to try the bow?”

Feng Qishan raised an eyebrow. “Did I say I wanted Fu Yi Xiao to try the bow?”

Feng Suige urgently said, “But…”

“No buts,” Feng Qishan interrupted him loudly. “All three phoenix hairpins must be shot and broken. Who volunteers to try the bow?” Immediately, a chorus of responses rang out, with many military officers stepping forward eagerly.

As Feng Suige was about to argue further, Yi Xiao had already taken the phoenix hairpins from the palace servant’s hands. She calmly inserted them into her hair one by one, then turned to smile at him devoid of mirth. “Do you know how to use a bow?”

“I do,” Feng Suige narrowed his eyes, “but I’m not skilled with it.”

As if she hadn’t heard the latter part of his response, Yi Xiao held out the Greedy Wolf bow to him. “Then it’s yours to handle.”

Feng Suige didn’t take it, his face changing color as he said, “I told you, I’m not skilled with a bow!”

Yi Xiao stared at him steadily. “Do you think I truly wish to die?”

Feng Suige gritted his teeth without answering, his gaze, tinged with killing intent, swept over several of the most eager officers.

Yi Xiao’s next words successfully drew his attention back. “If you want me to survive today, then take this bow.”

He stared intently at Yi Xiao’s face. “But what if I miss?”

“Then I’ll die by your hand,” Yi Xiao spoke as if discussing the weather.

After a long moment, Feng Suige slowly took the Greedy Wolf bow. “If I miss, I’ll put another arrow through my own heart.”

“Alright,” Yi Xiao winked mischievously, “You’re not planning to take this chance for revenge, are you?”

Feng Suige gave a bitter laugh. “Indeed. If I had known I’d have a chance for revenge today, I wouldn’t have given you that arrowhead.”

Yi Xiao pulled out the sachet containing the arrowhead from her bosom and waved it at him with a half-smile. “Do you want it back now?”

“Even if you were about to die, remember this: once I’ve given you something, no matter what it is, I will never ask for it back,” Feng Suige said, enunciating each word.

Seeing Feng Suige accept the Greedy Wolf bow, the clamor in the hall gradually dies down. The military officers who had been vying to try the bow quietly returned to their seats. Feng Qishan, watching the two whispering, showed no sign of impatience. He even thought somewhat indulgently that perhaps these were last words, so he’d let Fu Yi Xiao say all she needed to say.

Feng Suige gazed quietly at Yi Xiao, the tenderness and determination flowing from his eyes deeply scorching Yi Xiao’s skin. Yi Xiao avoided his gaze, smiled, and waved her hand, then turned to walk towards where Consort Zhuang had stood.

“Fu Yi Xiao,” Feng Suige said hoarsely, “Would you mind remembering one more thing?”

Yi Xiao hesitated for a moment. As she turned around, she was immediately pulled into Feng Suige’s tight embrace. She could barely withstand the surge of emotions emanating from him and pushed against his shoulders, trying to create a little distance between them.

“Yi Xiao,” he said softly, “Will you get your ears pierced with me tomorrow?”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 41
As Yi Xiao steadied herself, Feng Qishan calmly ordered, “Begin!”

“Father, do you still love Imperial Consort Chen?” Feng Suige suddenly asked. Feng Qishan was taken aback and frowned, “Why are you asking this?”

“Father has always favored Xi Yang, mostly because of Imperial Consort Chen, right? So, even today, Imperial Consort Chen still lives in Father’s heart, doesn’t she?” Feng Suige spoke while taking three feathered arrows from the guard, carefully inspecting each one. “Father keeps Imperial Consort Chen in his heart. Although there are others by your side, Imperial Consort Chen is irreplaceable to you. So, Father, you do love Imperial Consort Chen, don’t you?”

Feng Qishan nodded, “That’s correct—Is Suige saying this now to tell me that if she dies, you’ll remember her for life?” He glanced at Yi Xiao, sneering, “Or perhaps this: I don’t want to spoil the atmosphere. If she’s willing to bow her head and admit her mistakes, we can let bygones be bygones…”

“If she were so easy to bend, this son wouldn’t have liked her,” Feng Suige chuckled softly. “Yi Xiao means more than just ‘like’ to me now. Although we can’t be each other’s flesh and blood, nothing in this world can separate her from me.”

Feng Qishan angrily slammed the table, “Are you saying that if she dies, you won’t live alone?”

“No,” Feng Suige nocked an arrow, “This son won’t let her die.” He took a deep breath and aimed the bow.

The air seemed to freeze, and the vast hall fell silent.

Feng Suige could no longer see Yi Xiao; his eyes focused only on the phoenix hairpin and the swaying string of pearls hanging from it. ‘The mind must be calm,’ he thought silently. ‘The target is the hairpin, not the pearl string.’

Yi Xiao discreetly wiped her sweaty palms on her clothes. Although not afraid of death, facing the cold, glinting arrowhead, it would be a lie to say she wasn’t nervous. But she couldn’t retreat, nor show a hint of fear.

What use was Feng Suige’s protection? She was merely a woman with the empty title of Prince’s Consort, facing the entire Shu Sha kingdom.

Unexpectedly, Wei Ran’s advice flashed through her mind: “Girl, the most useless thing in this world is reckless bravery. Even with a heart full of passion and a hundred martial skills, you can’t fight bare-handed against armed opponents. To roam the world freely, you must rely on wisdom and strategy. This path isn’t easy, but as long as you understand what I’m saying, there’s nothing you can’t overcome.”

The words were right, but Wei Ran, could you teach Yi Xiao how to acquire the wisdom and strategy to roam the world freely?

She only understood that in this forced war, to win and win beautifully, defense was important but not the main focus. Any chance to counterattack and intimidate the opponent, no matter how small, couldn’t be missed. Because maybe this small chance could be the turning point of the entire battle.

She smiled.

She had to win!

Although knowing this shot would undoubtedly hit its mark, Feng Suige couldn’t help but close his eyes the instant the arrow left the string.

The arrowhead, wrapped in strong wind, whistled as it snapped the beautiful neck of the jade phoenix, embedding deeply into the wall panel behind Yi Xiao. Simultaneously, Qin Qi’s cheer rang out in the hall, “It hit!”

Feng Suige didn’t reach for the second arrow. The guard’s hand, offering the feathered arrow, froze in midair.

“If I can’t guarantee the next two shots, do you still want me to continue?” Feng Suige asked calmly.

“If I must have two more holes, I’d prefer them in my ears—don’t speak, focus on the bowstring,” Yi Xiao answered steadily.

Feng Suige took the second arrow expressionlessly. The tough bow limbs and specially made bowstring ensured Tan Lang’s range and accuracy. Although he could easily draw this strong bow, he couldn’t achieve a state of perfect calm—even a slight deviation in his hand could mean…

The more he forced himself to be calm, the less calm he became. The more he tried to steady his hands and feet, the more they trembled slightly. The bowstring was fully drawn. Feng Suige could feel every muscle in his body contracting, every pore closing, helping him exert all his strength to restrain Tan Lang’s eager desire to strike.

The second arrow.

It deviated slightly but still shattered the jade phoenix’s beak holding the pearl string. For a moment, pearls scattered everywhere, pattering for quite a while before settling.

Feng Suige had no mind to hear what the jumping and laughing Qin Qi was shouting. He hurriedly nocked the third arrow on the bow. He just wanted to end this torment quickly—

“Prince, please wait a moment,” Qin Yu suddenly called.

Turning around, Feng Suige saw Qin Yu offering him a blood jade the size of a pigeon’s egg. “This is the Qin family’s ancestral protective charm, known for its calming effects. Prince, please hold it for a while!”

A buzz of discussion immediately arose around them. Feng Suige looked at him gratefully and took the blood jade, gripping it tightly.

Feng Qishan chuckled dryly, “Old Qin sure has many treasures.” Qin Yu smiled naturally, “It’s all thanks to Your Majesty’s benevolence. If not for Your Majesty’s virtuous rule, Shu Sha might still be mired in war. Ah, I’ve long heard of the Prince’s exceptional skills, and today I finally had the pleasure of witnessing them. It was truly worth the visit. It’s just a pity that Consort Jing’s hairpin was destroyed—Coincidentally, this old Qin recently acquired some fine jade hairpins. If Consort Jing doesn’t mind items from the common folk, I’ll send someone to deliver them tomorrow.”

Consort Jing smiled behind her hand, “Old Qin always knows what to say. I thank you in advance.” Feng Qishan also laughed helplessly, “If Old Qin’s things are considered common, I’m afraid only sand and stones would be left in all of Shu Sha.”

Meanwhile, Feng Suige’s gaze had regained its clarity. He smiled and returned the blood jade to Qin Yu’s hand, quietly expressing his thanks. Qin Yu simply patted his arm and stepped aside.

Feng Suige steadily raised Tan Lang, took his stance, and released the arrow. It flew like a shooting star, striking the wall with a clang. The crowd fell silent for a moment before breaking into a round of admiration.

Yi Xiao bowed slightly to Feng Qishan, then quickly ran towards the approaching Feng Suige. She poked his shoulder, “Don’t expect me to thank you. I should thank Mr. Qin.” Feng Suige smiled and handed over Tan Lang, “We should indeed thank Old Qin. If not for his family heirloom blood jade…” Qin Qi immediately burst into giggles, and Yi Xiao glared at him, “Have you ever seen a family heirloom used to decorate a belt?”

Seeing Feng Suige’s bewildered look, Qin Yu smiled and handed him the blood jade, “Prince, please see for yourself.” Feng Suige took it and looked carefully. The thread holes at both ends of the jade even had remnants of broken threads. Qin Yu explained with a smile, “When one is concerned, they become confused. This old Qin feared the Prince might shoot hastily, so I resorted to this small trick. I beg the Prince’s forgiveness.”

Feng Suige sighed deeply, “Old Qin’s intentions were good. What is there to forgive? If not for Old Qin, I’m afraid the last arrow might have caused a great disaster.” Yi Xiao snorted, “Hitting me wouldn’t be a disaster. If it had deviated too much, I fear—” She stopped here, smiled, and turned to Qin Yu, bowing, “Thank you, Mr. Qin!”

Qin Qi’s eyes darted between them, suddenly understanding. She ran forward, linking arms with Feng Suige, and smiled sweetly at Feng Qishan, “Brother Feng is so amazing. Your Majesty, may little Qi learn archery from the Prince?”

Feng Qishan’s face remained calm and serene as he nodded with a smile.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 42
“Move it over a bit more on that side! That side! Xiu Mu! Not that side!” On the covered walkway of the General’s mansion, Xue Ying pointed at Xiu Mu perched atop the ladder, jumping in frustration. “Why is it so difficult for you to help with one simple task? Come down! I’ll do it myself!”

Xiu Mu climbed down with a woeful expression, holding up her skirt and complaining, “Miss only says ‘that side, that side,’ but Xiu Mu doesn’t have eyes in the back of her head. How am I supposed to know which side you mean? Besides, when have I ever had to do this kind of thing… Aiya!” Before her feet touched the ground, Xue Ying had already yanked her off the ladder.

Xue Ying had already tucked up her cumbersome skirt into her waist. Ignoring Xiu Mu’s near-fainting state, she climbed up the ladder, instructing as she went, “Xiu Mu, go stand guard at the corner over there. If anyone comes, especially my father, hurry back to help me down.” Xiu Mu agreed, then asked, “What if the young master comes?”

“Young master my foot,” Xue Ying settled steadily at the top of the ladder and began arranging the flower garlands Xiu Mu had messed up. “We’re not even married yet, what young master? He left early this morning to pick up his parents, he shouldn’t be back so soon.” Xiu Mu muttered under her breath, “Says not to call him young master, but you’re already calling them Father-in-law and Mother-in-law.”

“What did you say?!” Xue Ying turned her head fiercely, “I heard that!” Xiu Mu quickly waved her hands, “Miss, you misheard. I said, aunts and uncles.” Seeing Xue Ying still glaring at her, Xiu Mu took a step back, “Um, Miss, shouldn’t I go keep watch now?” “Mm, go quickly,” Xue Ying turned back satisfied, and continued arranging the flower garlands.

This was the scene Ning Suchen encountered as he turned the corner.

At the top of the tall wooden ladder sat a petite young woman, holding a large bundle of colorful floral decorations and muttering to herself as she arranged them.

From a conventional perspective, she looked quite undignified. Her long black hair was simply braided into a single plait hanging at her side. Her skirt was inexplicably hitched up high, revealing the underskirt and her fair ankles. A pair of embroidered shoes with flattened heels hung loosely on her toes, swaying as she wiggled her feet—it looked rather amusing.

Xue Ying finished arranging and carefully stood up, beginning to hang the garlands on the eaves section by section. “…Father is so stingy, making me so short (Ling Yuguang: >_< Why don’t you say it’s your mother who made you so short), causing me to—climb—so high just to hang some flowers (Xiu Mu: Did you want to do it without a ladder?). That blockhead also always likes to hide his knife in the rafters—Ah!” Distracted, the garland in her hand fell straight to the ground. “How annoying!”

“Um… need some help?” A gentle voice came from nearby. Xue Ying was startled. Looking closely, she saw it was an unfamiliar middle-aged scholar and relaxed. Then she frowned again, “Uncle, are you here for the wedding? Didn’t you see anyone on your way in?”

Ning Suchen smiled when she called him uncle, “I just arrived not long ago, coming from the front courtyard. Everyone seemed busy, so I decided to walk around and see if anyone needed help.”

“Oh, that’s perfect then. Uncle, are you nimble? If you are, come up and help me. If not, then never mind,” without waiting for Ning Suchen’s answer, she pointed at the fallen garland on the ground, “First, help me pick up that flower.”

Ning Suchen tucked his robe into his waist, picked up the garland, and started climbing up. “You go down, I can handle this—Are you a servant of the General’s household? Why don’t they have male servants do this kind of work?” Xue Ying was stunned for a moment, then laughed dryly, “Well, it’s like this, um, the General’s household is short on servants, so they’ve been overwhelmed these past few days. So, I came to help hang these things.”

After handing all the garlands to Ning Suchen, Xue Ying slowly climbed down. “Uncle, you must be a relative of General Ning, right? He went to pick up the old master and madam, so he’ll be back later.” Safely on the ground, Xue Ying gritted her teeth and looked towards the corner, but of course, there was no sign of Xiu Mu. She cursed under her breath, “That Xiu Mu, must have snuck off to sleep again!”

“I suppose you could say we’re relatives,” Ning Suchen pondered. “How has the General’s health been lately?” “He’s as strong as an ox—I mean, General Ning has been quite well recently. He eats a lot, sleeps a lot, quite good,” Xue Ying circled the ladder once. “Uncle, pull that one up a bit more. Yes, that one. Good.”

“How about the General’s wife? Is she good to you all? I mean the one he’s about to marry,” Before Ning Suchen could finish, Xue Ying had already jumped up, shrieking, “He has other wives?! He never mentioned that!!!” Seeing her intense reaction, Ning Suchen gave her a strange look, “Isn’t this the General’s first marriage? You must be new here?”

Xue Ying coughed to cover her slip, “Indeed, I’ve only been here a short while. Uncle, step your left foot in a bit more, don’t fall—You were asking about the General’s wife earlier, right? The General’s wife is, um, both beautiful and kind. All the servants in the household like her.”

“That’s good,” By now they had finished decorating one section of the walkway. Ning Suchen came down from the ladder, and together with Xue Ying, they moved the ladder to another spot. “When did you arrive here?”

Xue Ying thought for a moment, “A little over two months ago.” “That’s not long indeed. During this time, has the General’s old injury flared up? Or have you seen him taking any medicine?” Ning Suchen asked as he climbed up again.

Xue Ying asked in surprise, “Does he have some old ailment? I couldn’t tell.” Ning Suchen smiled, “So it seems it hasn’t recurred—Back when he was fighting in the war, he suffered a severe injury once. When he was carried back, many doctors who examined him said he might not survive. But he stubbornly pulled through, though it took over half a year before he could get out of bed. Now the external wound has healed, but during the rainy season, his whole body aches. He has to use medicinal wine to rub…”

“Miss!” Xiu Mu suddenly came running from the other end, screaming, “General Ning is back and is calling for you to go to the front!” She didn’t seem to notice the person still standing on the ladder, just circling Xue Ying in a frenzy, “Skirt skirt skirt, put on your shoes properly, change your wrinkled clothes, and your hair needs to be redone too, quick quick quick quick…”

Xue Ying hurriedly adjusted her clothes, scolding as she did, “I told you to watch the corner, where did you sneak off to sleep?” Xiu Mu blinked, “I was at the corner.” Xue Ying pointed at Ning Suchen, “Then what’s this?” Xiu Mu looked and screamed, “Ah! There’s a person on the ladder!”

“Would I ask you to look if there wasn’t?” Xue Ying glared at her. “I only knew you were slacking off because someone came by. Luckily it was someone we didn’t know. What if it had been my father? What if Ning Fei had come back with his parents and walked right in?!” Xiu Mu explained with a bitter face, “Miss, it’s unfair, I was guarding the corner the whole time…”

Xue Ying put her hands on her hips, “Which corner were you at?” “That one,” Xiu Mu pointed to the other side. Xue Ying stared at her for a long while, almost wanting to howl at the sky. “Fine, forget I said anything—Hurry up, I still need to go back to change clothes and fix my hair.”

Xue Ying dashed forward a few steps, then suddenly remembered the person on the ladder. She ran back to the ladder, “Uncle, you go rest in the guest room first. Thank you for your help. Just leave things there, I’ll come tidy up later. I have to go now. If you need anything, just ask the servants. Don’t be shy!” She rattled all this off without waiting for Ning Suchen’s response, waved her hand, and ran off in a hurry.

Ning Suchen stood dumbfounded at the top of the ladder. Only after the two had disappeared did he come to his senses, muttering to himself, “Both beautiful and kind? Hehehe…”

Ning Fei was chatting with his mother Yun Moxin in the main hall when they saw Ning Suchen walk in from outside. Ning Fei jumped up with an “Ah!” and went to greet him. “Where did Father go? I only saw Mother when I arrived and thought Father was angry and refused to come.” Ning Suchen looked him up and down with a stern face, “Tell me, what should I be angry about?” Ning Fei scratched his head embarrassedly, “About the marriage, of course. Notifying you and Mother so hastily…”

Yun Moxin laughed, “You’re just scaring him with that black face. Fei, come sit down. Don’t mind your father. After receiving the letter, though he didn’t say it, he was so happy he couldn’t sleep well for days, smiling even in his dreams.” Only then did Ning Suchen smile helplessly, “We were having a father-son moment, and you always interrupt. I was anxious to see my daughter-in-law first, so I didn’t wait for you to pick me up.”

“Did you see her? What do you think?” Yun Moxin asked eagerly. Ning Suchen smiled without answering, “She should be here soon. You’ll see for yourself!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 43
The clear sound of jade ornaments announced the arrival of a maid in red clothing, who lifted the gold-embroidered auspicious satin curtain. Behind her appeared a slender young woman with a delicate figure. In her fine hand, she held a plain silk fan, half-covering her face. Her thick eyelashes were lowered, adding an air of solemnity. As she stepped over the threshold, her floor-length purple silk skirt rippled like water.

Ning Fei went to greet her, taking her hand, “Come, meet my parents.”

“Ling Xueying pays respects to—Uncle!” Xueying suddenly exclaimed, almost dropping her fan.

Ning Shuchen finally couldn’t hold back his laughter. Xueying blushed and tried to hide behind Ning Fei, who pulled her out firmly, “What’s wrong? Why are you hiding?”

Yun Moxin reproachfully came forward and swatted Ning Fei’s hand away. “Can’t you see? Your father must have teased her earlier.” She then linked arms with Xueying, “Your name is Xueying, right? Don’t be afraid. When these two get together, they’re never serious, always causing a commotion in the house…”

Xueying said embarrassedly, “It was Xueying who was rash…”

Ning Fei asked in confusion, “What exactly happened?”

Under his wife’s stern gaze, Ning Shuchen tried to keep a straight face and explained, “It’s nothing. I ran into her in the backyard earlier. She thought I was a guest here for the ceremony, and I thought she was a servant of the General’s mansion.” He couldn’t help grinning again, “We just chatted a bit, and then you all arrived.”

“I thought Uncle was like… that too, so…” Xueying mumbled.

Ning Shuchen curiously pressed, “Like what?”

“Like Ning Fei, of course,” Xueying blurted out.

Ning Fei’s eyes immediately widened, “What am I like?”

Xueying glanced at him and lowered her head without speaking.

“Fei, how can you lose your temper so easily?” Yun Moxin lightly scolded. Not allowing Ning Fei to explain, she turned to comfort Xueying, “He’s been spoiled by me since he was little, resulting in this bad habit of speaking loudly. The last time he came home and went to a restaurant with some friends, I happened to pass by outside. I could hear him arguing in the upstairs private room from the street. I thought he was fighting with someone, but when I went up, it turned out they were just chatting.”

“Mother—” Ning Fei awkwardly rubbed his hands, “Can’t you say something nice?”

“Oh, now you know how to feel embarrassed?” Yun Moxin raised her chin proudly, “It seems your father wasn’t wrong. You’ve settled down after getting married. In the future, stay home more often to keep Xueying company. Don’t learn from your father when he was young, always running off to brothels under the pretext of discussing business…”

Ning Shuchen and Ning Fei both started coughing loudly at the same time. Yun Moxin, realizing her slip, quickly changed the subject, “Ah, Xueying, come look, there are many things here for you.” She began pulling Xueying towards the door, “When we heard Ning Fei was getting married, relatives started sending gifts to our home one after another…”

The curtain fell behind the two women, leaving the father and son, who had been ignored, staring at each other. After a long moment, Ning Fei rubbed his nose and smiled wryly, “Suddenly I feel that both Dad and I have pretty good taste.” Ning Shuchen burst into laughter, patting Ning Fei’s shoulder, “Of course, that’s because we’re father and son.”

Xia Jingshi put down his brush, tiredly rubbing his brow. He stood up and opened the door. Outside, the lights were dazzling, yet it was so quiet that only the footsteps of the night patrol soldiers could be heard.

There wasn’t a single star in the sky; it was pitch black. It seemed another heavy rainstorm was coming.

He closed the door, sat back at the desk, and continued writing rapidly. Sure enough, within half an incense stick’s time, a fierce wind arose outside, accompanied by thunder and lightning. Suddenly, the wind blew open the window, extinguishing the candle and scattering the papers on the desk.

Xia Jingshi had to put down his brush again, picking up the scattered letters one by one, arranging them neatly, and weighing them down with a paperweight. He stood in a daze for a while before sighing and walking out of the study.

The wind, carrying large raindrops, lashed against Xia Jingshi’s body. Miraculously, all the stuffiness and oppression dissipated, replaced by a wave of coolness. He leaned on the railing, letting the rain fall on him.

In two or three days, it would be Ning Fei and Xueying’s wedding. After that, he would take Feng Xi Yang to the Holy City to pay respects to the Holy Emperor. For some reason, ever since returning from Shu Sha, he had felt uneasy. Sometimes he even felt suffocated by an inexplicable gloom.

At first, he had been worried that something had happened to Yi Xiao, at least until Xueying burst into his study asking for Yi Xiao’s glass hairpin.

And now? Now he knew his previous worries were unnecessary. Although Feng Suige was impulsive and hot-tempered, he had proven himself to Xia Jingshi the moment he returned to Yi Xiao.

He was a man with enough strength and courage to protect Yi Xiao, and also one who could make her happy. But why was there still this suffocating heaviness in his heart?

A flash of lightning struck nearby, truly frightening. In the past, whenever there was such a thunderstorm, Yi Xiao would eagerly watch the sky. With each flash of lightning, she would let out a long, loud cry, continuing until the rolling thunder that followed the lightning had completely faded, then put her hands on her hips and laugh heartily.

As long as Ning Fei was around, he would join in her craziness. Wei Ran once asked them why they shouted like that. Yi Xiao, laughing carefreely, answered that the Heavenly Lord sent such thunder to eliminate evil spirits plaguing the human world, but often carelessly killed some earthly creatures by mistake. So she would shout during the thunder to let the Heavenly Lord know there were still people on the ground. This way, the Heavenly Lord would be more careful, and there would be fewer wrongfully killed souls in the world.

Thinking of this, Xia Jingshi couldn’t help but shake his head and smile gently. Only Yi Xiao would have such strange ideas in this world.

Suddenly, he thought of Feng Xi Yang. He hadn’t seen her for several days. Deep down, he was still troubled by her frenzied attempt to kiss him.

Seeing her pale and frightened face that day, he felt somewhat guilty. Once a vibrant and proud young woman, her face now showed only sorrow and melancholy. Although what she asked for wasn’t much, he couldn’t bring himself to deceive her.

He should go see her. They would have to attend Ning Fei’s wedding banquet together.

Feng Xi Yang leaned by the window, reaching out to catch the raindrops falling from the eaves. Not just her clothes, but her heart too was in turmoil.

It seemed there was an invisible wall around Xia Jingshi. If you didn’t touch it, it seemed not to exist, but as soon as you got close, you would unexpectedly bump your head. But she didn’t understand—even though Father loved Mother Consort dearly, he didn’t abandon the entire harem for her. Although Father was the ruler of a country and Xia Jingshi was just a marquis, why…

Was it just because she was from Shu Sha?

“Xi Yang,” only in her dreams would he call her like this, then look at her tenderly with those obsidian-like eyes—Xi Yang touched her lips in a daze. His lips were thin and soft, as fresh as new lotus leaves in summer. Once touched, she couldn’t help but kiss deeper and deeper. She stubbornly pursued that elegant softness until she finally angered him. Such a gentleman, when angered…

“Xi Yang,” she trembled all over. It didn’t seem like a dream; the voice in her dreams was never so clear.

“Xi Yang?” She turned her head slowly, not daring to believe it. Suddenly feeling wronged, large tears began to fall.

It was him.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 44
Feng Xi Yang’s eyes were filled with confusion, her lips trembling slightly. She gazed at Xia Jingshi in disbelief, a glimmer of joy slowly appearing in her eyes. “You came,” she whispered.

“Mm,” Xia Jingshi’s gaze fell on her face, intentionally ignoring the tears that were falling silently. “You don’t seem to be in good spirits.”

“No, I’m fine now,” Xi Yang hurriedly wiped away her tears with her sleeve. “Is there something—I mean…”

Xia Jingshi smiled faintly, stopping her explanation. “This Prince understands. No need to explain.” As he spoke, he had already walked in.

Xia Jingshi stopped in front of her. “Ning Fei and Xue Ying are about to be married. The necessary preparations need to be made. Can you manage everything on your own?”

Xi Yang stared blankly at his rain-dampened clothes, hesitantly asking, “You want me to handle this?”

Xia Jingshi nodded slightly. “Of course, unless you feel…”

“Please rest assured, my husband,” she looked up, her eyes bright. “Xi Yang will take care of everything!”

Xia Jingshi paced a few steps, pondering, then spoke gently, “When I return from the capital, I’ll have someone transfer the affairs of the inner city to you. You’ll need to familiarize yourself with them one by one. After all, you are this Prince’s principal wife. Many matters should rightfully be under your authority.” As he said this, his gaze fell on a piece of green-clay snowflake paper on the desk. He couldn’t help but turn his head to look closer.

Feng Xi Yang rushed over in embarrassment, crumpling the paper in her hand. She chided softly, “How can my husband casually look at someone else’s writings!”

With just a glance, Xia Jingshi had already seen the words on the paper. His eyes changed from clear to deep. “Rest early,” he said, already starting to walk out.

Seeing him about to leave, Xi Yang thoughtlessly chased after him, blocking the doorway. She hastily handed him the crumpled paper, “Xi Yang had no intention of hiding anything from my husband. It was just idle scribbling. I was afraid you would laugh, so I hurried to put it away.”

Xia Jingshi tugged at the corner of his mouth but didn’t reach out to take it. “This Prince had no other intention, I just need to return to continue handling official business. It’s late, you should rest early too.” Xi Yang remained silent, stubbornly standing there with the paper ball raised.

After a moment of standoff, Xia Jingshi sighed softly, “Even with a thousand kinds of feelings, who else can I tell? This Prince has already seen it—if you have anything else to say, you might as well say it all now.”

Feng Xi Yang was silent for a moment, her eyes brimming with sadness and pain as she looked at him. She forced a self-mocking smile. “I’ve become weak lately, unlike myself. Well, since we’ve come to this point, let’s clear things up… Perhaps my husband thinks our marriage is just a political alliance, but for Xi Yang, wealth and power mean nothing. Whether a prince or a commoner, as long as I’m with the one I love, even the hardest life would be sweet.”

She unconsciously clenched and unclenched the paper ball in her hand. “I just want my husband to stay by my side often and talk with me, to share burdens when we face difficulties. I’ve been hinting, overtly and covertly, always hoping that my husband could spend this life with me. Perhaps my status has troubled you, or perhaps there are other obstacles between us, but Xi Yang’s admiration for you is genuine in every aspect. We are already husband and wife, aren’t we? Why can’t my husband try to slowly accept Xi Yang?”

Xia Jingshi remained as calm as if all he heard had nothing to do with him. Only the light in his ink-black pupils flickered slightly, unusually bright and deep. “People always say what they can’t have is the best. So, your current feelings might be intense, but they will soon fade, and then disappear. When you look back in the future, you’ll realize it was just a momentary illusion. Yes, this Prince can give you support and warmth, but none of that would be love. Moreover,” he glanced faintly at the stunned Feng Xi Yang and continued slowly, “Even if this Prince were willing to give it, you’d better not crave that momentary warmth, because you never know when you might lose it. When that time comes, you’ll only feel colder.”

“Your gentleness and attentiveness are indeed unmatched by others, and of course, so is your cruelty,” Xi Yang smiled bitterly. “Why won’t you even lie to me… If you just said it, I would truly believe it. If you said you loved me, I could even persuade Father King to give up Fu Yixiao…”

“It has nothing to do with Yixiao,” Xia Jingshi imperceptibly clenched his fist. “Don’t disturb her happiness anymore.”

“Then what about my happiness? Why won’t you consider me for once?” Xi Yang smiled, accidentally blinking away a tear. “Why is your heart and mind full of her? What exactly do I lack compared to her…” She truly felt pain, a more real, heart-wrenching pain this time. For years, she had thrown herself wholeheartedly into her love for him, unknowingly sinking deeper and deeper, wanting with all her heart to make Xia Jingshi happy, wanting to dedicate herself to him, only to be shattered by his few casual words.

Xia Jingshi spoke calmly, “Someone as intelligent and confident as you, why ask such questions? We both know that this marriage is a poisonous quagmire, yet we both willingly sink ourselves into it, satisfying each other’s weaknesses. Why bother confronting this Prince about it now?”

In the light of the corridor lamps, Feng Xi Yang saw Xia Jingshi’s eyes. This elegant and aloof man had eyes devoid of emotion, hope, or the slightest ripple. Though they were as black as obsidian, they somehow exuded a sense of empty, desperate grayness.

She couldn’t help but shudder.

“Rest,” came a sigh-like whisper as Xia Jingshi brushed past her. Feng Xi Yang suddenly turned her head, her eyes filled with intense emotion. “My husband, I won’t let go!”

Xia Jingshi’s figure only paused for a moment before continuing forward. The howling wind caught his vague reply, hurling it against her ears, “Do as you wish!”

As if that last sentence had drained all her strength, Feng Xi Yang weakly supported herself against the wall, fumbling her way back to the bed.

The silk-covered quilt was still cold as if it could never be warmed. The spirit beast patterns on the bed curtains seemed to leap and dance as usual, as if they were about to pounce on her. She had nowhere to escape, nor the strength to flee. Unable to move, she lay with her eyes open until dawn.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 45
Ling Xueying and Yun Moxin quickly went from strangers to familiars, rapidly developing a deep mother-in-law and daughter-in-law relationship. If not for the strong opposition from Ning Shuchen and Ning Fei, Yun Moxin would have moved in to have late-night talks with Xueying on the very night they arrived in Lu City. In the following days, the two men took turns keeping this overly enthusiastic pair of in-laws within a safe distance, until…

One day, Ning Fei came to Xueying’s room early in the morning. Just as he was about to knock, he heard laughter from inside. “That’s right, so whenever he dares to be fierce with you, you just deal with him like this,” Ning Fei felt weak; this voice was so familiar he’d never forget it even in his next life—it was his mother, who seemed to favor her daughter-in-law over her son. “Okay!” came Xueying’s excited voice. “He’s quite nice usually, it’s only when I bring up learning to use a knife that he gets upset with me.” “That’s easy,” Yun Moxin said smugly, “You just need to…”

At this point, Ning Fei couldn’t bear it anymore and flung open the door. The excited discussion in the room quickly changed direction. “…, dark red, pomegranate, mountain flowers, and su fang wood can all be used to make rouge—Oh? Fei, why are you here so early?” Yun Moxin was applying rouge to Xueying’s face, only raising her eyelashes to glance at him before continuing animatedly, “There’s a flower called hong lan.

When it blooms, you pick the whole flower and pound it repeatedly in a stone mortar, wash away the yellow juice, and the remaining red juice, when dried in the shade, will congeal into another kind of thick, smooth cream. Press it into thin sheets, and it becomes the imperial golden flower rouge.” Xueying exclaimed in surprise, “People always said that the imperial golden flower rouge was made from the essence of a hundred rare flowers, but it turns out the process is so simple—Ning Fei, don’t stand there, you’re blocking the light!”

Ning Fei stood beside Yun Moxin, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. “Mother, why are you up so early?” Yun Moxin carefully wiped away excess powder from Xueying’s face with a silk cloth and replied, “Aren’t your in-laws arriving today? If I got up late, your father would keep me busy with this and that, and I wouldn’t have time to go with you to greet them.”

Ning Fei scratched his head embarrassedly, “Actually, Mother, you could just wait at home…” “Oh my! Where did this come from?” Yun Moxin suddenly exclaimed, picking up a piece of blue-green eyebrow pigment from the dressing table. “I’ve never seen this sold in the market.” Xueying said happily, “Father brought it back from his last trip. We have quite a few at home. If your Mother-in-law doesn’t mind that it’s been used, please take this one for now. When I go to the capital, I’ll bring more from home.”

“How could I?” Yun Moxin waved her hand hurriedly. “Besides, such a rare eyebrow pigment would be wasted on an old woman like me. Ah, if I didn’t have to appear in public so often, at my age, I wouldn’t bother with makeup and let people laugh…” “How could that be?” Xueying smiled, her eyes curving. “Standing next to you, Mother-in-law, people would think we were sisters. How could anyone laugh? Besides, I think my Mother-in-law’s eyebrows are drawn beautifully. I’ve been wanting to learn from you—if it’s a waste for you to use this eyebrow pigment, I certainly can’t afford to use it.”

These words delighted Yun Moxin. She turned to Ning Fei with a broad smile and slapped his chest hard. “I’ve always heard it’s better to have a daughter-in-law than a son—see? Xueying is so thoughtful. Not like you, always making your mother angry.” Ning Fei was caught off guard, choked, and started coughing.

Xueying hurried over to pat his back. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you suddenly coughing?” Yun Moxin also came over concernedly. “You haven’t been overworking yourself these past few days, have you? Why don’t you go back and rest? Your mother and Xueying can manage.” Ning Fei, still coughing awkwardly, mumbled, “It’s nothing, it’s nothing.” Seeing Yun Moxin about to speak again, he stepped back. “I’ll… I’ll go wake Father up,” he said, quickly fleeing the room.

Behind him came the triumphant laughter of the two women.

Xia Jingshi sat quietly in his study. A wisp of smoke still rose from the incense burner, and outside the window, the spotted bamboo swayed in the wind. In the corridor outside, the gray starling kept repeating, “Your Highness should rest, Your Highness should rest…” He suddenly laughed out loud. The servant grinding ink beside him looked at his smile in bewilderment but didn’t dare to ask why.

If not for that accident years ago, the imperial crown that everyone dreamed of and fought for might have truly fallen on his head. The gray starling hanging in the corridor now should have been like the one outside the Holy Emperor’s study, constantly calling out, “Long live Your Majesty, long live Your Majesty”…

Yi Xiao had probably never seen a talking bird before. When that gray starling saw people approaching, it had already fallen silent. She curiously tilted her head up, staring intently at the bird flapping its wings in the cage. Suddenly, she started clucking like she was calling chickens, “Cluck cluck cluck, say it again, say ‘Long live Your Majesty’, say it…” Her strange emphasis made him laugh softly. With the Holy Emperor so close by, Xiao Wei Ran managed to maintain a somewhat serious expression, but the corners of his mouth twitched uncontrollably. Ning Fei was already laughing so hard he was half-leaning on Wei Ran’s back. As they laughed, Ning Fei suddenly stood at attention—the Holy Emperor had appeared at the study door, apparently having heard the sounds from outside, his eyes filled with amusement.

When the Holy Emperor bestowed rewards, Yi Xiao was reluctant to come forward to receive them. After a long while, she shyly made a small request, “May this humble servant exchange these rewards for that bird outside?” As soon as she spoke, a palace attendant loudly rebuked, “How dare you, in front of His Majesty…” But the Holy Emperor waved his hand dismissively and asked, “What do you want the gray starling for?” She blushed and squeezed out a sentence, “Because… this servant has never seen such an interesting bird.” The Holy Emperor smiled, “The one outside is already trained and can’t be given to you. How about I give you an untrained one instead?” Yi Xiao was already kowtowing in joy.

Returning to Lu City with the gray starling and the training instructions copied by the palace bird trainer, Yi Xiao asked for leave and shut herself in the mansion. He was both amused and worried. Every time he sent someone to check on her, the answer was always the same, “Colonel Fu said she’s in seclusion and asks Your Highness to wait patiently.”

When Yi Xiao burst into his study carrying a large cage covered with black cloth, it was already a month later. She had visibly lost weight, but her eyes were still frighteningly bright. Before he could ask, she made a gesture for silence and gently lifted the black cloth covering the cage—the gray starling hopped up and down in the cage, but no matter how much she coaxed, it refused to speak. Yi Xiao dejectedly patted the cage, as if explaining and complaining, “What’s going on? It had learned, why has it gone mute since entering the inner city?”

Seeing Yi Xiao running with sweat all over her face, he poured a cup of tea and handed it to her. She was very thirsty and drank it all in one gulp like a cricket. She wiped the water from her lips with her sleeve and frowned, staring at the birdcage. The neglected gray starling suddenly called out clearly, “Your Highness should rest, Your Highness should rest!”

Yi Xiao was stunned for a moment, then suddenly cheered, throwing herself into his arms and shaking him vigorously. “Did you hear that? Did you hear that? Did you hear that?!” She pulled him, jumping and laughing. “It just spoke, it can speak! Hahaha!”

It’s easy to find priceless treasures, but hard to find someone who truly cares.

At that moment, his heart was filled with tenderness…

“Husband,” Feng Xi Yang called, pushing open the door of the study. In that instant when she raised her eyes, the smile that Xia Jingshi hadn’t had time to hide on his face struck her heart like a whip.

Such a gentle smile, of course, was not for her.

She lowered her head, as if she hadn’t seen anything, and handed the ceremonial note to Xia Jingshi. “This is the gift list I drafted. Would you like to look at it, husband?” Xia Jingshi nodded slightly and took it. After just a few lines, he frowned and picked up the purple bamboo silver-tipped brush to make changes to the note. “One plate each of gold and jade, coral, and blue-green prayer beads is enough. Ten each of gold long hairpins and flat hairpins. Two pairs each of gold, green jade, white jade, gold inlaid with pearls, and gold inlaid with coral bracelets. One pair each of coral, red-green, pearl, green jade, agarwood, and purple gold ingot bracelets. Cross out everything else—” He looked up at Feng Xi Yang. “For a second-rank noble lady, how can we bestow several dozen types and hundreds of pieces of jewelry alone?”
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Feng Xi Yang bit her lip, remaining silent. Xia Jingshi casually returned the gift list to her. Noticing her expression, he softened his voice, “Actually, when this Prince asked you to prepare wedding gifts, it wasn’t just about these items. But don’t worry too much. I can see you’ve put in a lot of effort. The beginning is always the hardest, and this is already quite good. Just proceed with this list.” Seeing that Xi Yang showed no intention of leaving, Xia Jingshi stood up from behind the desk and walked out. “This Prince has some matters to attend to. Please make yourself at home.” As soon as he finished speaking, he had disappeared beyond the door.

Her gaze fell on the five-character dragon-patterned wax paper spread out on the table. When she had entered earlier, a court attendant was grinding ink for him he had been preparing to write something…

“Is the Princess Consort looking for a book to read?” The court attendant interrupted her thoughts. “The study is over there.”

Feng Xi Yang shook her head, about to speak when a strange voice called from outside, “Your Highness should rest now, Your Highness should rest now.” It was that Han Gao bird.

The Han Gao seemed unaware of Xia Jingshi’s departure and continued calling tirelessly in the corridor. Xi Yang stared at it for a while, then suddenly turned to ask the court attendant in the study, “This Han Gao, who gave it to His Highness?”

The attendant was slightly startled, then respectfully answered, “In response to the Princess Consort, this servant does not know.”

Hearing this, Feng Xi Yang just smiled and casually walked out of the study. Even after walking far away, she couldn’t suppress the waves of irritation in her heart. She couldn’t help but look back once more—perhaps she was being oversensitive, but Han Gao’s manner of speaking was strikingly similar to Fu Yixiao’s.

The most glorious day in a woman’s life is her wedding day.

Xue Ying’s mother, Xue Ningsu, was a typical well-bred lady. On the day of the wedding, she woke up early, meticulously offered incense and prayers, and then personally helped Xue Ying put on her bright red wedding dress.

Xiu Mu also took the rare step of being serious, following the pre-determined steps, using a comb dipped in fragrant wine to carefully comb Xue Ying’s long hair. “One stroke for luck to the end, two strokes for harmony till old age, three strokes for many children and grandchildren, four strokes for wealth and prosperity…” As she spoke, she suddenly began to shed tears, sobbing, “From today on, a young miss will no longer be part of our family… Xiu Mu really can’t bear to part.”

Xue Ying, with slightly reddened eyes, scolded, “What do you mean not part of the family? It’s just marriage, not being thrown out by the father… If I had known earlier that calling you Xiu Mu would make you grow more foolish, I would have named you Monkey Spirit back then.”

Xiu Mu wiped her tears, complaining pitifully, “If young miss wants to change Xiu Mu’s name, Xiu Mu would naturally be happy, but, the young miss next door name their maids Wan’er or Shan’er, at worst Fang’er, why does young miss name us Xiu Mu or Hua Diao, and even Mao Xie…”

Xue Ying’s face darkened, and about to speak, when she saw her mother Xue Ningsu, who was applying eyebrow pigment, frowning. She quickly closed her mouth obediently, tilting her face to let her mother apply makeup, secretly wishing she had eyes on the back of her head so she could glare fiercely at Xiu Mu.

Indeed, other families’ maids were all named after fragrances, flowers, or grasses, but Xue Ying found these too common. So when naming her maids, she had spent a great deal of time thinking, repeatedly revising and rewriting, vowing to give them names unparalleled in heaven or on earth.

Xue Ying’s explanation for Xiu Mu’s name was: “A withered tree meeting spring.” Why? Because Xiu Mu’s original name was Chun Ni (Xiu Mu: >__<), so she changed just one character, and thus Xiu Mu got her name. Among all the maid names, she was most satisfied with Xiu Mu’s.

But only today did she realize that all her efforts had been in vain. Xiu Mu wasn’t at all grateful for the name she had wracked her brains to come up with but rather despised it…

“Press your lips,” Xue Ningsu handed her a piece of rouge. Xue Ying obediently pressed it against her lips following her mother’s hand.

“What Xiu Mu said is right,” (Xue Ying: !!, Xiu Mu: ^^) Putting down the rouge, Xue Ningsu lovingly smoothed Xue Ying’s forehead hair and spoke gently, “After marriage, you’ll take your husband’s surname. You’ll no longer be a daughter of the Ling family. Originally, I was against marrying into an official family, but your father said Ning Fei is a reliable boy, and the Ning family is also a good family that manages their household well, so I finally set my mind at ease. Once a daughter marries, she changes from a piece of her mother’s heart to a blade of grass in her mother-in-law’s eyes. In the future, you can’t be too willful. Don’t always follow your inclinations, understand?” Before she finished speaking, Xue Ningsu’s voice was already trembling, her eyes welling up with tears.

Xue Ying nestled coquettishly into her embrace, “Xue Ying is so obedient, mother-in-law will surely love Xue Ying as much as you do, mother. Don’t worry too much.” Xue Ningsu smiled through her tears, but couldn’t help poking Xue Ying’s forehead with her finger, “You and your glib tongue…” Xue Ying had meant to cheer her up, so she exaggeratedly leaned back following her mother’s finger, but lost her balance and, amidst Xiu Mu’s screams, fell straight to the ground.

“Topsy-turvy” was the phrase Xiu Mu would always use when recalling the young miss’s wedding day years later.

Ever since Ning Fei told Xue Ying that Feng Xi Yang had fallen ill and was bedridden due to the change in environment, Xue Ying had been praying to the heavens. She hoped that Feng Xi Yang would remain sick, at least too sick to attend the wedding banquet, because she didn’t want Feng Xi Yang to appear at an occasion where Yixiao should have been present. But it seemed the heavens hadn’t heard her small request. So now, she had to pay formal respects to Feng Xi Yang, who was attending her wedding as the Princess Consort and presenting wedding gifts… But she was unwilling, so she only gave a slight bow. Xia Jingshi merely said lightly, “We’re all family here, no need for such formalities.”

Before the ceremonial official could announce the start of the wedding, a city guard rushed in from outside, announcing loudly, “Envoys from Su Sha have arrived, saying they’ve come specifically to attend the wedding…” Feng Xi Yang, who had already been seated, stood up abruptly, exclaiming joyfully, “Has Su Sha sent people? Who has come?”

The hall fell silent, with pairs of eyes, some hostile, some accusing, coldly looking at her.

Xi Yang sensed the awkwardness and sat back down embarrassedly, apologizing softly to Xia Jingshi, “I’m sorry, I…” Xia Jingshi simply grunted in response, cutting her off, “It’s fine—let them enter the city!”
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Snow Shadow had previously sent a message to Yixiao regarding her wedding date with Ning Fei. However, considering the travel time, it would have been impossible for Yixiao to make arrangements and arrive in time after receiving the news. As they were speculating wildly, a travel-worn, capable middle-aged man approached quickly, led by the imperial guards. Upon seeing Snow Shadow and Ning Fei waiting outside the wedding hall, he hurriedly bowed and said, “Congratulations on your joyous occasion, General Ning and Madam Ning…”

“Who sent you?” Snow Shadow interrupted him. “Was it Yixiao?”

The man was stunned for a moment before responding with a smile, “This humble one’s surname is Huang, and I am a steward from the Prince’s mansion. When the Junior Consort mentioned that Madam and General Ning would soon be married, the Prince ordered me to deliver congratulatory gifts in advance. Halfway through my journey, I heard that the wedding was just days away, so I didn’t dare delay. I traveled day and night to ensure I didn’t fail the Prince and Junior Consort’s entrusted task.”

Xia Jingshi, who had already left his seat and approached, asked puzzledly, “What did you call Yixiao?”

Steward Huang, noticing his attire and recognizing him as the Marquis of Zhennan, respectfully answered, “In response to Your Lordship, I referred to her as Junior Consort.”

Xia Jingshi’s expression changed slightly, and he said coldly, “What exactly does Feng Suige mean by this?”

Steward Huang, seeing his sudden anger, became flustered, “Your Lordship, please calm down. This humble one… This humble one doesn’t understand…”

The guests inside the hall, who had been paying attention to the conversation at the door, now began to whisper among themselves.

Snow Shadow, confused, tugged at Ning Fei’s sleeve. “What’s wrong with ‘Junior Consort’?”

Ning Fei frowned, his expression serious. “The primary wife of a prince should be called ‘Prince Consort.’ ‘Junior Consort’ is used to address secondary wives.”

Snow Shadow’s eyes widened. “Are you saying Feng Suige has taken Yixiao as a concubine, and Yixiao agreed?”

Ning Fei hesitated briefly before nodding.

Feng Xiyang, who had followed Xia Jingshi out, quickly tried to explain, “Actually, considering Fu Yixiao’s background, for my royal brother to make her a secondary consort is already…”

Before she could finish, an enraged Snow Shadow interrupted her, “What’s wrong with Yixiao’s background? Are noble ladies so great?”

A sarcastic voice came from the crowd of guests in the hall, “The Princess Consort herself is a noble lady, of course, it’s a big deal!”

Xiyang swallowed her anger and tried to explain, “That’s not what I meant. I was saying that for my royal brother to make Yixiao a secondary consort, even just in front of our fath—” She suddenly couldn’t continue. Opposite her, Xia Jingshi’s icy gaze was fixed on her, his thin lips moving but not addressing her.

“Weiran, escort the Princess Consort back to her seat.”

Xiao Weiran responded and stepped forward, but before he could speak, Feng Xiyang suddenly laughed coldly. “Everyone knows deep down that Yixiao can’t be the Prince Consort, so why take your anger out on me?”

The hall suddenly fell silent, even Xia Jingshi was stunned.

Snow Shadow was so angry her eyes turned red, her hand gripping her sleeve trembled slightly, but she couldn’t utter a word of rebuttal. Ning Fei comfortingly put his arm around her shoulder and coldly said, “Yixiao and I grew up together. If she were the type to be content with a secondary position, she would be sitting in this hall now, not sending people from afar to deliver gifts to us!”

As Feng Xiyang was about to speak again, Xiao Weiran had already stepped to the side, separating her from the group at the door. His voice was soft but left no room for refusal, “Princess Consort, it’s better if you return to your seat.”

Feng Xiyang met his gaze for a moment, then gave a bitter smile. She turned around with dignity and pride, walking back to her seat. Xia Jingshi had also calmed down by now. “Please, let’s have our guest seated and talk,” he said, leading the way back into the hall.

After seating the pale-faced Steward Huang, Xiao Weiran gently reminded him, “Steward Huang, what you’re carrying on your back is—”

Steward Huang suddenly realized, fumbling to untie a tightly bound package from his back and handed it to Xiao Weiran.

Xiao Weiran glanced at Xia Jingshi, then turned to Snow Shadow and said softly, “Let’s open it here in the hall.” Snow Shadow nodded and, following his lead, unveiled the package, revealing a square, heavy agarwood box. Snow Shadow couldn’t help but mutter, “Goodness, using such a thing to pack gifts. I wonder if it’s filled with ginseng fruit?”

As she spoke, she reached out to undo the latch. The box opened to reveal two thin, old books. Just as Ning Fei’s face showed confusion, Snow Shadow and Xiao Weiran exclaimed in unison, “The sole copy of ‘Poluoan’!” Xia Jingshi raised an eyebrow and smiled, “Indeed, a fine gift!”

Xiao Weiran handed the box to Ning Fei and picked up one of the books, carefully flipping through a few pages. He sighed, “Let me read it first.” Snow Shadow, clutching the other book, glared at him, “No way, I’ll read it first, then I can lend it to you.” Xiao Weiran, unusually serious, said, “Then one for each of us, we’ll swap after we finish.” “Don’t even think about it,” Snow Shadow flatly refused.

As they were at an impasse, Ning Fei chuckled beside them, “Weiran, look at this.” Immediately, a wave of envious exclamations arose from the military officers in the hall. Xiao Weiran, forgetting the book in his hand, curiously leaned in, “Is it real?” Ning Fei handed over a dark, heavy dagger still in its sheath, “It should be genuine.” Snow Shadow, squeezed in beside them, glanced at the dagger, and said, “Advisor Xiao, this dagger seems to be quite valuable… Isn’t it inconvenient for you to look at it like this? Why don’t you put the book back in the box first?”

Xiao Weiran absent-mindedly agreed and was about to hand over the book when he suddenly realized and pulled it back, “I almost fell for your trick.” Snow Shadow stomped her feet in frustration, but Xiao Weiran pretended not to notice. He suddenly smiled and said, “That girl Yixiao has always been partial. We really can’t let her off the hook this time.” As he spoke, he took out two letters sealed with wax from the box Ning Fei was holding. “One of these is addressed to Your Highness,” he hesitated for a moment before presenting it to Xia Jingshi with both hands, “but it’s not in Yixiao’s handwriting.”

“It’s Prince Feng’s handwriting,” Xia Jingshi said after a glance, tucking the letter into his robes. He gestured to the master of ceremonies, “Why haven’t we started yet? We’re about to miss the auspicious time.”

“Was this the kind of gift my husband originally hoped Xiyang would prepare?” Feng Xiyang suddenly asked in a low voice, taking advantage of the noisy music. Xia Jingshi gave her a cool glance and said, “Perhaps she’s just borrowing someone else’s gift to curry favor, but as long as the sentiment is there, what’s given doesn’t matter.”

“Sister,” Qin Qi, properly carrying a sinew-horn bow on her back, bounced along behind Fu Yixiao, “Why don’t you try? If you went, you’d surely outdo that so-called Shusha First Arrow!”

“I haven’t touched a bow and arrow for years. It’s fine for daily play, but I’m afraid I’d embarrass myself in a real competition,” Fu Yixiao responded absent-mindedly, wandering through the flower garden.

That day, Feng Qishan agreed to Qin Qi’s request to learn archery from Feng Suige, but Qin Qi used Feng Suige as an excuse to follow Fu Yixiao around every day. Although the Prince’s mansion was quite large, no matter where she tried to hide, Qin Qi would find her. Seeing Qin Qi’s innocent and admiring gaze, Fu Yixiao couldn’t bring herself to speak harshly—truly a self-inflicted predicament, she thought, rolling her eyes at the sky.

“Yixiao,” Feng Suige appeared at the other end of the garden, “Little Qi, why are you here too?”

“Brother Feng!” Qin Qi joyfully ran towards him, “There’s going to be a martial arts competition in a few days. I’ve been trying to persuade Sister to participate.”

“Oh?” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow, looking at Yixiao. “If you feel cooped up in the mansion, it wouldn’t hurt to participate.” Qin Qi quickly chimed in agreement.

Yixiao flatly refused, “Participating in such events is just for fame, fortune, and status. Do you see me lacking in any of those now?”

Feng Suige smiled slyly, “There is indeed one thing you’re still missing.” Seeing Yixiao’s confusion, he pointed at her earlobe.

Yixiao took a step back, “Little Qi, why don’t you keep your Brother Feng company? I suddenly feel tired and want to take a nap.”

“Fu Yixiao!” Feng Suige saw she was about to escape and quickly caught up, blocking her path. “You promised to get your ears pierced!”

Yixiao took another step back, laughing dryly, “I did promise, that’s true, but I didn’t say when I’d do it…”
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Feng Suige took another step closer. “I’ve called all the earlobe-piercing servants to the manor. Are you still telling me you won’t go?” Yi Xiao immediately pointed at Qin Yi, who was watching from the side. “Xiao Yi doesn’t have pierced ears either.”

Qin Yi hurriedly covered her ears and exclaimed, “I haven’t had my coming-of-age ceremony yet, so it’s normal that I don’t!”

“Xiao Yi,” Feng Suige suddenly turned his attention, “do you like white jade earrings?” Qin Yi hesitantly lowered her hands. “I do.”

“If she still refuses to pierce her ears,” Feng Suige glanced at Yi Xiao, “when it’s time for your coming-of-age ceremony, I’ll give you her favorite pair of earrings…”

Before he could finish, Yi Xiao triumphantly pulled out the pair of earrings from her bosom and waved them at Feng Suige. “As long as I keep them on me, you can’t get them!”

Qin Yi clapped her hands and laughed, “Sister, you’ll have to take them off when you sleep at night. Won’t Brother Feng be able to get them then?” Yi Xiao’s smile instantly froze, and she glanced awkwardly at Feng Suige.

“Xiao Yi!” Feng Suige lightly scolded, “Who taught you that? It’s so improper!”

Qin Yi stuck out her tongue sheepishly. “I was just saying… Please don’t tell Grandfather—oh, Grandfather had some errands for me to do. I’m off!” She curtsied and ran away in a flash.

In the awkward silence that followed, Feng Suige slowly walked up to Yi Xiao and called her name softly, “Yi Xiao.” His gentle tone made her scalp tingle. She mumbled a vague response, “Mm, what is it?”

Feng Suige paused for a moment before sighing, “Don’t overthink it.”

Yi Xiao turned her face to look at the blood-red roses swaying by the fence. “I’m not—you seem to have been sleeping in the study recently.”

“Do you care where I spend my nights?” Feng Suige asked with a hint of a smile.

“No,” Yi Xiao said, somewhat unnaturally. “You’ve already done so much for me. Many times, you don’t need to consider me…”

“What are you trying to say?” Feng Suige’s expression gradually changed.

Yi Xiao glanced at him. “Can you not get angry and listen to me first?” Feng Suige nodded reluctantly.

Yi Xiao’s gaze fixed on a point in the air. “I don’t mean anything else. I just want to say, don’t let my presence affect your original life.”

“What do you think you are, and what do you think I am?” Feng Suige angrily interrupted her. “Are you going to tell me again that this is just a game, unrelated to feelings?!” Before he finished speaking, Yi Xiao turned to leave without even looking at him. Feng Suige rushed forward and grabbed her. “Explain yourself before you go!”

“Feng Suige,” Yi Xiao gritted her teeth, unable to break free from his grip. “I’m telling you, if you don’t want to argue, let go of me right now.”

“And I’m telling you, you’re the only one who thinks I’m just playing a game with you. In this life and the next, even if you don’t have a heart, I’ll make you grow one!” Feng Suige shouted fiercely.

Yi Xiao was stunned.

Seeing Yi Xiao’s pupils gradually constrict, Feng Suige’s heart sank. All his previous anger instantly dissipated. “Yi Xiao,” his voice lowered, even trembling slightly due to panic, “I didn’t mean that. Look, I promised I wouldn’t force you. I just, just…” He struggled to find the right words but still held Yi Xiao’s arm tightly, unwilling to loosen his grip even slightly.

Unexpectedly, Yi Xiao smiled faintly. “Just in terms of background, we’re worlds apart. I know I don’t have the beauty to attract you. It’s probably just my unintentional uniqueness that sparked your interest.”

She raised her hand to cover Feng Suige’s lips, preventing him from speaking. “Let me finish… This is the only reason I can think of for why you would fall in love with me. But I’m ordinary, not worth all this effort. Moreover, our temperaments are too similar. Each of our encounters is almost like experiencing a new clash. Once or twice might be fine, but how long can you tolerate me? Half a year? A year? It can’t be too long.”

“Yi Xiao, what exactly do you want?” Finally unable to hold back, Feng Suige pulled her hand away. When was the last time the usually carefree Feng Suige felt so frustrated? He couldn’t even remember.

“I don’t want anything,” Yi Xiao said calmly. “I originally thought I could control my destiny, but in the end, I found that life is about what it wants from me, not what I want. Desiring nothing is the only way to lose nothing…”

Feng Suige held her hand tightly. “But now I want to give to you. As long as it’s within my power, as long as I have it, take whatever you like.” His voice carried a hint of suppressed pain. “If you want eternity, I’ll give you forever. If you want a brilliant moment, I’ll accompany you in destruction. It doesn’t matter if you don’t believe me now. I’ll prove it to you. I’m worthy of your trust, not just in this life, but in three lives, even thirty lives. I can prove it to you!”

She smiled slightly. “Temporary and permanent, who can be completely sure until the moment comes? All we can be certain of is now, just this moment, or this instant. I’m not saying I don’t believe you, but what I want, you really can’t give.”

Feng Suige’s body suddenly tensed. “Are you saying you want me to set you free? Do you want to return to Xia Jingshi?”

“I never thought about returning to His Highness,” Yi Xiao answered simply and calmly. “As for freedom, I originally planned to wait until Princess Xiyang gave birth to His Highness’s child, and their relationship was stable, before proposing it to you or the King.”

“I won’t allow it,” Feng Suige said, enunciating each word with a sharp light flashing in his eyes. “Not even if it kills me!”

“You know,” Yi Xiao didn’t avoid his piercing gaze, “here, everyone smiles at me on the surface, but deep down they’re full of jealousy and hatred. Every pair of smiling eyes shoots glances that make me feel like I’m being stabbed by a thousand knives. Have you heard this saying, ‘The tallest tree catches the most wind’? I understand this principle.” She smiled at Feng Suige. “One question is enough to explain everything. You, the prince of Susha, the future King of Susha, will you take an official consort? Will you establish a queen? Will you, like all kings, have three palaces and six courtyards?”

Each question hit him like a hammer, leaving Feng Suige staring at Yi Xiao in a daze. Yes, he would.

Yi Xiao didn’t wait for his answer, or perhaps she never intended to let him answer. “Let’s not even talk about the hostility the King shows towards me. Just the powerful clans behind the future queen and concubines will surely be numerous. I have no roots or foundation in Susha, I’m alone and weak.

Once my existence is seen as a threat to the positions of the consorts, prompting Susha’s noble families to move against me, I could easily be erased without a trace in this place. Yes, you have the only powerful authority I could borrow to protect myself, but can you guard me every moment? Or can you guarantee that at that time, you’ll still protect me everywhere like you do now? Moreover, I don’t have such a generous heart. I only hope to be with my husband day and night. Heh, forget about three palaces and six courtyards, I can’t accept even one other woman.”

Despite trying her best to control herself, a hint of moisture appeared in Yi Xiao’s eyes. She instinctively gripped his hand and rested her forehead on his shoulder. “I’m just an ordinary person. I’m not as strong as you imagine. All the toughness you see is just to protect myself. I must live because I want to leave this place. I want to live a happy life like normal people. I want to visit my mother’s grave every year. I want to hold Snow Shadow and Ning Fei’s child. I don’t want to stay here waiting vaguely for others to scheme against me. I don’t know what’s waiting for me ahead, nor how many hidden arrows and cold guns are behind me… Tell me, what should I do to survive…”

Feng Suige’s eyes also became moist. He gently stroked Yi Xiao’s hair, saying nothing.
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The evening breeze brought wafts of fragrance, but Yi Xiao had no mood to appreciate the elegant pavilions and winding corridors nestled among the flowering trees. She felt like the soul of a warrior who died on the battlefield. If asked why he didn’t fight harder or break through the enemy lines, he would say that before his death, he had struggled and fought desperately, but it wasn’t enough. When he had used his last breath, he could only be captured, but he didn’t want to be a prisoner, so he chose to die in battle.

If she couldn’t break free, she too could only die fighting.

Qin Yi hadn’t come again, and Feng Suige hadn’t appeared for several days. From the occasional conversations among the servants, Yi Xiao learned that he had been staying at the Qin residence these past few days. Yi Xiao smiled calmly—she didn’t want to owe too much, because debts incurred in this life would have to be repaid in the next, and the next life, she didn’t want to return to this world.

The soft sound of footsteps stopped a few yards away. “Greetings, Junior Consort,” said a maid, sounding somewhat uneasy when facing Yi Xiao alone since the incident with Yun Yi. “Mr. Qin requests an audience…”

“Isn’t the Prince staying at the Qin residence?” Yi Xiao asked without turning around.

“Mr. Qin is here to see the Junior Consort,” the maid replied timidly. “If the Junior Consort doesn’t wish to see him…”

“Please invite Old Qin in,” Yi Xiao said, smoothing her wrinkled skirt as she stood up from the stone steps. The maid didn’t move. “Junior Consort… receiving external officials should be done in the main hall, otherwise…”

“Otherwise what?” Yi Xiao raised an eyebrow, amused. “With so many people coming and going in the inner quarters, do you fear I might have an affair with Old Qin under everyone’s watchful eyes?”

The maid’s face instantly turned pale. She knelt, repeatedly kowtowing. “Junior Consort, please spare me. I had no such intention.”

“No one’s after your life,” Yi Xiao waved her hand helplessly. “Go quickly!”

Moments later, Qin Yu walked in, laughing heartily. “The Junior Consort indeed acts differently from others. This is the first time in my life I’ve met a noble lady in the inner quarters.”

Yi Xiao gave a slight bow. “Old Qin jests. How could I be considered a noble lady?”

Qin Yu stopped in front of Yi Xiao, bowed, and looked her up and down. “The Junior Consort is straightforward, so I won’t beat around the bush either. I’ll speak plainly. I’ve come today at Prince Feng’s request.”

“Feng Suige?” Yi Xiao asked, slightly surprised. “What game is he playing now?”

Qin Yu smiled mysteriously. “I heard that a few days ago, Prince Feng and the Junior Consort had a small disagreement. Would the Junior Consort be willing to hear a few words from this old man?”

Yi Xiao slapped her forehead in frustration. “I already regret saying so much to him that day. I didn’t expect him to run and tell you—did he call it a small disagreement?”

Qin Yu smiled and glanced around before lowering his voice to ask, “Would the Junior Consort be interested in holding the Empress’s seal in the future?”

Yi Xiao’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of the Empress’s seal. Qin Yu maintained his casual demeanor, but his eyes betrayed a hint of eagerness.

“How much do you know about what I said that day, Old Qin?” Yi Xiao suddenly smiled.

“The Prince told this old man everything about that conversation,” Qin Yu said confidently. “The Junior Consort’s concerns are indeed real, but if this old man says he’s willing to help the Junior Consort, would you be willing to take a gamble?”

“Gamble? Why does Old Qin want me to gamble?” Yi Xiao frowned. “Or perhaps I should ask, what stake is Old Qin prepared to put down, and what benefit does he hope to gain?”

“This old man is a businessman. Everything depends on one’s judgment. I believe the Junior Consort has the ability, but currently lacks the necessary support. So, if the Junior Consort is willing, this old man’s stake would be all of the Qin family’s manpower, resources, and wealth. As for the benefit,” Qin Yu hesitated slightly but continued, “Because Susha has always looked down on merchants, no matter how much wealth the Qin family possesses, we’re still considered a lower class in Susha. Under the joint exclusion of noble families for generations, we’ve never been able to marry into political families. So, ahem—actually, this old man hopes to ride on the Junior Consort’s coattails to make the Qin family’s foundation more secure.”

Seeing her still somewhat puzzled expression, Qin Yu grinned. “Let me put it this way: if Susha can establish a commoner as Queen, those in court won’t be able to oppose marriages between political and merchant families in the future.”

“What about Feng Suige? What did he promise you?” Yi Xiao astutely asked about the person Qin Yu had intentionally or unintentionally avoided mentioning.

“The Junior Consort is indeed perceptive,” Qin Yu said, rubbing his hands somewhat awkwardly. “Prince Feng promised that if this old man could help him establish the Junior Consort as Queen, um, regardless of whether Xiao Yi bears a son or daughter in the future, the Qin family will be joined in marriage with the Feng royal clan.”

Yi Xiao’s expression gradually grew cold. “Does Old Qin think I will agree?”

Seeing her expression, Qin Yu answered cautiously, “I used to think so, but when Prince Feng relayed the Junior Consort’s words from a few days ago, this old man realized that I had misstepped before, or rather, I had been completely off the mark.”

“But Old Qin still came,” Yi Xiao said, holding back her emotions. “Or perhaps I could say since our first meeting in the banquet hall, Old Qin’s help to me has been obvious. I guessed then that Old Qin must have something he needed my help with. And today, Old Qin brings these exchange conditions that are meaningless to me, to trade for my promise and freedom—I don’t mean to mock you. On the contrary, I’m even more interested in what makes Old Qin so confident. Could Old Qin enlighten me?”

“It’s Prince Feng’s determination,” Qin Yu said steadily.

“Determination?” Yi Xiao was surprised.

Qin Yu nodded. “This old man watched Prince Feng grow up. After learning about the various incidents between the Prince and the Junior Consort, I initially thought that given the Prince’s competitive nature, his affection for the Junior Consort was all because he hadn’t won her heart—a form of rebellion against the King and those old ministers. So when this old man came to attend the birthday celebration for the Prince and the Junior Consort, I didn’t prepare any special gifts.”

Yi Xiao nodded unconsciously. Qin Yu continued slowly, “But this old man can see that the Prince is truly sincere this time.”

Yi Xiao smiled gently, looking steadily at Qin Yu. “Then can Old Qin see Yi Xiao’s decision?”

“The Junior Consort still doesn’t believe,” Qin Yu smiled helplessly. “How about this: this old man dares to request the Junior Consort to go to a certain place. Once there, the Junior Consort will understand.”

Yi Xiao pondered for a moment. “Please lead the way, Old Qin.”

Just as they reached the door, two men dressed as servants suddenly appeared from the shadows, blocking their way. They bowed to Yi Xiao before turning to Qin Yu. “May we ask where Mr. Qin intends to take the Junior Consort?”

Qin Yu calmly took something out of his pocket and showed it to them. Both men were startled but quickly retreated.

Yi Xiao had been watching silently, and now she laughed coldly. “This is part of his determination too, I suppose? How many junior consorts has Old Qin seen treated like this?”

Qin Yu didn’t explain, just smiled and continued leading the way.

Along the route, there were several more hidden guards, all of whom Qin Yu dismissed with the same object as before. But at the main gate of the Prince’s residence, a sturdy gatekeeper who looked like a farmer refused to let them pass, mumbling, “The Prince instructed that no one is to take the Junior Consort away while he’s not here.”

Qin Yu tried his best to persuade him but couldn’t get him to make an exception. Yi Xiao finally saw clearly that the object Qin Yu had been using to dismiss the guards was a dark gold token.

“Your name is Gu Yu, isn’t it?” Yi Xiao asked gently. She had heard servants say that Feng Suige had found a very burly simpleton to be the gatekeeper, but she thought it was a joke. She didn’t expect it to be true. “Mr. Qin has no ill intentions, and I’m just going out for a while.”

“Y-yes, Junior Consort,” Gu Yu stammered, fidgeting with his fingers nervously. “But the Prince told Gu Yu to watch over the Junior Consort. Otherwise, the Prince will be angry!”

“How about letting Gu Yu come with me?” Yi Xiao thought for a moment, looking to Qin Yu for approval. With no other option, Qin Yu nodded.
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Zhenzhus adorned the corridor lamps, while silk formed the curtains. Golden-leafed pillars carved with coiling dragons stood tall, and screens shaped like phoenixes were decorated with beautiful jade and colored glass. Looking around, under the bright moon and twinkling stars, the pearls seemed even more lustrous, their reflections dancing on the rippling water beneath the corridor. It was as if one stood in the ethereal glow of the Moon Palace, evoking a feeling of being wrapped in the Milky Way with the moon as a pillow.

Following Yi Xiao, Gu Yu gaped in awe, gradually breaking into a delighted expression. He muttered indistinctly, “This is the Moon Palace.” Qin Yu chuckled, “Does the Junior Consort like it here?”

“Is this what Elder Qin was referring to?” Yi Xiao turned her head, puzzled. “This is…”

“The Moon Palace,” Gu Yu stubbornly repeated. “This is the Moon Palace.”

“This way, Junior Consort,” Qin Yu said, stepping forward.

They rounded a screen wall adorned with nearly a thousand small golden Buddha statues, entering a small inner courtyard. Qin Yu pointed to one of the rooms lit with a warm yellow glow. Suddenly, he quickened his pace towards it, calling out, “Prince Feng!”

Yi Xiao halted abruptly, causing Gu Yu, who was closely following her, to nearly bump into her.

“Elder Qin…” Feng Suige responded, sliding open the door and rushing out. He paused when he saw Fu Yi Xiao and Gu Yu behind Qin Yu, blurting out, “Why are you here?” Yi Xiao managed a forced smile but didn’t answer. Qin Yu hastily explained, “Forgive me, Your Highness. This old Qin has always been clumsy with words. Fearing I couldn’t persuade the Junior Consort, I brought her here to see for herself.” Gu Yu nodded in agreement, “That’s why Gu Yu came too.”

Feng Suige’s expression was peculiar as he mumbled, “Mm, mm, you’ve come.” Seeing Yi Xiao had already turned her gaze elsewhere, Qin Yu coughed, “Your Highness and the Junior Consort can chat. This old Qin will take Gu Yu to look around elsewhere.” Seeing Feng Suige nod, he led Gu Yu away.

After a long while, Feng Suige asked softly, “Do you like it here?” Yi Xiao forced a smile, “It’s beautiful.”

“I asked Elder Qin to purchase it,” Feng Suige hesitated slightly. “I had planned to tell you after renovations were complete.”

Yi Xiao showed no sign of joy. She glanced around while casually taking a few steps towards the lit room. “It’s already very beautiful. Is it to be a villa, or do you plan to move the Prince’s manor here?”

Feng Suige intentionally blocked her path, pointing in another direction. “The arrangements over there are quite special. Would you like to see it? I’ll have someone light the lamps.” As he moved, Yi Xiao stopped, her gaze shifting between Feng Suige and the lit room. Suddenly, she showed a wry smile. “No need. I should go back.”

Seeing her expression, Feng Suige quickly grabbed her hand. “There are no women inside.”

“Did I say there were?” Yi Xiao smiled, though her eyes were cold. “Even if there were, what of it? The entire country will be yours in the future, Prince. What do a few women matter?”

Feng Suige grew anxious and pulled her towards the room. “You won’t believe anything I say. Why don’t you see for yourself?” Caught off guard, Yi Xiao was dragged a few steps before angrily struggling. “If there’s nothing, then there’s nothing. Why use force?”

Ignoring her protests, Feng Suige pulled her into the brightly lit room. He pushed her forward defiantly, pointing to a corner. “See? The woman is there.” Yi Xiao was already stunned—on a high table sat jade boxes filled with various pigments: red ochre, azurite, gamboge, rouge, and others. In the corner, a large piece of sheepskin was tightly stretched on a wooden frame. On it was painted a valiant woman in a red robe with a silver bow. Though unfinished with a blank face, the clothing and posture bore a striking resemblance to Yi Xiao in her days commanding the battlefield.

“Did you paint this?” she asked in a daze. “Is that me?” Even as she spoke, she had already walked forward, carefully examining the unfinished skin painting.

In the painting, the coral-red armor was riddled with sword cuts and gashes, tattered and torn. One corner was visibly missing a long strip of fabric, leading one to wonder if it had been torn off to serve as an impromptu bandage for some soldier—this was true battle armor. This was something court painters could never capture with their brushes, something only someone who had experienced war firsthand could depict—real battle armor.

“I didn’t know you could paint, and so well at that,” Yi Xiao said, engrossed. Her fingertip lightly touched a spot on the skin painting. “Here, the shoulder guard should be made of tanned leather, with eight protective folds. The fourth, sixth, and eighth folds should be carved with the totem of the Jinxiu Dynasty. The clasp here isn’t quite right either; it should be a leather strap pulled across the chest and fixed with rivets… But,” she turned back with a radiant smile, her eyes particularly bright in the lamplight, “I’m still impressed by your memory. If I hadn’t seen this painting, I would have forgotten what my old battle armor looked like.”

“Is that so? Then I’ll revise it tomorrow,” Feng Suige said, forgetting his earlier displeasure upon seeing her joy. He moved closer, pointing at the painting. “You don’t know how hard it was to find this coral-red pigment. I searched the entire Susha City and only found a tiny box.” He exaggerated by forming a small circle with his thumb and forefinger. “It’s a good thing Elder Qin returned. I spent an entire day rummaging through his storehouse before finally finding enough pigment. Otherwise, this painting would have been finished long ago. I had originally planned to give it to you on your birthday.”

Yi Xiao laughed in surprise, “Is it that hard to find? I don’t even like this color much. I just thought it could conceal bloodstains…”

“What did you say?” Feng Suige jumped up, staring at her for a moment. “Didn’t you say last time it was to lure enemies on the battlefield?”

Yi Xiao immediately rolled her eyes at him. “Did I say that? My former battle armor was silver-white, but it would always be covered in bloodstains when we returned from battle, drawing too much attention. His Majesty was always one to make a fuss over small matters. Seeing me covered in blood, he’d always anxiously call for physicians, making a big deal out of even the tiniest wound until the whole camp knew. So later, I had this red armor made specially. Didn’t you notice when you were painting? Blood doesn’t even show up on it. Lure enemies? Do you think everyone is as foolish as you?” With that, she burst into laughter.

Feng Suige’s heart trembled when she mentioned Xia Jingshi, but he quickly let it go—she had worn it only to conceal bloodstains, not to protect that man by luring enemies!

With this realization, he too began to laugh heartily, his laughter even louder than Yi Xiao’s.

Yi Xiao, who had been laughing, stopped in confusion when she saw his uncontrollable mirth. “What did you think of that’s making you laugh like this?”

Feng Suige shook his head while still laughing, “Nothing, nothing. I just thought of something. I’ll be fine after laughing…” Yi Xiao pursed her lips, ready to tease him, but seeing him laugh so joyfully, she couldn’t help but chuckle again.

“Yi Xiao,” Feng Suige said, his eyes sparkling with laughter, his expression becoming more solemn even as his smile lingered, “Can you surpass them?”

Yi Xiao, still with a trace of a smile, asked him puzzledly, “Surpass whom?”

“Them,” Feng Suige’s gaze was full of tenderness and adoration. “Can you surpass them, and not just with Elder Qin’s help, but with your strength? Prove to the world that you can surpass all women, and even—them?”
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“Them?” Yi Xiao remained puzzled, her smile gradually fading.

“Yes, them. Those civil and military officials, even the King Father,” Feng Suige nodded firmly. “Because if I become King, I will declare you as Queen on the day of my coronation!”

Yi Xiao’s expression changed dramatically. She sneered, “Should I kneel and thank you in advance?”

“Let me finish,” Feng Suige seemed oblivious to her anger, speaking urgently. “I’ve thought over what you said that day. No matter what, I won’t let you return to Jinxiu. I want to keep you by my side. Although I can’t think of a better way to express it, I truly hope you can see my sincerity, even if just a little.”

“Stay by your side, and then play archery a few times each day, followed by some battles of wit?” Yi Xiao coldly pointed out. “This isn’t a consultation, but an announcement of your decision. If you’re just announcing your decision, why put on this facade of discussing it with me?”

Feng Suige grabbed her shoulders. “Yi Xiao, I know this will not only make you hate me but also put you in opposition to most people. But this is currently the only way I can win you over. I swear on my life, whether you’re that person’s lover or still love him, from today on, I will never let you go. We will be entangled until death in every lifetime, in every reincarnation, I swear!”

Fu Yi Xiao glared fiercely at Feng Suige. His hands gripping her shoulders were forceful, even trembling slightly. Suddenly, she swung at Feng Suige’s hands. He dodged back, looking at her with a slightly dimmed expression. But then he heard Yi Xiao say through gritted teeth, “Feng Suige, if one day I kill you with my own hands, don’t blame me. You forced me to it!”

“You’ve agreed,” Feng Suige’s face lit up as if he hadn’t heard her threat. “You’ve agreed, haven’t you?” The fierce anger in Yi Xiao’s eyes had long since turned to resolute indifference. Her gaze fell on the skin painting in the corner, and she replied irrelevantly, “Feng Suige, I don’t hate you. But if there is a next life, I only wish that we never meet again, in heaven or on earth…”

Power and status meant endless struggle and killing.

She had never told anyone that she detested killing, even though she never hesitated on the battlefield. Because then, her choice wasn’t whether to kill or not, but to kill or be killed. This choice would one day be lost, though she didn’t know when—she only had her self-respect left, so she wanted to hold her head high. Even if she died in battle one day, she wanted to die with dignity.

Feng Suige stood there, stunned. Her last words pained his heart deeply. After a long while, he managed a forced smile, “King You of Zhou lit beacon fires to tease the feudal lords, all to win a smile from Bao Si… I offer you the position of Queen and my true heart, yet I only receive your anger. Is it that I’ve used the wrong method, or are you too hard to please? Very well, all I have to accompany you is this life. If you want it, come and take it yourself!”

“If you die, then everything will be gone, and I will soon forget you. Don’t you think this is meaningless?” Yi Xiao coldly turned her head away. But Feng Suige showed a strange smile, “So I’ve made a bet.”

Yi Xiao still didn’t look at him, but couldn’t help asking, “Bet on what?” Her hands at her sides had already tightly clenched into fists as if she had already foreseen his answer.

“Bet. That. You. Can’t. Resist,” Feng Suige whispered each word distinctly in her ear.

Fu Yi Xiao furiously swept everything off the table, including the embroidered tablecloth. With a series of clanging sounds, a palace lamp adorned with crystal pearls and agate shattered on the floor—it was the most expensive and elegant lamp in the Prince’s manor. The maid who had already retreated to the outer room prayed with a wailing face, hands clasped, muttering to Buddha, hoping that the Junior Consort’s anger would subside soon, that she could go in to clean up the mess soon, that the guard who had gone to notify the Prince would bring him back soon…

Bet. That. You. Can’t. Resist. The four words crashed down like thunder, striking her heart. For a moment, even breathing became difficult.

After saying those four words, Feng Suige called to her softly, “Yi Xiao—”

She suppressed her ragged breathing, forcing herself to calm down. “What is it?” As she spoke, she turned to look at him. Feng Suige’s face grew larger in her vision as he lowered his head—she stood rigidly as if trapped by the frozen air around her until his hot breath blew on her lips. “Are you waiting for me to kiss you?”

Yi Xiao suddenly pushed him away and rushed out of the room, running wildly back to the Prince’s manor. Returning to her empty room, she almost vomited, unsure whether she was disgusted by Feng Suige’s manipulation or by her failure to resist.

Fu Yi Xiao, what were you expecting at that moment? Why did you return here after leaving that place? What were you thinking? Self-loathing continuously battered her taut nerves.

Fu Yi Xiao, like a cornered beast, kicked away the palace stool blocking her path, grabbed the Tan Lang bow and quiver from the table, and headed for the door. She couldn’t take it anymore. She no longer wanted to think about that nauseating scene. She wanted to leave the Prince’s manor, to leave Susha, even if the result of venturing out alone meant dying at the city gates. She didn’t want to see that person again.

“Junior Consort… Junior Consort, where are you going?” The night-duty maid called out, chasing after her. Yi Xiao turned back sharply, saying fiercely, “Shut up. If you follow me, I’ll kill you first.” The maid immediately fell silent and stopped in her tracks.

There was no time to waste. Yi Xiao quickened her pace. The maid’s earlier cries had already alerted the night patrol, and faint voices could be heard.

“Who goes there—” In the dim light, a shadow flashed. Yi Xiao, prepared, took advantage of the darkness and ducked past the approaching sentry. Her right hand raised the Tan Lang bow, and she struck the sentry’s neck hard with the bow arm. The sentry only let out a muffled groan before collapsing softly.

Lanterns were gradually being lit, near and far. Yi Xiao’s eyes shone unusually bright in the faint light. Her natural night vision had once made her a key force in several night raids on the Susha camp. Ironically, after fighting so many battles, enduring so much hardship, and killing so many Susha soldiers and generals, her current identity was now that of a Susha Prince’s consort.

Calls came from the back courtyard, and the front courtyard’s lamps were lighting up one by one. Yi Xiao slung the Tan Lang bow on her back, pulled out two arrows, and broke off their fletching, leaving two-foot-long arrow shafts as makeshift close-combat weapons. She gripped the broken arrows tightly and crouched in the shadow of the shrubs, avoiding a squad of the Prince’s manor guards rushing past. If she could safely cross the open space ahead, she was confident she could escape the manor.
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Yi Xiao arched her back, poised to leap forward. “Bring more torches!” An urgent voice called out. “We must hold this position at all costs!” Feng Suige? When did he return? But now was not the time to ponder such things. If she delayed any longer, it would be difficult to escape once he finished deploying his forces.

Yi Xiao hesitated, then gritted her teeth and darted out. Several shouts rang out from nearby, “The Junior Consort is there!” “Junior Consort!” “Yi Xiao!” Feng Suige practically lunged towards her.

He didn’t want to always see Yi Xiao’s hot and cold behavior, so he had provoked her earlier. But after she ran away, he regretted it and soon started rushing back. While still considering how to coax her forgiveness, he encountered two servants hurrying to report—Yi Xiao was angry, very angry.

Seeing him fly over to block her path, Yi Xiao’s gaze turned fierce. She held the broken arrow close to her arm, lowered her head, and bent her elbow, mercilessly charging toward Feng Suige’s chest like an arrow. The guards who couldn’t reach him in time cried out in alarm, “Prince, be careful!”

Feng Suige instinctively slid back slightly, barely avoiding the arrowhead that grazed his chest. His clothes were torn a bit, causing him to break out in a cold sweat.

Yi Xiao’s strike missed, but she didn’t engage him further. She spun around to leave, and Feng Suige didn’t hesitate to quickly chase after her. He desperately grabbed her, urgently saying, “Don’t go, I need to explain…” “No need!” Yi Xiao’s eyes reddened as she violently shook off his hand, quickening her pace.

A painful, numbing sensation spread from his hand to his heart. In that brief moment their eyes met, hers held only wariness. Behind that wariness, how much suspicion and anger lay hidden? He dared not look too closely, and called out sternly, “Gu Yu, stop the Junior Consort!”

A tall, dark figure appeared in front, blocking Yi Xiao’s path. She paused briefly, then raised the broken arrow and pounced on him.

As the sharp arrowhead pierced Gu Yu’s chest, his body only reflexively flinched, but he didn’t dodge or resist. Yi Xiao quickly pulled back her hand and stepped away, angrily saying, “Why didn’t you dodge? Are you so certain I wouldn’t kill you?” Gu Yu stammered, “Junior Consort… is good person. Won’t kill Gu Yu.”

“Good person?” She laughed coldly, pressing the arrowhead to Gu Yu’s chest again. “My hands are stained with Du Sha people’s blood, yet you still call me good?” “Junior Consort never called Gu Yu stupid, even took Gu Yu to Moon Palace,” he struggled to speak more clearly, then pointed at his now bloodied chest, “Also didn’t kill Gu Yu…”

Yi Xiao froze, staring at Gu Yu’s clear eyes. She stood there, stunned, as Feng Suige cautiously approached and moved the broken arrow away from Gu Yu’s chest. She didn’t object.

Many years ago, she too had possessed such a pure soul…

In the firelight, a faint glimmer crossed Yi Xiao’s cheek and quickly vanished. Feng Suige became alarmed, excitedly grabbing her hand and pulling her into the light. “Why are you crying? Are you unwell? Why are you shaking?”

Yi Xiao suddenly laughed, reaching out to roughly grab Feng Suige’s long hair. He bit his lip silently, allowing her to pull. Her voice circled in her throat a few times before becoming audibly hoarse, “Why did you barge into my life? Why bring me to Du Sha? Why do you keep entangling me, why won’t you let me go?”

Feng Suige just silently gazed at her, his complex gaze more intense, tender, and resolute than ever before.

Suddenly, he grasped Yi Xiao’s right hand, gripping it firmly as if to prove his existence. Yi Xiao glared at him, instinctively trying to break free from his restraining hand, but he held on even tighter, using greater force to press her hand against his heavily heaving chest.

Feng Suige stared intently at Yi Xiao, saying softly, “If you’re willing, from now on, I’ll give you everything I have.” Yi Xiao shook her head stubbornly, using her free hand to pry his fingers open one by one. “I don’t want it. I don’t want anything of yours!”

“You must take it because I only want to give it to you,” he insisted, pressing her hand tightly to his chest, his fingertips digging deep into her wrist. As he spoke, the vibrations from his chest nearly drove her to the brink.

Yi Xiao took a breath and screamed like a madwoman, “I said I don’t want it… I don’t want it! I hate social niceties, I hate status and reputation, and I hate those schemes and machinations even more. I just want to be an ordinary person. Why won’t you let me go? I’m so tired, I beg you to let me go!”

Feng Suige suddenly smiled charmingly, leaning close to her body. “Yi Xiao, you like me a little. Why won’t you admit it?” He sighed lightly. “Why are you so stubborn about not accepting me?”

Stubborn? Not daring to admit it?

He stared at her unrelentingly. Yi Xiao felt she couldn’t bear it anymore. The heat from his palm was unbearable. She knew her expression must be hideous now because she could see it reflected in his pupils—his eyes were smiling. What right did he have to smile? He had destroyed her life, yet he could still smile.

Yi Xiao was furious.

“Feng Suige, if this is some ploy you’re playing, then you’ve succeeded,” Yi Xiao suddenly laughed, a crazed and gloomy laugh. “If you insist on dragging me down to ruin, then let’s go together! Who’s afraid of whom?” “Alright,” he agreed softly, grinning to show a row of neat white teeth. “Then let’s see who gets scared first!”

Yi Xiao’s face looked bewitching in the firelight, a fox-like cunning flashing in her eyes. She leaned in close to him playfully and said softly, “But remember what you said—that you would never let go of me. You must remember not to release your hand, or I’ll fly away, vanishing without a trace. You won’t be able to find me or catch me. Don’t hate me then—you shouldn’t have let go!”

Feng Suige listened with a smile, then said solemnly as if taking an oath, “I won’t. As long as I have breath in my body, I will never allow you to leave!”

“I’ll remember too,” Yi Xiao smiled bitterly. “Someone once said that marrying is worse than attacking a city. One shouldn’t think that entering the city settles everything. Now I finally understand—after entering the city, the troubles truly begin.”
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In the long night, Feng Xiyang had a lengthy dream. It was filled with joys settled in past events, now shrouded in a veil of sadness and confusion, as distant as flowers seen through the mist. Looking back, it seemed like eons had passed.

Such karma must mean she had committed great evil in her past life to suffer so in this one. She never imagined that after half a lifetime of glory, she would end up like this.

She should feel resentful. The tenderness he once showed was like a knife, constantly cutting her heart, leaving bleeding wounds. If she truly had confidence in winning this battle of love, why would there be so much hatred? But if she couldn’t move past it…

If she couldn’t move on, life would be but a dream. Love would be wasted, devotion is wasted, life helpless, and death helpless. The mortal realm was nothing but love, hate, life, and death. The word “love” was written with strokes of pain, and everything was just an obsession that couldn’t be severed in this mortal realm, yet it had reached its end too soon.

In her dream, Xia Jingshi’s handsome face remained, yet so refined she could find no trace of him. She only remembered the frozen melancholy in his eyes and the remnants of tender innocence revealed inadvertently between his brows from that first fleeting glance years ago. But now all she could see were those startled eyes, incomparably cold.

The wind suddenly rose, and cicada wing-like petals danced in it, stirring up a sky full of light red gauze.

In his memory, there must also be such a wisp of deep red. They gently brushed past his black hair with the wind, falling petal by petal-like clouds and smoke. There was a faint fragrance in the fleeting moment, dispersing before he could smell it closely. But she knew it was mandrake, deep red, like a gorgeous fire, blooming silently for him.

Those deep red petals were also scattered all over the ground in her dream. She bent down to scoop up a handful of remaining red, but in the blink of an eye, it fell into a grave, leaving only desolate melancholy. It meandered into fresh blood carrying obsession, resentment, and hatred, wrapping around her as she flowed towards the netherworld, each step splashing up a spray of blood.

This was a very long night, and also a very long dream, full of layers upon layers of sorrowful red, with no other shore.

Feng Xiyang woke from her dream, still weary. The air was filled with the fragrance brought by the night wind. She murmured hazily, “Mandrake…” As soon as the words left her mouth, she was fully awake. Carefully discerning, she realized it was the sweet milky scent of lotus incense burning in the silver-carved censer, and she finally relaxed.

Her gaze moved to the writing desk and stopped. On the desk was scattered a pile of rainbow-hued, gold-flecked dragon and phoenix-patterned paper, with a gauze-like soft texture…

This time, Steward Huang had brought a secret letter from her father. In the letter, her father asked about her recent situation and specifically instructed her to take good care of her health and strive to bear children for Xia Jingshi soon, to secure her position in Jin Xiu. Xiyang smiled bitterly. Given Xia Jingshi’s distance and coldness towards her, it was already difficult to get close to him, let alone have the chance to bear children. How should she reply to this letter?

Suddenly, she thought of the letter her royal brother had written to Xia Jingshi. What would her brother say to him? Perhaps he would instruct Xia Jingshi to take good care of her, or perhaps… about Yi Xiao.

Then she thought of the five-character dragon-entwined pink wax paper on Xia Jingshi’s desk.

Though it was midsummer, she shivered.

Wearing a peach-red and bright purple phoenix-tail skirt, carefully concealing the dullness of a sleepless night with peach blossom powder, Feng Xiyang, carrying a few half-opened lotus flowers, walked towards Xia Jingshi’s study.

Feng Xiyang’s arrival was abrupt, and her steps were quick. Just as the guards outside the study raised their voices to announce her, she had already pushed open the door with a smile. Xia Jingshi’s expression remained unchanged, seemingly casually picking up a book and opening it, covering the documents on his desk.

“Is my husband busy?” She cheerfully put down the lotus flowers, took a large porcelain vase that looked relatively matching from a nearby curio shelf, and inserted the lotus flowers one by one. “This morning, I took a walk by the lotus pond and saw the new lotuses blooming beautifully. I couldn’t resist picking a few and thought to bring some to you.”

Xia Jingshi quietly watched her every move, as if waiting for her to state her purpose. It wasn’t until she slightly struggled to lift the vase that he stood up, came forward to take the vase from her hands, and placed it on a nearby redwood table. Feng Xiyang stepped back a few paces to examine it from different angles, then nodded with satisfaction, “This will make the whole room much more lively.”

Seeing Xia Jingshi return to his seat without a word, Feng Xiyang reluctantly asked, “Can you help me with something, husband?” Xia Jingshi hesitated for a moment before asking, “What is it?”

Feng Xiyang took out Feng Qishan’s secret letter from her sleeve and placed it in front of Xia Jingshi. “Father had Steward Huang bring me a letter…” Xia Jingshi glanced at the envelope but showed no intention of taking it. Xiyang had to say, “Don’t you want to read it first?”

“If the Princess Consort has any requests, please speak directly,” Xia Jingshi said flatly. “It’s like this,” Feng Xiyang smiled radiantly, “I was hoping you could write the reply. This way, Father would be more at ease…”

Xia Jingshi frowned slightly, “It wouldn’t be appropriate for me to read a letter the King wrote to you.” “How could that be? You’re my husband. We’re family, there’s nothing inappropriate,” Feng Xiyang said. Suddenly, she caught a glimpse of something pale blue on his desk—she picked it up without thinking. It was an exquisitely crafted glass hairpin. But why was it here?

Xia Jingshi’s face showed no abnormality. Seeing her curiosity, he smiled slightly and said, “This is a top-quality glass from the imperial kiln in the capital. The color is pure and the quality is firm. If we happen to be there when the kiln opens during our visit to the capital, we could purchase more in different colors.” Feng Xiyang’s heart stirred, and she smiled, “Actually, this one is very nice…” “This one won’t do,” Xia Jingshi rejected without hesitation, “Someone left it here, and I need to return it in a few days.”

“Then never mind—” Feng Xiyang’s smile didn’t fade as she handed the hairpin back to him. “By the way, didn’t my royal brother bring you a letter? Did he mention my jade pillow? I left in such a hurry that I forgot to bring it…”

A barely noticeable mockery flashed in Xia Jingshi’s eyes, but he didn’t say much. He put the hairpin away in his robe and pulled out the already opened envelope from among the books on his desk, handing it to Feng Xiyang. “He probably didn’t mention it, but I read it in a hurry and might have missed something. Why don’t you read it again, Princess Consort?”

Under his cold gaze, Feng Xiyang almost looked embarrassed. She quickly waved her hand, “If you didn’t see it, then it’s not there. That thing isn’t necessary. But Father’s letter—” She waved the letter in her hand as she spoke.

“If the Princess Consort has something to say, please speak directly,” Xia Jingshi’s fingertips tapped lightly on the desk, making a faint tapping sound. His tone began to show impatience, “I have many things to attend to.”
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“It’s nothing serious,” Feng Xiyang paused, then said with determination, “It’s just that Father King sent a letter inquiring about some matters, and Xiyang couldn’t answer, so I had to seek my husband’s help.” Xia Jingshi raised an eyebrow questioningly and reached out to take the letter she handed over. As he opened it and began to read, Xiyang’s heart leaped to her throat, watching Xia Jingshi’s expression without blinking.

After a long while, Xia Jingshi slowly raised his head. “This Prince—cannot help you,” he said. His words were like a slap across her face, so forceful that Feng Xiyang was overwhelmed with shame and anger. He held out the letter, but she didn’t take it. As both released their grip, the letter gracefully fluttered to the ground.

“Are you remaining faithful to her?” Xiyang didn’t pick up the letter. “My husband, don’t forget that in terms of seniority, you should now call her Imperial Sister-in-law.”

“This Prince is happy for her,” Xia Jingshi said calmly, without anger. “Because she married someone who can give her happiness.”

Feng Xiyang laughed coldly. “Why do your words make me feel like you’re enjoying unparalleled happiness in this world?”

Xia Jingshi smiled instead. “Don’t you think this is the truth?”

“I don’t think so,” Xiyang retorted. “If you were happy, why would you take out your anger on me because she married as a secondary wife? Unless you’re thinking of her, your face always wears an expression devoid of emotion…”

“This is the last time This Prince will discuss this topic with you,” Xia Jingshi was angry. He frowned, the gentleness that once resembled moonlight flowing in his eyes long gone. “How This Prince treats you has nothing to do with Yi Xiao, just as marrying you as a consort has nothing to do with loving you. Do you think that just because you invest emotions, others must reciprocate equally? Then why didn’t you marry that military officer Su Sha who proposed to you? Or perhaps I should ask you this: Should this Prince take all the women who admire him into his private chambers? You simply refuse to face reality. This Prince doesn’t love you, not in the past, not now, nor in the future…”

“Stop talking! If you hate me so much, why didn’t you reject me from the beginning?! Why did you marry me?!!” Feng Xiyang covered her ears and shouted, tears streaming down uncontrollably. “You’ve ruined me!!!!”

“Did This Prince ever have a chance to refuse? Moreover,” Xia Jingshi displayed a strange smile, “You were the one who brought up this topic, so why are you telling This Prince to stop talking? You were the one who insisted on marrying no one but This Prince, so why do you say This Prince has ruined you?…”

“Shut up,” Feng Xiyang shouted, sweeping all the documents and writing implements off Xia Jingshi’s desk in a frenzy. Amidst the clattering noise, she turned and stumbled out the door. The guards who rushed in upon hearing the commotion stood dumbfounded at the doorway, unsure whether to advance or retreat.

Xia Jingshi sighed softly and said gently, “Have someone come and clean up, and call Wei Ran here.”

The sun had fully risen, and there wasn’t a single cloud in the azure sky. The dazzling golden sunlight was so bright that one could hardly open their eyes, yet Fu Yi Xiao was almost fanatically tilting her head back to admire it—it was the ruler of all things, and she wondered whether its gaze upon the mundane people of the world contained compassion or pride.

After a struggle, she had finally fallen into the trap, like a small insect caught in a spider’s web—the more desperately it tried to break free, the more tightly it was wrapped in silk. No, she shook her head instinctively, she hadn’t reached the point of no return yet. Although the odds weren’t in her favor, still…

Nothing could make her submit—not power, status, money, or even death. Nothing.

Feng Suige had spent the night in the new chamber for the first time, but he had only lain beside her without any transgression. Although she had received his promise beforehand, she still tightly clutched a sharp hairpin hidden by her pillow, counting his steady breaths beside her. She passed the entire night like this, only succumbing to exhaustion and falling into a deep sleep at dawn.

When she woke up, Feng Suige was nowhere to be seen, and the sharp hairpin she had been holding tightly had also disappeared. Fu Yi Xiao searched the bedding thoroughly but couldn’t find it. However, when she got up, she discovered that hairpin on the dressing table.

Yi Xiao couldn’t help but smile, wondering what expression Feng Suige had when he discovered the hairpin.

After washing up, Yi Xiao sat by the table, carefully wiping Lang Lang with a soft cloth. Last night’s infiltration and crawling had left several new marks on the bow—she wondered how badly injured the sentry she had knocked down was.

“Junior Consort,” a maid entered the room carrying a lacquer tray, “It’s time to take your medicine.” Yi Xiao slowed her movements of wiping Lang Lang and asked puzzledly, “Medicine? What medicine?” The maid had already placed the lacquer tray on the table and brought a cup of thick black medicinal soup to her side. “It’s the Prince’s orders. He instructed that as soon as the Junior Consort wakes up, the medicine should be brought first—please drink it while it’s hot, Junior Consort!”

Yi Xiao frowned and asked, “What kind of medicine is this?” The maid blushed and said, “Naturally, it’s to nourish your body. The Junior Consort needs to bear a little prince soon, so your body must be well-conditioned first…”

Yi Xiao stared at the medicine cup for a moment, then suddenly laughed coldly. “I’m afraid this isn’t the Prince’s order, is it?” The maid’s face paled, and she forced a smile, “Please forgive this servant’s ignorance…” Yi Xiao looked up, her cold gaze piercing into the maid’s eyes. “This is the Emperor’s wish.” The maid shrank back, stammering, “This servant doesn’t understand the Junior Consort’s words…”

“You don’t understand?” Yi Xiao put down Lang Lang and leisurely picked at her nails. “I don’t quite understand either. How about this—I’ll have Ju Yu invite the Prince back, and then everyone will understand.”

With a thud, the maid fell to her knees, her whole body trembling as she pleaded, “Please spare me, Junior Consort. This servant was only following orders. I beg the Junior Consort to spare my life.”

Yi Xiao stood up with an ambiguous smile and paced a few steps. “Spare your life? But I want to ask you one more time: who sent you to deliver this, and what kind of medicine is this?”

“It’s… it’s…” The maid almost collapsed there, unable to utter a complete sentence. Yi Xiao raised an eyebrow, “Could it be poison?” “No!” The maid frantically kowtowed in terror. “Junior Consort, please see clearly, this is just ordinary contraceptive medicine…”

“Oh—” Yi Xiao drawled, “So it’s just ordinary contraceptive medicine. Then who sent you to deliver it?” Seeing that she couldn’t hide it anymore, the maid steeled herself and said loudly, “It was Consort Jing who had this servant deliver it!”

“Consort Jing?” This was far beyond Yi Xiao’s expectations. She repeated confusedly, “It was Consort Jing who had you deliver it?” “It’s true,” the maid, seeing her expression, anxiously prostrated herself at Yi Xiao’s feet. “The medicine was sent by Consort Jing early this morning. She instructed this servant to brew it first and bring it over as soon as the Junior Consort woke up—if this servant has spoken even half a false word, may I die a terrible death!”

“What does this have to do with Consort Jing?” Yi Xiao still didn’t understand.

“Consort Jing can’t bear children, and she has always wanted to marry her niece into the Prince’s household,” Feng Suige strode in, visibly relieved when he saw the full cup of medicine on the table. Still apprehensive, he pulled Yi Xiao into his arms and asked softly, “Are you alright?”
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“I’m fine…” Yi Xiao was still a bit dazed, allowing him to hold her. “I thought it was the Emperor…”

Feng Suige’s jaw clenched a few times as if he were viciously chewing on something. He glared fiercely at the maid prostrating herself on the ground, too afraid to move. “Go to the steward’s office for punishment. Are you waiting for me to do it myself?” The maid’s face turned deathly pale, but she didn’t dare plead for mercy, silently kneeling as she backed out.

The guards who had entered with Feng Suige escorted the maid away. Feng Suige called one back, pointing at the bowl of medicine on the table and ordering, “Take this to the physician for examination. Report back as soon as possible.” The guard answered briefly and left with the medicine cup.

Only Feng Suige and Fu Yi Xiao remained in the room.

“I will thoroughly investigate all the servants in the household,” Feng Suige said softly. “This won’t happen again.” Yi Xiao sighed and pulled away from his embrace. “It’s alright, you came quickly.”

“You’re blaming me,” Feng Suige sighed as well. “I admit, putting you in such a dangerous situation was because I was too selfish. But I will truly do my utmost to protect you. You can try to trust me.”

“I do trust you,” Yi Xiao turned to look at him. “But shouldn’t you be more honest with me? How many people are waiting to deal with me? Or rather—is all of Su Sha waiting for me?”

“It’s not that bad,” Feng Suige smiled helplessly. “There are certainly neutral parties, and there are those who support you, like me, Old Qin, and Ju Yu…” Before he could finish, a maid rushed in with a panicked expression. “Junior Consort… ah!” Seeing Feng Suige, she cried out in surprise and quickly prostrated herself. “Long live the Prince!”

“What’s the rush?” Feng Suige frowned and rebuked, “How dare you barge into the Junior Consort’s chambers like this? You have no manners at all.” The maid swallowed and stammered, “Off-Officer Xing Ling and Ju Yu had a conflict at the front gate. When this servant came to report, he was ordering people to lock, lock Ju Yu away.”

“Who does he think he is, daring to arrest someone in the Prince’s residence!” Yi Xiao said angrily. “Why is Xing Ling here at the Prince’s residence? Is it because of me again?”

“Shh, don’t get angry yet,” Feng Suige soothed. “Ju Yu will be fine. Let’s go to the front gate and see.”

Ju Yu was in a standoff with a group of brocade-clad city guards. Scattered on the ground around them were several broken iron chains. Xing Ling, with a pale face, was hiding behind a sedan chair, shrieking, “This is true rebellion! A mere servant daring to assault an official!…”

Just as tensions were at their highest, laughter was heard from the side.

“Yi Xiao, are you cold?” Feng Suige asked with a light chuckle, gently poking her cheek. “You’ve got goosebumps.” Yi Xiao irritably swatted his hand away. “Hearing such a shrill cry, only a block of wood would not react.”

“Pri-Prince, Junior Consort,” Ju Yu, hearing their voices, left the crowd in the courtyard and ran towards the gate. “Ju Yu also, also got… chick…” He couldn’t finish the phrase, gaping stupidly at Fu Yi Xiao.

Yi Xiao cast an icy glance at Xing Ling, who had turned pale upon seeing Feng Suige, then gently instructed, “Bumps.” “Yes, goosebumps,” Ju Yu repeated vaguely, his face beaming with joy. “Ju Yu also gets goosebumps!”

“This subject greets the Prince and Junior Consort,” Xing Ling composed himself and came forward to bow. Feng Suige merely grunted in acknowledgment. “Why are you here, and how did you end up in conflict with Ju Yu?”

“Your Highness, this subject came on the Emperor’s orders to, uh, pay respects to the Junior Consort. But this gatekeeper stubbornly blocked the entrance and refused to let me in… This subject didn’t know the Prince was in residence and has disturbed you. It’s truly unforgivable…” Xing Ling mumbled with his head lowered.

Before Feng Suige could speak, Ju Yu had already begun shouting angrily, “He told Ju Yu to go in and call Junior Consort. He lied… lied… said Emperor… wanted to see Junior Consort…”

“Your Highness, please see, this lowly official never said such things,” Xing Ling interrupted Ju Yu, kneeling pitifully to bow. “It must be that this gatekeeper misunderstood this lowly official’s meaning!”

Ju Yu was already sweating profusely, his face flushed red, breathing heavily like a bellows, repeatedly muttering, “He lied… Ju Yu didn’t…”

“What’s this?” Feng Suige seemed not to have heard Xing Ling’s words and casually nudged the broken iron chains on the ground with his toe. “These seem to be the chains used by the city guard to restrain people.”

Xing Ling laughed awkwardly, “The Prince’s eye is indeed sharp.”

Seeing Feng Suige examine the chains, Ju Yu lowered his head like a child who had done something wrong. “Broke it, but, they used it on Ju Yu, not on purpose.” Feng Suige chuckled, “My gatekeeper has no other skills except for his iron-body kung fu. He should be unmatched in Su Sha. If Officer Xing wanted to chain him, you’d need to find some thicker ones.”

Fu Yi Xiao could no longer suppress her anger and said with a cold laugh, “Officer Xing certainly has forceful methods. If it were me, I’m afraid I would have been chained away by now.”

Xing Ling’s forehead was covered in cold sweat. He smiled sycophantically, “The Junior Consort is worth ten thousand gold. For this subject to lay a finger on you would be a capital offense. How could I dare use these chains…”

Yi Xiao snorted derisively, “Ten thousand gold? Don’t make me laugh. Everyone in the world knows that Fu Yi Xiao isn’t worth even a thousand gold. How did I suddenly become worth ten thousand? Officer Xing, you’re flattering me too much.”

“How could that be?” Feng Suige interjected with a smile. “Forget ten thousand gold, even if offered ten million gold for you, I wouldn’t be willing to part with you.”

Yi Xiao gave him a sidelong glance, not wanting to dwell on words any longer. She raised her voice and asked, “Does the Emperor wish to see me?” Xing Ling looked awkwardly at Feng Suige, then lowered his head and said, “Actually, it’s like this. The Emperor has been thinking of…” “Just answer yes or no,” Yi Xiao impatiently interrupted him. Xing Ling had no choice but to answer honestly, “Yes!”

“It’s time we paid our respects to Father King,” Feng Suige came forward to support Yi Xiao. “As it happens, I have state affairs to discuss with Father King. You may go back and report first. We need to change our clothes.”

Xing Ling reluctantly agreed and left, crestfallen.

“What does Sui Ge think?” Feng Qishan said coldly, keenly observing the young couple who had arrived hand in hand. He had heard early in the morning that Feng Suige had spent the night in Fu Yi Xiao’s chambers—if this continued, who could guarantee that the royal heir would still come from the direct line of Su Sha?

Feng Suige’s face showed difficulty. He stepped forward before Fu Yi Xiao could speak, “Father King, Yi Xiao has not been involved in military affairs for several years. I’m afraid she might disappoint Father King’s expectations.”

“How could that be?” Feng Qishan raised an eyebrow. “Those two arrows of Fu Yi Xiao are still fresh in my memory. Add to that the newly acquired legendary bow and I have great confidence in her—Fu Yi Xiao, what do you think?”

Yi Xiao calmly asked, “Is the Emperor asking Yi Xiao to train archers for Su Sha in preparation for future wars?”

Feng Qishan hadn’t expected this question from her. After pondering for a moment, he slowly said, “Now that you are a Prince’s secondary consort of Su Sha, you should prioritize Su Sha’s affairs. Over these years, Su Sha’s cavalry and infantry have been well-trained. The only lacking area is our archers…”

“If Yi Xiao remembers correctly, during the protracted war between Su Sha and Jin Xiu, Jin Xiu’s archers played a significant role throughout the conflict,” Yi Xiao raised her head slightly, her voice firm and clear. “Although I have married into Su Sha, my soul and flesh are from Jin Xiu. Yi Xiao will not do anything that might harm Jin Xiu. Therefore, I cannot agree to the Emperor’s request!”
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“Su Sha and Jin Xiu have long since established a friendly alliance. How can you speak of disadvantage?” Feng Qishan’s words were practically squeezed through his teeth. “I advise you to consider this carefully. It might be your only chance.”

“Father!” Feng Suige called out anxiously. Almost simultaneously, Yi Xiao had already flatly refused, “Thank you for your kindness, Your Majesty.” She glanced at the visibly distressed Feng Suige and continued slowly, “Regarding the disadvantage, it was indeed a slip of my tongue. Please forgive me, Your Majesty. In truth, a large part of my archery skills comes from natural talent. In terms of technique, I’m not much different from ordinary people. I’m afraid I would be a disappointment to Su Sha’s elite troops. There are no shortcuts in martial arts; one simply improves through diligence.”

“‘Improves through diligence,’ you say?” Feng Qishan sneered. “Are you implying that your renowned reputation as a divine archer is nothing but exaggerated hearsay?”

Yi Xiao hesitated for a moment before answering clearly, “That’s correct!”

“So that’s how it is,” Feng Qishan suddenly smiled. “Actually, for this martial arts competition, I wanted to select a few trustworthy instructors for Su Sha’s elite forces from among the winners, especially for the archery division. I had considered you, being widely acknowledged as Jin Xiu’s top archer and Suige’s consort, to offer you this opportunity. But now, it seems I may have been hasty in my judgment.” Feng Qishan closed his eyes briefly in contemplation before continuing slowly, “However, I still believe you are a rare talent… How about this? I want you to participate in the archery contest. If you can place in the top three, I’ll entrust you with Su Sha’s archery forces. If you fall short, I’ll have no choice but to select from among the top three.” His last words were tinged with regret.

Yi Xiao looked at Feng Qishan with confusion, while Feng Suige furrowed his brow. As he was about to inquire further, Feng Qishan waved his hand, “I have memorials to review. You may leave now.”

“Hey,” Yi Xiao suddenly called out to Feng Suige as they slowly walked away. “I feel like he has some ulterior motive. What do you think it could be?”

Feng Suige slowed his pace to wait for her, responding casually, “Father always has his reasons for his words and actions. Until the situation becomes clearer, I can’t be certain of what he’s thinking.”

Yi Xiao quickened her steps to walk alongside him. “I’m not entirely sure either. I just felt that his wanting to see me couldn’t be for anything good. But this time, it seemed too easy, so I’m uneasy.” Looking up, she saw Feng Suige giving her an ambiguous smile and blurted out, “What’s with that face? Don’t you think he’s been deliberately scheming against me all along? Or do you think there’s something wrong with what I’m saying?”

“You,” Feng Suige chuckled softly, “are like a hedgehog. I didn’t say anything, yet you’ve gone on about this and that.” Yi Xiao pursed her lips, not responding. They walked in silence for a while before Feng Suige suddenly said, “However, if you could always speak your mind as you just did, I would have less to worry about.”

Seeing Yi Xiao pretend not to hear, Feng Suige sighed. “Father mentioned wanting to select a trustworthy archery instructor. If you don’t make it to the top three, I guess he’ll use his old trick—” He turned to Yi Xiao with a wink. “Can you guess what it is?”

Yi Xiao frowned. “I can’t guess.”

“It seems Marquis Chengxin, Ye Duanfang, is among those who have arrived,” Feng Suige laughed. “His divine archery skills are renowned in Su Sha, unlike some who only have an undeserved reputation.” By now, they had reached the end of the corridor. Feng Suige quickly descended the long steps toward the waiting carriage below. Yi Xiao followed, persistently asking, “What does this have to do with him?”

Feng Suige merely smiled mysteriously, offering no further explanation.

Yi Xiao listlessly crouched in the flower bed, using a hairpin to dig at the soil. It had been several days since Feng Suige left a message for her to practice archery more, and he hadn’t been seen since. After the medicinal soup incident, the rear palace had become a high-security area of the entire prince’s mansion, with sentries posted everywhere, both openly and covertly. The number of servants allowed to move freely in the rear palace had also dwindled significantly.

The bowl of medicinal soup from last time, upon examination by the royal physician, was found to contain graphite and mercury, confirming it as a common contraceptive potion. However, the physician said that while it wouldn’t cause immediate harm, taking it multiple times could potentially lead to permanent infertility. This news had enraged Feng Suige to the point where he nearly rushed into the palace to confront Jing Fei. But a single sentence from Qin Yu had calmed him down: “Let her think she’s succeeded, and she’ll try the same method again. If she learns this attempt failed, she’ll surely switch to other means to harm the Consort, which would be impossible to guard against…”

It seemed returning to Jin Xiu was no longer an option. The only choice was to fight to the bitter end.

After several days of quiet reflection, the only thing Yi Xiao couldn’t understand was how Feng Suige’s feelings for her had developed. Why had he so inexplicably declared his love for her?

Everything had happened so suddenly, making it feel unreal and illusory to her. Feng Suige’s feelings seemed to grow at an alarming rate, progressing so rapidly that it left her dizzy and unable to calmly discern their authenticity. It was as if her eyes were playing tricks on her as if she had misunderstood everything, and so—but undeniably, when he faced her alone, that naturally overflowing, burning affection constantly seared every inch of her being.

Yi Xiao had always known that Feng Suige’s appearance was extremely attractive, so she deliberately ignored his looks. She tried to convince herself that apart from the hugely advantageous condition of being born into the imperial family, he was just someone with modest achievements in both civil and military affairs, who occasionally showed her great thoughtfulness, and who could paint well… Besides these minor virtues, there wasn’t anything else about Feng Suige worth her admiration.

But perhaps from the moment he pushed her into Xia Jingshi’s arms, from his habitual mischievous smiles, from his unreserved doting, from the blatant love in his eyes, from his serious declaration that he would give her everything—everything had quietly changed. Feng Suige had imperceptibly seeped into her life without her noticing.

The realization seemed to come a bit late, yet not too late.

When she saw his joyful expression, she would smile. When she saw his playful pout, she would indulge him. When she saw the hurt in his eyes, her heart would ache. That night when he leaned towards her, she had almost closed her eyes—if he had said those words a moment later, she certainly would have.

So she didn’t want to admit her feelings for him, because it was a reality she simply couldn’t accept. She felt she should deeply hate him, hate everything about him, hate him for disrupting her peaceful life, for having such a profound impact on her!!!

She hated anything that affected her.

Just as she hated Xia Jingshi, the man she had once loved so deeply, a man whose heart was as hard as his name suggested.
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She once believed no one but he could make her happy again. She once thought she had loved to the limit and would never love again. She once imagined herself shattered beyond repair, appearing alive but long dead inside. Yet, ultimately, she discovered that with enough time to wash away the past, year after year eroding old memories, the hidden parts would resurface. But they seemed unfamiliar, like a previous life, now seeming too unreal.

So, when her withered life suddenly blossomed with a familiar brilliance, a brilliance that even she found unreal, she couldn’t help but feel afraid…

The sun climbed higher, and her feet grew numb from crouching. Yi Xiao lazily shook her mud-covered hairpin. It seemed she needed to move around to restore circulation. She decided to stay outside a while longer. No matter how vast and grand the pavilion was, it felt suffocating. Sitting idly indoors was even more torturous.

“Fu Yi Xiao!” Feng Suige’s furious voice thundered like lightning, startling Yi Xiao. She turned towards the sound, only to see a pair of eyes blazing with anger.

“Why are you shouting so loud? Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Before Yi Xiao could finish scolding, Feng Suige had already charged over like a thunderbolt, yanking her up from the ground.

Her vision darkened, her feet felt unsteady, and her wrist hurt, but Feng Suige kept dragging her forward, heedless of her stumbling. After a good distance, Yi Xiao finally regained her senses, realizing she had been pulled out of the flower garden.

Feng Suige gripped her arm so tightly it felt like he might crush her bones. Yi Xiao gathered herself and started cursing, “Feng Suige, let go of me! What’s wrong with you now?!” Feng Suige suddenly stopped and turned to look at her. “You’d better think of a good explanation before we get inside,” he said through gritted teeth. “Otherwise…” He didn’t finish, ignoring Yi Xiao’s punches and kicks as he dragged her forward.

Several maids hurriedly approached, “Greetings, Prince, greetings…” “Get lost!” Feng Suige roared. “All of you, get far away. Not a single person is allowed near.” He kicked open the door and threw Yi Xiao inside.

Yi Xiao stumbled and steadied herself against the bed. She turned back to glare at Feng Suige, who had already closed the door. He stood with his back to her for a moment, then suddenly chuckled softly. “Well, did I scare you?”

“You’re just a senseless lunatic,” Yi Xiao fumed. “You’ve gone mad and want to drag others into your madness!”

“Yi Xiao,” Feng Suige released the door latch and walked to the table, sitting down and wearily rubbing his brow. “I’m really tired. Sing a song for me, will you?”

Yi Xiao, still angry, put her hands on her hips and sneered, “I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place. This is the Prince’s manor, not some brothel. Do you want to hear a song? Too bad, I don’t know how!”

“You’re lying to me. I’ve heard you sing before,” Feng Suige lowered his hand, his eyes blazing. “Last time, you sang for me on the street.”

Yi Xiao glanced at him. “You’ve heard it once, that should be enough. Why ask for more?”

“Please sing,” Feng Suige said gently. “Just this once. If you don’t want to sing after this, I won’t force you.”

“Lunatic,” Yi Xiao muttered but sat down at the table. “You said it, just this once.”

“Mm,” Feng Suige nodded. “Just once.”

Yi Xiao pulled out her hairpin and lightly tapped the empty teacup on the table, producing a clear, tinkling sound. “Drinking alone and singing alone…”

“Not good,” Feng Suige shook his head, interrupting her. “There are two people here, and we’re not drinking. How can it be drinking alone?”

“Do you want to hear it or not?” Yi Xiao snapped. “Are you singing or am I?”

Feng Suige grinned. “Of course, you’re singing—sing something like last time.”

Yi Xiao glared at him, thought for a moment, then tapped the teacup again and began to sing:

“After one parting, two places of longing,

Thought it’d be three or four months, who knew it’d be five or six years,

Seven-stringed qin with no heart to play, an eight-line letter with no one to send,

Nine-linked chain broken in the middle, ten-mile pavilion, eyes straining to see,

A hundred thoughts, thousand ties, ten thousand helpless blames on my love…”

Yi Xiao paused, seeing Feng Suige with his eyes half-closed, seemingly entranced. She had no choice but to continue:

“Ten thousand words, a thousand phrases can’t express it all,

Hundred idle moments leaning on the railing ten times,

Nine times nine climbing high to watch the lonely wild geese,

Eighth month’s mid-autumn, the moon is full but people aren’t.

Seventh month’s Ghost Festival, burning incense and candles, asking the heavens,

Sixth month’s heat, everyone fanning while my heart is cold,

Fifth month’s pomegranates are red as fire, yet cold rain drenches the petals.

Fourth month’s loquats not yet yellow, I face the mirror, my heart in chaos,

Hurriedly, the third month’s peach blossoms float away with the water,

Fluttering, the second month’s kite string breaks.

Alas! My love, my love, I wish in the next life, you’d be the woman and I’d be the man…”

Feng Suige suddenly burst into laughter. “What a line, ‘you’d be the woman and I’d be the man’!”

Yi Xiao tossed her hairpin aside angrily. “I’m not singing anymore,” she said, pouring herself a cup of tea and sipping it slowly.

Feng Suige smiled as he watched her. “Appearances can be deceiving. Who would have thought the fiery-tempered Fu Yi Xiao could sing such a tender, flowing tune?”

Yi Xiao gave him a coy glance and lowered her head without speaking. Feng Suige spoke again, lazily, “Don’t put on this act in front of me. It only makes me sick.”

Feng Suige’s words of disgust pierced Yi Xiao’s heart like a sharp weapon. She looked up, dazed, to see his face full of cold disdain. The gentle smile from earlier seemed like her own delusion.

“Sick?” Yi Xiao unconsciously repeated. Feng Suige sneered, “Yes, sick—Ping Ling Xue Ying, Hong Yan Yi Xiao, are you going to say you don’t remember?”

Fu Yi Xiao sat there silently for a long time. Suddenly, she smiled. “So you went to Ping Ling. What did you hear?”

Please, say something to me, do something to me. The crueler the better. Dispel all the faint stirrings that have just risen in my heart. Don’t let me harbor hope and illusions about you.

“Do I need to spell it out?” Feng Suige could no longer contain himself. His heart ached so much it almost convulsed, and his voice trembled uncontrollably. “Don’t you know what you’ve done?! Do I have to name them for you to remember?!”

“Them?” Yi Xiao’s forced smile grew fainter as she repeated the word. Hearing this, Feng Suige furiously pounded the table and stood up, pacing the room like a caged beast. Suddenly, he stopped and pointed at her. “Are you playing dumb? You know what I’m talking about!!”

“I truly have no idea,” Yi Xiao said calmly, looking at him provocatively. “What is Prince Feng worried about? Why not speak plainly? Who exactly are ‘they’?”

Feng Suige was almost driven mad with anger. He forced out a few words through clenched teeth: “Your… paramours!”

With a crack, the teacup shattered in Yi Xiao’s hand. The spilled tea mixed with fresh blood, soaking a large patch of the embroidered tablecloth. Feng Suige’s body lurched forward, then forcibly stopped. He made himself ignore her dilating pupils and the painful expression within them, also forcing himself to disregard the strands of sympathy rising in his own heart. “What’s this, playing the victim?”

Yi Xiao didn’t speak. Her indifferent expression, in Feng Suige’s enraged eyes, had only one meaning—admission. Blinded by anger, he couldn’t see the budding hope gradually withering in Yi Xiao’s eyes.

Yi Xiao wanted to give Feng Suige a contemptuous smile—but at some point, clouds had obscured the sunlight. With a flash of lightning and the following rumble of thunder, the smile froze on Fu Yi Xiao’s lips. Her tightly clenched, bleeding hand suddenly pounded her chest heavily. Something in her heart instantly broke free from its restraints, surging forth in a moment, filling her to the point of overflowing and tearing open—was it because of his existence that she suffered such unbearable pain?

It was like a dream she once had.

When she woke from the dream, her entire body was covered in wounds, inside and out, scarred all over. The physical injuries could heal, but the holes in her heart oozed pus and blood day and night. In those years, every time she opened her eyes in the night, they were hollow and tearless. She could only comfort herself that feeling pain meant she was still alive.

She thought those wounds had healed. But unfortunately, thinking so was just that—only thinking.
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Yi Xiao sat in silence. After angrily pounding her chest with her fist, she remained motionless, her expression stubbornly heartbreaking. She could endure thousands of curses and slanders from all levels of Su Sha’s society, but she couldn’t bear Feng Suige’s single glance of contempt.

Life truly was just a deception, tricking people into joy or sorrow, ultimately leaving them with nothing but heart-wrenching pain. No one understood the deep, visceral pain better than she did, having experienced it before. Such agony was incomparable to mere physical wounds.

The pain had made her afraid, and she finally understood that rather than suffering again, it was better not to have anything to begin with.

In this suffocating atmosphere, Feng Suige suddenly couldn’t bear it anymore. He rushed over and embraced her tightly. “Yi Xiao, why don’t you explain? Whatever you say, I’ll believe you…”

“Would you believe me?” Yi Xiao said calmly. “If you trust me, why do I need to explain? All the happiness and tolerance you’ve shown these days have been self-deception. You can’t ignore my past, so while there’s still time, just let me go!”

Yi Xiao’s words made Feng Suige’s shoulders tremble. “Don’t say that! Don’t even think about leaving me!” His hands desperately clung to her, as if wanting to meld her into his body, to become one flesh and blood.

“Why bother?” Yi Xiao’s eyes widened. “Is this mutual torment amusing to you? Maybe you find it interesting, but I’m tired. I can’t play anymore. The game is over, I concede.”

“I won’t agree,” Feng Suige held her tightly in panic, his words jumbled. “I misspoke earlier. Hit me, scold me, but please don’t be angry. I won’t ask anymore, never again. When you want to explain in the future, you can tell me.”

She smiled bitterly, “If you trust me, you naturally wouldn’t believe them—Prince Feng, I beg you, let me go!”

Feng Suige knelt before her, resting his head on her shoulder, his voice barely audible. “I’m sorry… I spoke wrongly. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“I know,” she suddenly smiled. “But why apologize? You’ve never done anything to wrong me. You’ve even repeatedly opposed your father and ministers for my sake. Yet I’ve constantly angered and tormented you. Why don’t you hate me? Why don’t you send me far away?”

“You’re not allowed to leave me! I don’t care about anyone else, but you’re different. Do you hear me?” He was as domineering as a child, his willfulness and stubbornness tinged with a hint of helplessness.

Yi Xiao’s eyes flashed with confusion and bewilderment. “Why?” she asked absently.

“Why?” Feng Suige’s voice was filled with frustration. “You’re still asking me why even now? When I told you I loved you before, did you never once take it to heart?”

“Love? It’s not that I don’t believe it, it’s that I simply can’t see it,” she laughed mirthlessly. “Is there love that torments the other person? Does such a feeling exist in this world? I can’t understand something so complex. I only know that love is just love, pain is pain, and harm is harm. No matter the reason, a knife from love and a knife from hate can both be fatal. If this torment is your way of expressing love, you might as well just stab me to death and be done with it.”

Feng Suige seemed to hesitate, then struggled to say, “I was jealous, Yi Xiao—I admit I sent people to Pingling to investigate you, but the news they brought back drove me mad with jealousy. I tried hard to calm down, but I couldn’t. I wanted to understand your past, but I didn’t ask you directly for fear you’d misunderstand my intentions…” He looked at her eagerly, his eyes full of hope, as if waiting for the truth from her lips.

“Don’t wait. I won’t explain,” Yi Xiao revealed a smile cold to the bone.

Xia Jingshi stood beside a black warhorse, speaking quietly with Xiao Weiran. He wore the black robe she loved most, with dark red lapels and coral vines embroidered on the hem.

Under his broad forehead was a pair of sword-like eyebrows slanting into his temples, his black pupils as deep as whirlpools. His eyelashes occasionally fluttered lightly, sending ripples across the sea of her heart. Below his high, straight nose, those thin lips always seemed to utter hurtful words.

Xia Jingshi suddenly turned his head, meeting Feng Xiyang’s gaze. In his eyes, Feng Xiyang saw only coldness and authority. Feng Xiyang blinked, trying to offer a sweet smile, but Xia Jingshi acted as if he hadn’t seen it, indifferently turning back to continue his conversation with Xiao Weiran.

Feng Xiyang dejectedly lowered her head, fiddling with the gold-threaded embroidery on her sleeve. Hidden in her sleeve was the letter from Xia Jingshi to Feng Suige, which Steward Huang had secretly copied before leaving. The letter was crumpled and torn in her hands. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she would never have believed that a man as cold-hearted as Xia Jingshi would remember so many trivial details about another woman—

Yi Xiao is impulsive and stubborn and likes to be difficult with people, but she’s very kind-hearted and if you show her even a little kindness, she’ll repay you tenfold, so don’t worry about her becoming arrogant with favor.

Yi Xiao has many thoughts, so don’t worry about having nothing to talk about. If you really can’t think of a topic, just ask her about archery, and she can talk non-stop until you fall asleep.

Yi Xiao is a picky eater. She likes salty and spicy food and dislikes vegetables and bean sprouts. The only fruit she doesn’t like is bananas.

Yi Xiao likes to lean on the window and watch the moon, even in winter, but she always forgets to put on more clothes. She also always forgets to close the window before sleeping.

Yi Xiao doesn’t care much about her appearance, but she likes plain white clothes because her mother likes them.

Yi Xiao has always been filial. Her mother’s death anniversary is approaching. If convenient, please help her arrange the memorial service…

…She’s very simple, like a child who doesn’t understand things, so please take extra care of her, Prince Feng.

The matters mentioned in your letter will be arranged promptly by this King.

With gratitude.

No signature.

His vigorous handwriting lined up in rows, lashing at her heart like a poisoned whip.

Ning Fei arrived late with Xue Ying, mutually complaining about something as they walked. Although Xue Ying appeared angry, her eyes were full of lively spirit, and her large eyes seemed even more animated.

She couldn’t help but once again lament the unfairness of heaven.

Both were women, both married. What virtue did Fu Yi Xiao possess to occupy the full hearts of two equally outstanding men? Both were women, both married. Ling Xue Ying’s face was full of newlywed happiness, while her own was full of lifeless resentment…

Shouts came from ahead, signaling it was time to depart. Feng Xiyang lifted the carriage curtain and called out to Ling Xue Ying as she passed by the phoenix palanquin, “Xue Ying, the long journey might become stuffy. Why don’t you come ride with me? It would be nice to have someone to talk to along the way.”

Xue Ying paused briefly, raising an eyebrow with a smile, “What a pity, Ning Fei promised earlier to teach me horseback riding during the journey. So, I’ll have to graciously decline Your Highness’s kind offer.” She gave a slight bow, her manners impeccable.

Feng Xiyang forced a smile, “Alright then. If you get tired and want to rest in a carriage, feel free to come to mine. It’s more spacious and comfortable here…”

“I don’t think I’ll get too tired,” Ning Fei politely interrupted. “We’re about to depart. This subject will first help Xue Ying arrange her belongings.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 59
Ning Fei settled Xue Ying comfortably in the carriage. Before he could turn away, Xue Ying hesitantly tugged at his sleeve. “Fei, I don’t know if I’m overthinking, but I feel her gaze is very strange when she looks at people.”

Ning Fei pinched her nose. “Try not to get too close to her, and especially don’t be alone with her. I’m not sure about her either—Wei Ran said she was talking with Manager Huang for nearly an hour.”

Xue Ying frowned in thought. “Won’t Manager Huang tell that Feng bastard about her situation here? I was too impulsive that day. I’m worried I might have harmed Yi Xiao.”

“He probably won’t,” Ning Fei hesitated before reassuring her. “She and Yi Xiao are now mutual hostages. If one suffers, the other won’t fare well either. So don’t worry!”

Xue Ying nodded anxiously but couldn’t help glancing back at the magnificent phoenix palanquin.

“Sister—” came a soft, drawn-out call. Qin Qi poked her head in from outside. Yi Xiao, lost in thought by the window, turned at the sound. “Little Qi, I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Yes,” Qin Qi wrinkled her small face in distress. “Grandfather suddenly wanted me to learn so many things. Even my archery practice has been neglected.”

Yi Xiao chuckled lightly. “As long as you learn the essential things, it doesn’t matter if you learn archery or not.” Seeing Qin Qi’s confused look, Yi Xiao continued, “Sometimes, invisible weapons are a hundred times more powerful than swords and spears.”

Qin Qi exclaimed in surprise, “How come Sister says the same thing? Grandfather said that too.” Yi Xiao returned a smile. “Is that so? Little Qi, if you knew the path ahead would be difficult, would you still willingly follow Earl Qin’s arrangements step by step?”

“I would,” Qin Qi replied cheerfully. “As long as I have Grandfather and Brother Feng, I’m not afraid of anything.” At this, she lowered her head shyly. “Does Sister think I’m useless, always relying on others?”

Yi Xiao couldn’t help but stroke her smooth cheek. “Relying on others or yourself isn’t that different. As long as you believe in yourself, protect yourself, and live for yourself, that’s enough…”

“Sister,” Qin Qi eagerly grasped her arm. “I admire you. I always hope I could be like you…” Yi Xiao gently pressed her finger to Qin Qi’s lips, stopping her words. She said softly, “I’ve been through a lot, so my ability to endure is stronger than others. But growth comes at a cost. If you can have a smooth journey, that’s the best. I hope you can walk your path smoothly to the end—Actually, everyone is unique. Little Qi, you are you. Don’t compare yourself to others, okay?”

Seeing Qin Qi nod, Yi Xiao released her hand. “You came to practice archery with me, right? I haven’t exercised for several days either. Let’s go…”

Qin Qi suddenly exclaimed, “I almost forgot—Grandfather asked me to invite you to see something. I haven’t seen what it is either. Grandfather only said it was prepared for you to use in the upcoming competition.”

Yi Xiao shook her head in refusal. “I’ve already received such a precious bow from Earl Qin. How could I accept anything else? Let Earl Qin keep it. Perhaps there will be someone more suitable in the future.”

“How can that be!” Qin Qi stubbornly pulled her towards the door. “That thing has been kept in the hall all morning. Grandfather wouldn’t let me in to see it. If you don’t go, I’ll never know what it is—I’m dying of curiosity. Dear Sister, please accept it!”

Yi Xiao, entangled by her persistence, had no choice but to let Qin Qi lead her out.

This was Fu Yi Xiao’s first time entering the main residence of the Qin manor. Behind her, as immovable as a mountain, followed Gu Yu.

Qin Qi cheerfully greeted the servants and family members they encountered along the way, pointing out the various courtyards of her home. “Sister, look, that’s the Thousand Lantern Pavilion where Grandfather keeps his collection of divine weapons. The red-tiled roof behind it is the Wuyin Hall where he stores jewels and jades… The main hall is just ahead. Grandfather put your things there.” She released Yi Xiao’s hand and ran ahead, calling out repeatedly, “Grandfather… Grandfather, Grandfather, Sister is here!”

“This little girl,” Earl Qin appeared almost instantly, mildly scolding, “Always so unrestrained with her words. How can you call her ‘Sister’? It’s so impolite…”

“Earl Qin is too kind,” Yi Xiao said, somewhat embarrassed. “It’s fine to treat me as a younger family member.”

“How can that be?” Earl Qin burst into laughter. “But, I’ve never heard such words from other noble ladies!”

Chatting and laughing, Earl Qin led Yi Xiao into the main hall but blocked Qin Qi and Gu Yu behind him. “Don’t disturb the Junior Consort. Gu Yu, take Little Qi to help organize the books in the Nine Masts Tower…”

Gu Yu obediently nodded, but Qin Qi clung stubbornly to the doorway. “Moving books is so tiring! And I still want to see… Ah!” Her words turned into a shriek. “Let go of me… Gu Yu! Let go quickly…”

As the noisy voices faded away, Earl Qin smiled and retreated from the hall under Yi Xiao’s puzzled gaze. “Junior Consort, take your time looking. If you need anything, just call out.” With that, he slowly closed the door.

The hall suddenly dimmed. Yi Xiao blinked, looking around but not finding any placed objects. She walked towards the side hall, stopping before reaching the door. “Come out.”

From inside, someone sighed and said, “You’re always so perceptive. I wanted to give you a surprise, but you’ve ruined it.” Yi Xiao didn’t answer, standing there staring at Feng Suige as he emerged from his hiding place.

“How did you know I was inside?” he asked, puzzled, standing in front of Yi Xiao and looking back at where he had been. “You can’t see from here, can you?”

Seeing Yi Xiao still silent, he could only surrender in frustration. “Alright, no more nonsense. Let’s go in and look at the thing.” He pointed to the side hall. “I drew the design for the armor as you described and had the Qin family’s weaving workshop rush to make one. Go try it on and see if it fits.”

Yi Xiao walked out from behind the screen, dazzling in snow-white. It was a white armor inlaid with gold thread. The only difference was in the protective folds on the shoulder guards—this new armor had changed the brocade totem to small flowers intertwined with gold thread. Feng Suige gently pointed out, “This is the June snowflower. Among the Susha people, it’s a flower lovers use to express their love. Unless snow falls in June, the love will never fade.”

Yi Xiao seemed not to hear him speak, just staring blankly while stroking the leather strap on the shoulder guard. The quiver that came with the armor was inlaid with a golden phoenix totem. The entire quiver was tightly wrapped around her body with this hanging strap across her shoulder—such a stable design ensured that every time she reached back for an arrow, the quiver would be in a fixed position. What surprised her even more was that the entire set of armor, from the wristguards to the shoulder guards to the outer robe, fit perfectly.

Before, when making armor at Jinxiu, just taking measurements would take almost an hour, but…

Seeing her silence, Feng Suige anxiously moved closer to look at her expression. “Yi Xiao? Why aren’t you saying anything? If you don’t like this flower, I can have the craftsmen redo it…”

After a long while, Fu Yi Xiao slowly said, “As soon as I entered the main hall, I smelled your usual incense.” Feng Suige hadn’t expected her to say this and was momentarily at a loss for words. “Because it was so faint, I didn’t pay attention at first. When I reached the door of the side hall, the scent became stronger, so I spoke out to test, and you were there.”

Feng Suige didn’t understand what she was trying to say and could only listen in bewilderment. Yi Xiao suddenly turned to look at him. “Feng Suige, you’ve never believed me, and you’ve underestimated yourself too much. I’m not heartless. How could I truly be numb to your kindness—but I’m selfish. If you can’t give me what I want, you should let me go early. Otherwise, I’m afraid that one day, I might kill you with my own hands.”

Feng Suige smiled, sighing in relief as he embraced her. “If you can bear to, then kill me.” This time she didn’t resist, saying faintly, “I will kill you, cut by cut…”

Her last words disappeared under Feng Suige’s lips. It wasn’t a fierce plunder, but a gradual deepening, slow, exploratory, gentle…

A kiss.
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Yi Xiao indulged in Feng Suige’s long, deep kiss, feeling her body go numb and her vision loses focus. Could she forget everything and fully immerse herself?

“Look at me,” Feng Suige breathed, pulling away from her lips. Whenever her gaze wasn’t on him, an unnamed anger burned fiercely in his heart. Those captivating eyes—filled with a beauty and stubbornness that made men willing to risk everything to possess and crush…

His lips were soft—did she want to let her emotions prove how much she liked him, to prove whether this feeling had reached a point of no return? Thinking this, Yi Xiao bit down hard, piercing his lip with her sharp teeth. She reveled in the taste of blood flooding her mouth and his slight tremor. The salty, metallic taste drove her mad with a desire to destroy everything.

In response to her aggression, Feng Suige replied with gentleness and indulgence. His tightly sealed lips continuously drew in her breath, waves of passion intertwining with profound tenderness.

So she became intoxicated, eyes closed, savoring this wonderful feeling. However, his next move made her whole body stiffen—Feng Suige’s hot palm slowly traced down from her shoulder, his fingers and palm gliding along her arm. She could almost hear every pore on her body screaming.

Feng Suige gently took her injured hand, his thumb softly caressing the few wounds on her palm, wordlessly conveying his concern and apology.

The slight pain brought some clarity back to Yi Xiao’s eyes.

She hated herself for being so easily moved by a piece of armor. She had meant to sever all ties with him, to completely expel him from her life, yet instead she had been consumed by him.

But it was too late for regrets now. From today, from the moment she accepted Feng Suige’s kiss, everything had changed, and there was no going back.

Yi Xiao angrily left his lips, biting down hard on the side of his neck. For a moment, she almost wondered if she wanted to tear out his throat and drain all his blood.

Feng Suige couldn’t help but groan, with a hint of surrender, his breathing extremely chaotic. But he didn’t dodge at all, nor did he push Yi Xiao away. He knew that at this moment, Yi Xiao was like a long-caged beast finally released. Unless he let her attack to her heart’s content, she would never retract her sharp claws and fangs.

He just didn’t expect her to be so vicious. No, not vicious—biting. He inwardly sighed.

After a long while, Yi Xiao slowly relaxed her jaw. “Why didn’t you push me away? Are you willing to endure such pain?”

Feng Suige laughed hoarsely, “I still haven’t figured out how to make up for the mistake I made that day. So, if you don’t feel it’s enough, you can bite a few more times. Just don’t dwell on my past mistakes anymore, okay?”

Yes, things had come to this point, why keep entangling with the past? Let the mutual suspicion and hurt, the dodging and escaping, the coldness and despair all be blown away by the wind. From now on, believe and rely on each other—a soft voice in her heart gently narrated.

Mutual suspicion, and mental and physical torment, yet both possess excessive, stubborn pride. So they kept entangling and hurting each other in their respective stubbornness. Have you considered it? Can you coexist peacefully?—another voice still lingered.

“Alright,” Yi Xiao said with some effort, “but I won’t promise you anything…”

“I don’t need you to promise anything,” Feng Suige stared at her face. “I just want you to throw away those so-called rules, let down your guard against me, try to understand me, accept me…”

Yi Xiao finally couldn’t help but punch him. “You call this not wanting me to promise anything?”

Feng Suige took the opportunity to grasp her hand and pull her into his embrace, beaming with joy. “This is good—I originally thought that as long as I showed you my determination, you would let go of all your inner knots. But I didn’t expect that whenever you’re with me, you’d just burrow deeper into that stubborn mindset. You don’t know how anxious I’ve been watching from the side. Sometimes I wanted to give you a good beating to vent my frustration, but I couldn’t bear to…”

He should have said this earlier, should have let go of the past, should have held her tightly like this and never let go earlier.

Lowering his head to kiss the person in his arms, Feng Suige felt his heart full of joy, like the warmth of sunlight appearing outside after the dispersal of dark clouds.

Several consecutive days of heavy rain affected their journey. Finally getting a clear day, they had only traveled half a day when, before the sun could even set, rain poured down like thousands of troops advancing from afar. Xia Jingshi had no choice but to order them to make camp again.

The trees on both sides of the mountains swayed wildly in the rain. The raindrops fell as diagonally as possible, aided by the wind, stinging people’s faces. In the torrential rain, Ning Fei, bare-chested, wiped the rain from his face and continued to swing the large mallet, driving stakes into the ground to secure the carriages and horses. Ling Xue Ying crouched nearby holding an oil-paper umbrella. Suddenly, she twirled the umbrella, and the water collected on its surface shot towards Ning Fei like arrows along the spinning umbrella edge.

“What are you doing?” Ning Fei shouted, rubbing his eyes in exasperation. “You’re just causing trouble. I told you not to come—you’ll be soaked through in a moment, and then you’ll get a cold and complain about a headache.”

“You told me not to stay alone with her,” Xue Ying pouted. “Besides, even that stinking rock is working. I couldn’t bear to stay in the carriage like her, watching everyone else busy.”

“Then move back a bit,” Ning Fei wiped his face again. “Don’t make mischief. Wait for me…” Before he could finish, Xue Ying giggled and twirled the umbrella at him again. Ning Fei looked at her, gritting his teeth. Suddenly, he threw down the mallet, pressed his hand to the ground, and raised his mud-covered hand to smear her face.

Caught off guard, Xue Ying instinctively leaned back. With a shriek, she fell sitting in the muddy water, managing to smear Ning Fei in return. Immediately both angry and amused, she tossed aside the umbrella, grabbed a handful of rain-soaked mud from the ground, and lunged to press it against Ning Fei’s face.

Ning Fei laughed loudly as he dodged, evading her muddy hands while looking for chances to counterattack. Soon, half of Xue Ying’s face was covered in mud. She didn’t bother to wipe it off, chasing and hitting Ning Fei. Their laughter filled the entire camp, drawing the attention of nearby guards working in the rain, who gathered in small groups, pointing and laughing.

Suddenly, Ning Fei stopped, saying solemnly, “Wait, listen—”

Xue Ying rushed forward, smearing the mud in her hand all over his face. Hands-on her hips, she laughed, “Trying to trick me…” Halfway through her laugh, her expression changed. “What’s that?”

A thunderous rumble came from the nearby valley, and the ground trembled slightly. Several horses pulling carriages were so frightened they fell to their knees. Even some of the well-trained war horses had broken their reins and galloped away in panic.

Xia Jingshi had already pushed through the crowd, shouting, “Take the supplies and horses, retreat to the mountain quickly! Hurry!!!”
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Summer Jingshi’s shout echoed through the entire camp like a thunderclap, jolting Feng Xiyang awake from her light slumber. She abruptly opened her eyes as one of her attendants rushed in, exclaiming in panic, “Princess, we’ve encountered a flood!”

As she watched her maids frantically moving in and out carrying belongings, the curtain of her palanquin was suddenly thrust aside. Summer Jingshi, soaking wet, burst in and barked, “Take only the essentials and abandon the rest. Follow the others to higher ground!”

Indeed, she hadn’t misjudged him; he still remembered her. As Summer Jingshi turned to leave, Feng Xiyang barely had time to savor the sweetness that welled up in her heart. She only managed to call out, “Husband, I’ll go with you!” But Summer Jingshi had already plunged back into the rain without looking back.

Amidst the shouts of people and neighing of horses, everyone had retreated to the safety of the mountainside. Looking back at the campsite at the foot of the mountain, most of the vehicles and some abandoned large objects in the open area were already floating away in the mud.

As the downpour intensified, thousands of water columns burst forth from the mountain gullies, creating a spectacular scene. Rocks and mud collapsed, mixing and surging down the mountainside.

Xue Ying had sprained her ankle while helping to rescue the warhorses. Now she was curled up in Ning Fei’s equally exhausted arms, staring blankly at the rolling muddy floods below. Whether from cold or lingering fear, she trembled slightly. Ning Fei rested his chin gently on top of her head, one hand holding up a coat to shield them from the rain, the other arm around her, soothingly patting her back as he whispered in her ear.

“Where is he?!” The previous calm was shattered by a woman’s voice, distorted with terror—Feng Xiyang.

She held a somewhat damaged oil-paper umbrella, her once-delicate makeup now smeared by the rain, her entire appearance a disheveled mess after the ordeal. At first, she had managed to maintain some semblance of dignity, having her maid hold the umbrella as they climbed. But as they ascended, the path grew steeper, forcing her to abandon the umbrella and, like everyone else, hike up her skirts and use both hands and feet to scramble upwards through the downpour.

Now she was frantically searching for Summer Jingshi. “Where is he?!” Seeing Ning Fei turn his head, Feng Xiyang’s anxious voice rose even higher, “Answer me quickly!”

Ning Fei frowned slightly and raised his right hand, pointing in another direction. Feng Xiyang said nothing and was about to walk past Ning Fei when Xue Ying sighed, “Even without a title, you should at least say thank you.” Feng Xiyang paused, tossed back a “Thank you,” and continued on her unsteady path forward.

Along the winding mountain path, temporary rain shelters had been set up, under which sat scattered soldiers from their group. Upon seeing her approach, they unanimously halted their idle chatter. A few younger soldiers stood up, intending to salute, but after looking around uncertainly, they sat back down.

Feng Xiyang forced a smile, “My husband, he—” A military officer stood up, politely interrupting her, “His Highness is fastidious. Having just helped us salvage supplies, he’s covered in mud. He should be tidying up behind us now. Princess, please wait here for a moment while I go inform him.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Feng Xiyang didn’t want to linger, as everyone’s gaze made her feel uncomfortable as if she had thorns at her back wherever she stood. “I’ll go to him directly.” Though displeased, the officer didn’t insist. He pointed towards a nearby bend, “His Highness is over there.”

Rounding the bend, she saw Summer Jingshi and Xiao Weiran standing not far ahead. Xiao Weiran, holding an oil-paper umbrella, had a mud-covered garment draped over his shoulder, barely recognizable as the one Summer Jingshi had been wearing earlier. Beside him, Summer Jingshi had already rinsed off the mud with rainwater and changed into clean clothes. He was in the process of tying up his now-neat-long hair.

Xiao Weiran noticed Feng Xiyang first and cleared his throat softly, “Your Highness, the Princess has arrived.” Summer Jingshi made a noncommittal sound, calmly finished arranging his hair, and turned around. “You were looking for me?”

“I came to see how you were,” Feng Xiyang met his eyes and suddenly felt ashamed. Even soaking wet, he maintained his usual grace, while she was a complete mess. Her gaze suddenly fixed on the light blue hairpin in his hair—it looked like the glass hairpin she had seen in his study before.

It was a woman’s hairpin, yet he wore it without hesitation. She unconsciously said, “Husband, your hairpin…” Summer Jingshi paused briefly, then smiled, “I lost the one I was using earlier, and I happened to have this one with me, so I’m using it for now.” Seeing her still staring at the hairpin, he casually removed it and handed it to her. “If we’re lucky enough to come across a kiln opening on this trip, you can buy more for future use.”

Just as Feng Xiyang took the hairpin, a violent gust of mountain wind carrying large raindrops blew past, upending her oil-paper umbrella. She frantically raised her hands to catch it, suddenly feeling her hand empty—almost simultaneously, with a wild shout from Xiao Weiran, Summer Jingshi brushed past her and slid down the steep mountainside.

Feng Xiyang’s eyes widened in terror… She had forgotten about the hairpin in her hand, and in raising her arms, she had inadvertently thrown it…

The discarded hairpin bounced twice on the ground before breaking in two. Summer Jingshi dove for the hairpin but stepped on a large patch of mud on the mountainside, which gave way. He fell downward, with the raging mud and rock-filled waters just a few zhang below, flowing like a river…

Xiao Weiran shouted fiercely, “Your Highness—” and leaped down after him. The soldiers who had rushed over upon hearing the commotion became chaotic, some calling for “Your Highness,” others shouting for the “Adjutant.” Two military officers, disregarding their safety, slid straight down towards the valley floor, following the falling figures of Summer Jingshi and Xiao Weiran.

In just moments, Summer Jingshi had tumbled to the bottom of the ravine and sunk into the mudflow. He resurfaced briefly, now completely covered in mud, only to be submerged again as he was tossed about by the current, emerging and sinking repeatedly…

One after another, Xiao Weiran and the two military officers also fell in. The three men barely managed to struggle for a few moments before they too were overcome by the tremendous force of the current, rolling in the mud like Summer Jingshi.

Feng Xiyang was stunned, standing motionless like a stone statue for a long while before finally letting out a heart-wrenching cry, “Husband…” She slowly collapsed, clutching her chest.

Ning Fei had arrived at some point. With bulging veins on his forehead and reddened eyes, he yanked Feng Xiyang up from the ground and roared, “What happened?! Speak quickly!” Clearly, in extreme shock, Feng Xiyang could only stare blankly and mutter, “I don’t know, I didn’t mean to…”

Ning Fei shoved Feng Xiyang aside and turned to leave. Feng Xiyang stumbled back a few steps and fell to the ground, but quickly scrambled to her feet. She chased after Ning Fei, grabbing his sleeve, “Please save him! I beg you…”

Ning Fei shook his arm violently, throwing her off, and said grimly, “Four people went down there. If even one of them is missing, I swear on my life that I’ll drag you down to die with them!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 62
Suddenly, a cheer erupted from the troops rushing down the mountain, “His Highness is safe! They’re alive!” Ning Fei’s heart leaped with joy as he dropped Feng Xiyang and sprinted towards the commotion.

In the hazel grove of the valley, the intertwining shrubs and tree trunks had slowed the water’s force. Several people had managed to cling to the nearest tree trunks. “Your Highness,” Xiao Weiran called out after a violent coughing fit, “Are you injured?” Xia Jingshi shook his head without speaking. Xiao Weiran hesitated before complaining, “Even if we lost it, if you had explained to her, she wouldn’t have said anything…” Xia Jingshi smiled faintly, “I didn’t think we’d fall at that moment—right, save your strength.” With that, he fell silent, and Xiao Weiran could only turn to address the other two military officers.

The downpour continued for over two hours before gradually subsiding. The raging yellow water dragon began to show signs of fatigue. Ning Fei and several strong soldiers, hand in hand, waded through the waist-deep muddy flow, slowly approaching the hazel grove to rescue the exhausted Xia Jingshi and the others.

Feng Xiyang, her eyes red from crying, stood nearby, still sobbing uncontrollably. Seeing the bedraggled Xia Jingshi look her way, she burst into tears again, “Are you alright… I didn’t mean to throw the hairpin away…”

At the mention of the hairpin, Xia Jingshi’s eyes grew cold. He slowly extended his hand towards Xiyang, palm up. In it lay half of a light blue glass hairpin. “It broke. Are you satisfied now?”

Xue Ying, who had been anxiously watching from the side, exclaimed in disbelief, “It was for this hairpin?!” Xia Jingshi didn’t respond, withdrawing his hand and slowly walking away, surrounded by a group of people.

At the annual martial arts competition of the Shu Sha Kingdom, various shelters were set up around the stands. Those closest to King Feng Qishan were occupied by royal relatives and nobles, while state ministers sat in order of rank.

“I hate these occasions,” Feng Suige said with a wry smile, watching the ceremonial official sweat profusely under the sun as he read out the king’s edict. He turned to the bored Yi Xiao and said, “Because every time we have to listen to that official’s voice droning on like a saw cutting wood. It’s grating.”

“Why do we have to have this grand meeting, and why am I forced to attend, only to find it so dreadfully dull?” Yi Xiao asked irritably.

“Because I’m the Prince Regent,” came the simple and clear answer.

In Yi Xiao’s view, the focus of this gathering wasn’t on the martial arts competition, but on his attendance. Every move of the rapidly rising Fu Yi Xiao was now the focus of public attention. If he didn’t attend, it could lead to gossip, accusations of defying orders, or cowardice…

The horn sounded in the arena, signaling the start of the martial arts competition. Various contestants entered the field. According to Shu Sha Kingdom tradition, any weapon was allowed in the martial arts competition, and the victor could be appointed as a first-class military officer.

Feng Suige solemnly pointed to a young general entering the arena, “That’s Marquis Cheng Xin, Ye Duanfang.” Yi Xiao glanced at him, becoming serious as well, “You mentioned him last time. Is there a problem?”

Feng Suige suddenly resumed his playful attitude, “Do you want to beat him?”

“No,” Yi Xiao answered without hesitation, “I won’t train archers for Shu Sha.”

Feng Suige immediately put on an anguished expression, clutching his chest and lamenting, “You tell me not to let you go, yet you’re willing to hand me over to someone else.”

Yi Xiao froze for a moment, then suddenly shuddered, showing a look of disgust, “If you take a male consort, you’re not allowed to touch me ever again.”

Feng Suige nearly fell off his chair. Ignoring the puzzled looks from those around, he pointed at Yi Xiao, caught between laughter and tears, “What on earth are you thinking?!”

Yi Xiao glared back, “Didn’t you say I was going to hand you over to him?”

Feng Suige was momentarily speechless. Taking a deep breath, he said slowly and deliberately, “I said ‘hand over to someone else’.”

Yi Xiao still argued, “You were talking about him, and then you said if I lost, you’d be handed over. Isn’t that handing you over to him?”

At this point, Gu Yu chuckled beside them, “He can, can be given to his sisters.”

Feng Suige and Yi Xiao turned to look at him in surprise. “Gu Yu?” Feng Suige was surprised, while Fu Yi Xiao was shocked.

Pleased with the attention, Gu Yu continued, “Also to the maids in the mansion, and the cooks…”

Yi Xiao had already slid off his chair, laughing. A vein throbbed on Feng Suige’s forehead as he restrained himself from interrupting Gu Yu further. He pulled Yi Xiao to a secluded corner outside the tent.

“Fool!” Feng Suige cursed softly before kissing her fiercely. Between passionate kisses, he said brokenly, “I didn’t want, to tell you, about this, but seeing you, so carefree, I feared you might, inadvertently, sell me off…”

Yi Xiao awkwardly responded to his intense kisses, causing Feng Suige’s breathing to falter. His hand caressed Yi Xiao’s waist, his expression tender yet complex. “When this is over, I’ll make up for your wedding night properly.” Yi Xiao, her face flushed, glared at him with clear eyes, “Can’t you think of anything else? You didn’t finish what you were saying earlier. Don’t change the subject.”

“Listen, Yi Xiao. Father intends that if Marquis Cheng Xin wins the archery contest, I might…” “Another political marriage,” Yi Xiao steadily finished, “Is that it?”

Feng Suige nodded, flashing a mischievous smile, “If you don’t want to see me flirting with other women, you’ll have to win this competition for me. Before, I protected you. Now it’s your turn to protect me.”

Yi Xiao stared at him for a long moment, then suddenly bared her teeth at him, “Don’t even think about it.” Before Feng Suige could react, she pushed him away and ran off, laughing.

Halfway through the competition, as they waited for the next round, a muscular warrior rushed towards Feng Suige’s tent, kneeling before it and shouting loud enough for all to hear, “Your subject, Xun Xiang, requests instruction from the Junior Consort!”

The arena erupted in an uproar. Even King Feng Qishan looked over in surprise. Xun Xiang, due to Xia Jingshi’s situation, had been demoted several ranks after the wedding banquet, with most of his family wealth confiscated. This martial arts competition was his chance to restore his reputation, but no one expected him to challenge Fu Yi Xiao directly.

As Fu Yi Xiao was about to stand, Feng Suige grabbed her hand and commanded sternly, “Gu Yu, you go.” Gu Yu responded and slowly made his way out, entering the arena with his characteristic unhurried pace.

Xun Xiang was taken aback but dared not defy Feng Suige. He hesitated, “Your subject…”

Feng Suige smiled slightly, “If you can defeat Gu Yu, then you may challenge Yi Xiao!”

“Will Gu Yu be alright?” Yi Xiao asked, slightly worried.

Feng Suige crossed his legs and leaned back in his chair contentedly, “Don’t worry. With his valor, dealing with Xun Xiang will be child’s play.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 63
Fu Yixiao observed for a while, her initially tense heart gradually relaxing. Guyu’s techniques were straightforward—a punch was just a punch, and a kick was just a kick. Xuan Xiang consistently avoided confrontation, preferring to dodge and evade. The spectators in the stands had begun to murmur their dissatisfaction.

Feng Suige’s lips curved slightly—the fact that even a simple doorkeeper from the Prince’s estate could display such impressive boxing skills would serve as a deterrent to those harboring ill intentions.

After watching a bit longer, Feng Suige’s smile faded. Given Xuan Xiang’s abilities, he shouldn’t be performing this poorly. He must be stalling, waiting for Guyu to exhaust his strength. “Guyu, finish him quickly,” Feng Suige called out sternly.

Guyu’s punches instantly doubled in force. Xuan Xiang was caught off guard and unable to defend himself. Forced to retreat several steps to distance himself from Guyu and regroup, he suddenly heard the gong sound—he had unknowingly stepped out of the arena’s boundaries.

According to the rules, the match was over. Xuan Xiang had lost.

Before the official could announce the result, Feng Suige rose, his sleeves billowing. “Xuan Xiang has committed a serious offense. Not only did he fail to show remorse, but he also deliberately provoked the Prince Consort. Now he has lost the match as well. Therefore, today’s defeat should not only result in his loss but also in stripping him of his military rank, never to be reinstated! I request Father King to issue the decree.” The fewer such powerful individuals in court, the better.

A wave of shock swept through the venue. Xuan Xiang hadn’t anticipated such severe consequences. He immediately fell to his knees, bowing to Feng Qishan as if seeking help, “May the King show wisdom…”

Feng Qishan hesitated but nodded, “Let it be done according to the Prince’s wishes.”

Resentment instantly flashed in Xuan Xiang’s eyes. Guyu, who had been standing dazed since the gong sounded, clearly hadn’t grasped what had transpired. He stammered and reached out to help Xuan Xiang, “It’s okay. Next time, you can come find me, and we’ll win it back slowly.”

Xuan Xiang suddenly raised his hand, flinging a handful of dust and sand into Guyu’s face. The sudden change happened so quickly that no one had time to react. Everyone outside the arena froze.

Xuan Xiang drew a concealed dagger from his boot and leaped up with murderous intent, lunging toward the roaring Guyu, who was rubbing his eyes.

Amidst the shocked gasps, Guyu, completely unaware of his surroundings, seemed unable to avoid this vicious attack coming straight at him—when suddenly, an arrow pierced through Xuan Xiang’s back, emerging from his chest.

Such a powerful bow, such a swift arrow, such precise aim!

Everyone was stunned by this scene.

In an instant, just an instant, Xuan Xiang was dead, shot by an arrow in the arena. The arrow had entered through his back, and everyone followed the direction of the arrow’s tail to its source.

Standing beside Feng Suige was an archer dressed in snow white. Despite the many eyes upon her, she maintained an air of aloof pride. In the intense sunlight, it seemed as if a faint glow emanated from her body.

Feng Qishan had already risen in shock and now bellowed in rage, “Fu Yixiao, you dare shoot and kill our national soldier in front of me! What crime have you committed!”

“What crime have I committed? Is this the martial way of Susha, to use such despicable means to harm an opponent in the arena?” Yixiao, truly angered, confronted him head-on, refusing to yield.

“The judgment had not been passed. Xuan Xiang was still a military officer of Susha, and he hadn’t harmed anyone,” Feng Qishan sneered. “Yet you directly shot him dead!”

“Yixiao, you mustn’t openly defy Father King—the civil and military officials are all present. They’ve always been looking for faults in you. Now, you’re liable to be punished for the slightest mistake!” Feng Suige gripped her wrist tightly, urging her desperately.

“If I hadn’t shot, Guyu would have been in danger. Everyone saw it. Why does everyone side with Xuan Xiang and blame me?” Yixiao had lost all reason in her anger. Her piercing gaze locked onto Feng Qishan, still seated on his throne. “It was the same at Your Highness’s wedding. If Xuan Xiang had provoked the King that day, I suppose he would have been killed on the spot, wouldn’t he?”

A wave of astonished murmurs swept through the crowd. Feng Suige drew in a sharp breath, using all his strength to restrain the struggling Yixiao. “Don’t be reckless. No one can openly challenge Father King. This is a grave disrespect.”

“When one wishes to condemn, excuses are never lacking. If he’s determined to punish me, killing Xuan Xiang is already a capital offense,” Yixiao suddenly stopped struggling and said coldly.

The surrounding pavilions, occupied by court officials, had already begun to voice their disapproval of Fu Yixiao’s blatant insolence. Although Xuan Xiang’s tactics against Guyu had been extremely despicable, in Susha, those who dared to openly defy Feng Qishan were few and far between, let alone challenge him.

Guyu, still blinded by the sand, had sensed the tense atmosphere in the arena despite his dimwittedness. He waved his arms wildly, eyes closed, and shouted hoarsely, “It wasn’t the Consort, it was the General!”

“Silence!” Feng Qishan roared. “A mere commoner, you have no right to speak here! Guards! Take this commoner who dares to make a commotion before me and give him two hundred lashes!”

“Father King,” Feng Suige finally couldn’t hold back, “Although Xuan Xiang didn’t harm Guyu, his intentions were clear. Guyu is naturally slow-witted and didn’t mean to offend Your Majesty. I request that Father King hand this matter over to the Ministry of Justice. I will handle it impartially, without favoritism!”

“Then how shall we account for Fu Yixiao’s defiance of me?” Feng Qishan asked coldly. Feng Suige hesitated, but Yixiao had already spoken solemnly, “If the matter of Xuan Xiang can be handled fairly, I am willing to apologize for my earlier offense…”

“An apology won’t be necessary,” Feng Qishan suddenly smiled. “After all, you are Suige’s favored consort. I needn’t quarrel with a mere woman…” Immediately, a military officer stood up and loudly proclaimed, “I find this inappropriate. The King’s mercy is Susha’s fortune, but if Your Majesty doesn’t punish the Consort, I fear it will be difficult to establish authority in the eyes of the world!”

As soon as he finished speaking, a chorus of agreement arose. Feng Qishan feigned contemplation for a moment before reluctantly saying, “Very well, but for Suige’s sake, I will be somewhat lenient. Do any of you ministers have objections?” A wave of praise and flattery immediately followed.

Feng Suige trembled with anger, but Fu Yixiao had already calmed down. “I lost my temper earlier—they won’t easily let go of such an opportunity. If we try to suppress this, it might only damage your reputation.” Feng Suige said regretfully, “I don’t care about reputation. I promised to protect you.”

Yixiao freed herself from his grasp and smiled brightly. “Your words are enough—it won’t be a severe punishment. I might as well face it openly, to avoid tarnishing Jinxiu’s reputation.” She then removed her bow and quiver, handed them to him, and walked away.

Feng Qishan watched Fu Yixiao kneel before his seat with an inscrutable smile. After a long moment, he declared imperiously, “To maintain discipline in the court—guards, take the Consort to the training ground and tie her to a wooden post until sunset, as a warning to all!”

“Father King!” Feng Suige, who had followed, shouted angrily. “Yixiao is to participate in the archery competition tomorrow!” Feng Qishan merely glanced at him indifferently. “Suige, don’t be foolish. I’m already being very lenient. If she weren’t your secondary consort, I would have ordered her beheaded long ago.”

Yixiao didn’t resist, allowing Susha’s soldiers to bind and lead her away. She knew that if she refused to accept this punishment, it would be seen as defiance, playing right into Feng Qishan’s hands and causing even more trouble. She just needed to endure… just endure this afternoon.

As she passed Feng Suige, she smiled and tossed out a sentence, “It seems I’ll have a hard time winning tomorrow. You’d better start making other plans!”
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Hanging exposure, or xuan pu, involves using hemp ropes to suspend a person with only their toes touching the ground. It seems easy, but in reality, if the taut body relaxes even slightly, the rough hemp ropes around the wrists bear the entire body weight. Over time, this can cut off blood circulation and even cause muscle spasms.

As she was roughly tied with hemp ropes, Fu Yi Xiao clenched her teeth, glaring defiantly at the supervising official sent by Feng Qishan. The official looked down at her haughtily, indifferently ordering a nearby captain, “Watch her closely,” before moving to a shaded area.

The proud summer sun diligently exuded heat. Soon, sweat soaked through Fu Yi Xiao’s clothes. Feng Suige, standing nearby, only lasted a moment before angrily rushing onto the platform, pointing at the guarding captain and shouting, “Let her down!”

The captain tremblingly explained, “P-Prince, these are the King’s orders…”

“Get out!” he hissed through gritted teeth. The captain immediately fell silent, not daring to say another word.

“Hey—” Fu Yi Xiao’s voice came from above. “They’re not just watching me, they’re watching you too.” Feng Suige stood motionless, looking at her for a moment, then walked to the pole she was hanging from and drew his sword.

“Feng—” Before Yi Xiao could finish, there was a clear ringing sound as Feng Suige thrust his sword into the ground nearby. He turned and walked behind Yi Xiao, his tall body blocking the sunlight that had been shining on her.

“Prince, let me help you…” The captain carefully stepped around the sword on the ground, approaching to point at the rope tied to the wooden post.

“No need,” Feng Suige coldly glanced at the restless supervising official in the shade. “Tell him if he dares say a word more to the King, I’ll make sure he doesn’t see tomorrow’s sun!”

In less than two hours, Feng Suige’s clothes had become drenched with sweat, dried, and become drenched again. He remained motionless, standing there.

Yi Xiao called out to him several times but received no response. She tried to twist her body to look at him, when suddenly she heard Feng Suige say hoarsely from behind, “Save your strength. There are still several hours to go. We can talk when we get back.”

“If you’re going to stand, stand in front of me,” Yi Xiao said stubbornly. “Why are you hiding behind me?”

“Silly woman,” Feng Suige chuckled softly. “I have a lifetime for you to look at me. Why rush now?”

Yi Xiao was silent for a moment, then asked, “What are you planning to do tomorrow?”

Feng Suige mysteriously asked back, “Guess what I’ll do?”

“Are you finding someone to compete for me?” Fu Yi Xiao arched her back as if stretching. “Or will you go yourself?”

“I plan to…” Feng Suige stepped forward, leaning close to her ear, “Marry him as my male consort, then poison him on our wedding night.”

Yi Xiao laughed, “You might as well kill him on the spot. He wouldn’t dare harm you, and the King couldn’t punish you legally.”

“What a brilliant plan!” Feng Suige exclaimed, clapping his hands. Then, grinning mischievously, he added, “It’s settled—when I’m being punished by Father, you must come and shield me from the sun.”

Yi Xiao had only laughed a few times before she started panting slightly. Feng Suige’s expression became serious. “Alright, stop talking,” he said, falling silent. Yi Xiao called out to him a few times, but he didn’t answer, so she finally quieted down.

As the sun gradually moved westward, Yi Xiao’s breathing became increasingly erratic. Feng Suige had long since turned to face the setting sun, anxiously counting the moments.

Finally, as the last ray of light disappeared on the horizon, Feng Suige spun around and strode forward. He pulled his sword from the ground and struck the wooden post with a lightning-fast blow.

With just a soft “mmph,” Yi Xiao fell backward. Feng Suige tossed his sword aside and caught her, lifting her into his arms and running out. Yi Xiao, still in his arms, laughed, “Run slower, don’t drop me.”

“You still have the spirit to joke?” Feng Suige cursed as he ran, “I’ve never met a woman like you!”

Yi Xiao just smiled without speaking. After a while, she called out softly again, “Feng Suige.”

“I wouldn’t mind if you called me husband,” Feng Suige said through gritted teeth. “What other words have you thought of to annoy me?”

“Run slower, I think I’m about to… get dizzy from your jostling…” Yi Xiao’s voice grew fainter, and her body gradually went limp.

Feng Suige paused, disbelievingly shaking Fu Yi Xiao, whose eyes were slowly closing in his arms. In an instant, he began sprinting again, shouting repeatedly, “Someone come! Summon the physician, quickly summon the physician!”

King Feng Qishan sat before his dragon desk, listening carefully to the report from Steward Huang, who had just returned from Jin Xiu. He mused, “The attitudes of those military officers are within my expectations. After all, countless lives were lost when the two countries were at war. But it seems Xiyang is living quite comfortably in Jin Xiu now—did she mention anything else?”

Steward Huang, who had rushed to the palace as soon as he entered the city gates, kowtowed respectfully and replied, “In response to Your Majesty, there was nothing else.”

Feng Qishan sneered, “Is that truly nothing, or nothing as instructed?”

Steward Huang was taken aback, breaking out in a cold sweat. “Your Majesty’s wisdom is clear. The Princess… she didn’t say anything more.”

Feng Qishan slammed the table and stood up, pacing a few steps. “I believe he and Xiyang can put on a show of mutual respect in public, but given Xia Jingshi’s personality, he would never serve food to Xiyang in front of others—I’ll ask you one more time, think carefully before you answer: how bad is Xiyang’s situation?”

After a long moment, Steward Huang stammered, “In response to Your Majesty, due to the long-standing grudge between our countries, the Princess’s life in Jin Xiu is indeed not entirely smooth at present. But this subject believes that with the Princess’s wit and beauty, she will surely be able to win over the Southern Garrison King soon…”

“Bullshit!” Feng Qishan, in his extreme anger, let out a vulgar word. “If Xia Jingshi were so easily moved, he wouldn’t be Xia Jingshi!”

Seeing Feng Qishan’s anger, Steward Huang was so frightened that he prostrated himself on the ground, not daring to breathe, repeatedly saying, “Your Majesty, please forgive me.”

Feng Qishan calmed himself and said coldly, “I’ll give you one last chance. Speak quickly!”

Steward Huang then tremblingly recounted everything he had seen and heard in Jin Xiu. Surprisingly, Feng Qishan’s expression became increasingly gentle. When he heard that Xiyang was afraid of angering him and had instructed Steward Huang on how to answer his questions, a faint smile appeared on his face.

“Truly my good daughter, truly my loyal subject, hmm?” he said meaningfully. “Are you worried about me getting upset? Or are you afraid that being so far away, I can’t make decisions?”

“The Princess said she didn’t want Your Majesty to worry about her affairs,” Steward Huang said tremulously. “This subject was only following orders…”

“Enough,” Feng Qishan interrupted impatiently. “I don’t need your explanation. When you give Xia Jingshi’s letter to Suige, tell him to read it and then burn it. Tell him it was Xia Jingshi’s instruction.”
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Feng Suige anxiously downed several cups of tea. Finally, he removed the teapot lid and drank directly from it, not caring if he spilled on his clothes. Suddenly, he heard the light tinkling of the bead curtain in the inner chamber. He quickly wiped his mouth with his sleeve and went to meet the physician. “How is she?”

The physician bowed solemnly and said, “Your Highness, I’ve done my utmost, but the Consort…” Before he could finish, Feng Suige, face ashen, rushed into the inner chamber.

Fu Yixiao lay reclined on the couch, propped up by soft pillows. Her head tilted slightly outward, long black eyelashes resting peacefully on her eyelids. Blood seeped from her dry, cracked lips.

In that instant, the world lost all color. Feng Suige stood frozen, then suddenly snapped back to reality. He lunged forward, grabbing the physician by the collar and shouting, “You quack! How could she… How could she…” He choked on his words, his eyes reddening as he gripped the physician’s neck. “Speak! Who sent you here?!”

The physician’s face turned pale with fright. His eyes darted around, and then he called out to Feng Suige’s back, “Consort! Consort! Please wake up, His Highness is here!”

Though skeptical, Feng Suige turned to look. He saw Yixiao’s eyeballs move slightly under her lids. Her eyelashes fluttered open slowly. She asked in a confused, hoarse voice, “Why are you two embracing?”

“Yixiao!” Feng Suige immediately released the physician and rushed to her bedside. “You’re awake.” Before Yixiao could reply, he turned back fiercely to glare at the physician. “What were you about to say earlier?”

The physician stammered awkwardly, “This humble servant was trying to say that I’ve done my utmost, but the bruises on the Consort’s wrists may take some time to fade…”

Before he could finish, Feng Suige had already turned back to examine Fu Yixiao’s wrists carefully. As he gently caressed the bruised skin, he cursed angrily, “Those dogs, binding you so tightly… I’ll get some blood-activating salve from Old Qin tonight. The bruises should fade in a few days.”

Yixiao leaned in to look at her wrists in his hands and said self-mockingly, “It’s my first time wearing so many bracelets. Let me keep them for a few more days.”

“Then I’ll add another flower for you,” Feng Suige said, pretending to bite her wrist. Yixiao pulled her hand back with a laugh, “You’re in the mood for jokes? Seems you’re not worried about tomorrow’s archery competition at all.”

Feng Suige sighed, his expression darkening slightly. “Worried or not, it is what it is. There’s nothing more to think about — Father King always targets you like this. Aren’t you concerned for yourself?”

Yixiao scoffed, “Would he stop going after me if I worried? Besides, even if trouble comes, I have you as my shield.”

Feng Suige smiled and pinched her cheek. “How did I fall in love with such a carefree woman? Rest a bit more. I’ll have the kitchen prepare some nourishing soup for you.”

After a few days of recuperation, most of the carriages swept into the forest by the flood had been repaired. However, a few were damaged beyond repair by the rushing water and boulders. After much protest, Xue Ying was finally arranged to travel in the same carriage as Feng Xiyang.

As they set out, Xue Ying dozed off by the window with her eyes half-closed. Feng Xiyang sat quietly for a while, then suddenly asked, “Xue Ying, can you play the zither?”

“Zither?” Xue Ying lifted her eyelids slightly in confusion. “Why do you ask?”

Seeing that she was willing to talk, Feng Xiyang felt pleased and explained with a smile, “I’ve heard that the music and dance of Jin Xiu are unparalleled in the world. Even ordinary girls there are skilled with the zither, so I was just curious.”

Although reluctant to converse, Xue Ying answered honestly, “I learned to play the zither from my mother. Father always said she played beautifully in her youth, but when she first married him, our family’s circumstances were poor, so she set aside her music.”

Feng Xiyang smiled gently, “Since we have nothing else to do, would you mind playing a piece for me? I hope I’m not being too forward. I have no ulterior motives; I simply wish to hear the music.”

Xue Ying rested her chin on her hand and looked at Feng Xiyang for a moment before simply replying, “Alright.”

A six-stringed zither was quickly handed to Ling Xue Ying by a maid. Xue Ying closed her eyes in concentration for a moment, then slowly raised her hand. Her smooth fingertips fell on the strings, plucking out the first trembling note.

The music began like a lively young girl dancing gracefully and joyfully under the moonlight. Then it transformed into a melancholic woman gazing into the distance on a misty, rainy day, waiting for a lover with an unknown return date. Finally, the melody shifted once more, becoming a lonely, proud woman carefully applying her makeup in front of a mirror, whispering to herself, “Perhaps it’s better to forget…” With a last lingering, sorrowful refrain, the music faded away.

The carriage was very quiet. After a long while, Feng Xiyang asked in a daze, “Do you think it’s true that when love runs deep, there are no regrets?”

Xue Ying replied languidly, “Emotions are the easiest thing to guess yet the hardest to grasp. Often, they’re easy to pick up but difficult to let go.” She glanced at Feng Xiyang with a faint sigh and said softly, “There’s nothing wrong with the saying ‘when love runs deep, there are no regrets.’ But for a man like him, if this love isn’t what he needs, no matter how selfless and devoted you are, you won’t be able to move his heart.”

Feng Xiyang trembled slightly and asked instinctively, “You’re good friends with her, aren’t you? Can you tell me where I fall short compared to her?”

Xue Ying shook her head and chuckled lightly, “The emotions of this world aren’t like the black and white pieces on a game board that you can arrange at will. If he could fall in love with you so easily, he wouldn’t be Xia Jingshi.”

“But I only love him,” Feng Xiyang’s voice grew softer. “I’m not asking for much. I just want to be by his side. If he could show me even a fraction of the kindness he shows her — even just a tiny bit. But I don’t know why our relationship keeps getting worse. Like this time, I didn’t mean to throw that hairpin down. I didn’t know he would…”

“This incident has nothing to do with you,” Xue Ying finally interrupted. “Really. Xiao Canjun told Ning Fei that His Highness said he just had an impulse to pick up the hairpin. He didn’t expect to fall, let alone slide so deep. So this time, it’s not your fault. Actually, until now, I’ve been unsure how to address you — whether to call you Xiyang, Princess, or Lady Wang. But I’ve always wanted to tell you that you don’t need to mind Yixiao’s existence. Everything that’s happened has nothing to do with Yixiao because she and His Highness never truly began anything…”

“Really?!” Xiyang’s eyes suddenly lit up with a dazzling light. “Nothing ever happened between them?”

Xue Ying stared at her for a moment, then sighed, “What I wanted to tell you is that his heart is like a stagnant pool of water. No matter how big a stone you throw in, it will only cause a momentary ripple…”

Feng Xiyang cut her off urgently, “No if they never started anything, I can do it. I really can!”

“Then,” Xue Ying put down the zither and stood up, “I’ll tell you two things. First, that hairpin belongs to Yixiao. Second, the last time he coughed up blood was because he learned Yixiao had written asking for the hairpin back.” Unable to bear the sudden emptiness in Feng Xiyang’s eyes, she added, “Let it go,” as she reached to lift the carriage curtain.

“Ling Xue Ying,” Feng Xiyang’s cold voice came from behind, “You’re too cruel.”

Xue Ying paused but didn’t turn back. She replied, “If I were truly cruel, I wouldn’t have told you any of this.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 66
Despite all dissuasion, Fu Yi Xiao still came to the competition arena. She was now preparing her attire, ready to enter the field. Feng Suige, watching her solemn and orderly manner, couldn’t help but feel a touch of sweetness in his heart. This woman, no wonder Xia Jingshi would go to such lengths for her. She was worth it.

Although Xia Jingshi’s letter was sealed with wax, Feng Suige still had a nagging doubt. Yesterday, Steward Huang had returned to Su Sha from Jin Xiu, but according to secret reports, he had been taken directly to the palace as soon as he entered the city gates. It didn’t take much imagination to know that King Feng Qishan had summoned him. And given Xia Jingshi’s meticulousness, how could he do something as indiscreet as entrusting someone to deliver a message?

Today, Feng Qishan’s chosen method for the archery competition was unexpectedly complex. He had ordered a hundred water deer to be released in an enclosed dense forest, allowing Fu Yi Xiao and Ye Duanfang to enter the forest simultaneously. After one hour, the winner would be determined by the number of deer ears collected…

Feng Suige stepped forward to tighten Yi Xiao’s wrist guard, forcing a smile as he said, “You’re not going to hand me over to someone else, are you?” Yi Xiao lowered her head, arranging her clothes without speaking. Feng Suige sighed, covering his cheek with a worried expression, “People always say that beautiful women often have tragic fates. How much more so for a perfect man like me? I can only blame the heavens for making me so unique, possessing all the virtues that others lack…”

“Feng Suige!” Yi Xiao finally couldn’t help but shout, “Aren’t you afraid of being struck by lightning?”

“Of course not,” Feng Suige said with a chuckle. “Are you nervous? You seem unwilling to speak much.”

“No,” Yi Xiao denied outright, “I’ve never been talkative.”

Feng Suige simply said “Oh,” his eyes blazing as he looked at her. “Seeing you try so hard for me, even if you lose, I won’t blame you—How about this? I’ll compete in your place, just consider it as you hire me.”

Yi Xiao glared at him, “But I have no money to pay you.”

Feng Suige looked at her very seriously, “Letting me love you for a lifetime would be enough…” Before he could finish, Yi Xiao tightened the strap securing her quiver to her chest and walked out of the shade tent.

Watching her enter the field, Feng Suige suddenly addressed Feng Qishan, “Father, Yi Xiao’s wrist is still swollen. Could we possibly…” Before he could finish, an elderly minister chuckled, “Newlyweds are indeed sweet as honey, but if the Prince were to show favoritism to the Junior Consort at this time and place, I’m afraid it would be difficult to silence the gossip.”

Feng Suige laughed casually, “Your Excellency worries too much. I merely wish to assign someone to follow Yi Xiao and help her collect deer ears, not to compete in her place.” Feng Qishan pondered briefly, then nodded, “Very well, but who does Suige have in mind?” Feng Suige said slowly and deliberately, “Gu Yu.”

Gu Yu, carrying a cloth bag, happily ran behind Yi Xiao’s horse. Yesterday, when Fu Yi Xiao was punished for saving him, he had been upset all night. Early this morning, when Feng Suige found him and said he needed him to help Fu Yi Xiao collect the game during the archery competition, he danced with joy. Apart from shouting some vague and meaningless syllables, he couldn’t think of any other way to express his happiness—the Prince didn’t dislike him because of yesterday’s incident and even entrusted the Junior Consort to his care…

The two moved swiftly through the dense forest. Soon, Gu Yu’s clothes were covered in deer blood. Gradually, however, Fu Yi Xiao began to frown tightly after each quick shot, her accuracy deteriorating. Several times, she nearly missed her target.

Gu Yu noticed this too. He pointed at Lang Xing and made a frustrated gesture, grunting, “Junior Consort rest a while, Gu Yu go kill.” Yi Xiao tilted her head to wipe the sweat dripping down her cheek onto her right shoulder. “We only have one hour. While we rest, Marquis Cheng Xin won’t be resting. If Gu Yu isn’t tired, shall we continue?”

Gu Yu puffed out his chest and nodded vigorously, “Not tired, not tired at all.” Yi Xiao nodded slightly and spurred her horse to continue.

If Feng Suige had only one trustworthy subordinate left, it would undoubtedly be Gu Yu. Perhaps Gu Yu’s intelligence was somewhat lacking, but his loyalty was beyond question. When Feng Suige told him to protect Fu Yi Xiao, he would certainly do so. Therefore, when he fell into the pre-set trap, he even remembered to shout, “Be careful—”

Yi Xiao only felt a sudden emptiness before her eyes. Gu Yu, who had been running ahead to cut deer ears, abruptly disappeared from the ground. Following his unclear shout of “Be careful” and the sound of a heavy object falling, a cloud of dry dust rose from the ground.

Yi Xiao instinctively pulled on the reins. Looking closely, she broke out in a cold sweat. On the flat yellow earth ahead, an enormous pit had suddenly appeared—it was an expertly concealed trap!

“Gu Yu!” Yi Xiao leaped from her horse and ran to the edge of the pit, looking down. “Gu Yu, are you alright?” Gu Yu, his massive body twisted, lay dazed at the bottom of the pit. Hearing her call, he seemed to regain some consciousness. He struggled to move, again mumbling, “Be careful…”

Without time to wonder why such a huge trap would appear in an open area of the forest, Yi Xiao turned and stood up to untie her horse’s reins. “Gu Yu, see if you’re injured. I’ll find a way to pull you up…”

Gu Yu shifted at the bottom of the pit, causing soil to fall from the pit walls with a rustling sound. Yi Xiao had already returned to the edge of the pit with the reins. She tied one end around her waist and threw the other end down. “Gu Yu, see if we can pull you up with this.”

Half-leaning against the pit wall, Gu Yu struggled to reach for something on the ground, mumbling, “Wait, ears…” Yi Xiao then noticed that the bag he had been carrying was thrown aside, deer ears rolling out from the open mouth, bloodied and muddy.

“Gu Yu, come up first,” Yi Xiao called. But Gu Yu stubbornly collected the deer ears back into the bag, carefully tied it, and secured it to his waist. Only then did he reach out his large hands to grab the reins? However, Yi Xiao was too weak, and Gu Yu was too bulky. After several attempts, not only had they failed to pull Gu Yu up, but Yi Xiao nearly fell into the pit herself. They had to give up.

After resting for a moment, Yi Xiao resolutely stood up. “Gu Yu, wait for me. I’ll go back to find the Prince and bring people to rescue you.” Upon hearing the word “Prince,” Gu Yu seemed to have an epiphany and began searching his body. Soon, he held up two fire arrows, grinning foolishly, “Prince said, shoot up and help will come…”

On the competition field, a weapons contest was underway. Feng Suige watched absent-mindedly, his thoughts flying to the dense forest several miles away.

He wondered how many deer ears she had collected by now… Gu Yu should be a good assistant and focused… As he was lost in thought, he suddenly heard someone nearby exclaim, “Look, where did those fire arrows come from?”

Feng Suige instinctively looked up towards the dense forest, his heart sinking to the bottom—in the clear, cloudless sky, two distinct white smoke trails curved upwards, pointing straight to the heavens.

People in other tents gradually noticed as well. The crowd, which had been cheering for the fighters below, began to buzz with excitement. “They are fire arrows… where did they come from…”

Those were the fire arrows he had given to Gu Yu, instructing him to use them only in case of danger. And surprisingly, two had been fired at once!

Feng Suige could no longer care about etiquette. Ignoring Feng Qishan’s reprimands, he ran towards the horse tethering area behind the field. He untied a horse at random and galloped wildly towards the dense forest.

Danger… danger, danger… Yi Xiao was in danger!!!

Yi Xiao – Chapter 67
After launching the fire arrows into the sky, Fu Yixiao sat cross-legged beside the trap, softly comforting, “Hold on a bit longer. He’ll surely come quickly once he sees it.” Guyu painfully shifted his body, untying the bag containing the deer ears from his waist and tossing it up. “Ears first. Guyu will follow.” Yixiao caught the bag, hesitating for a moment. Just as she was about to say something, a faint sound shattered the suffocating silence—it was the familiar slight creak of a bow drawn to its limit.

With a whizzing sound, Yixiao ducked low, darting to the side. As her feet touched the ground, several dense twangs followed. Suddenly, arrows rained down on the previously quiet forest clearing. Yixiao rolled clumsily a few times but ultimately fell into the pit with nowhere left to hide, landing heavily beside Guyu.

Guyu stared at the fallen Yixiao in disbelief, stammering, “You… came down?” Yixiao sat up, wincing in pain, and looked up angrily at the trap’s opening, gritting her teeth, “So it wasn’t an accident. How despicable!” A few cold laughs echoed as two gleaming arrowheads aimed at Fu Yixiao and Guyu at the bottom of the pit.

Ye Duanfang cut off a pair of deer ears, placing them in the hemp sack on his horse’s back. He sighed and prepared to mount his horse to continue. In this world, the two strongest forces, apart from emotions, are killing. For men, especially men like him, the thrill of killing often surpasses that of emotion. However, war is one thing, and indiscriminate slaughter for a purpose is another.

A foraging squirrel emerged from the forest, nimble and docile, searching for scattered fruits under a pine tree. Suddenly, the squirrel froze, as if listening intently, then darted away without a trace. In the silence, two fire arrows whistled up from the dense forest on the other side, shooting straight into the sky—these were arrows only to be fired when a commander was in danger on the battlefield!

Who could it be? Besides the prince’s junior consort and that dimwitted giant, there shouldn’t be anyone else in the forest. Ye Duanfang’s face grew serious as he nocked an arrow and spurred his horse towards the source.

In the forest clearing, over a dozen men in dark grey clothes were busily carrying heavy sacks. Two others with bows stood by the pit where Fu Yixiao and Guyu had fallen, helping to pour soil from the bags into the trap. Suddenly, a grey-clad sentry came running from afar, shouting in panic, “Someone’s coming! Quick, run!” Before anyone could react, the sound of an arrow cutting through the air was heard, followed by an agonized cry as the running man fell, shot in the leg.

The crowd outside the pit grew restless with fear, dropping the sacks they were carrying. A man who seemed to be the leader rushed forward, grabbing the fallen man and attempting to retreat into the forest. The sound of approaching hoofbeats was as clear as if it were stamping on their hearts. A rider burst from the forest like an arrow. In a flash, a second arrow followed, striking down the grey-clad leader who was dragging his comrade. Ye Duanfang, galloping towards them, shouted, “Who goes there? Everyone stand still!”

Almost simultaneously, a healthy steed leaped out from the bushes on the other side, carrying Feng Suige with a grim expression. Seeing Ye Duanfang with his bow drawn, he roared, “Where’s Yixiao? Where is Yixiao?!” Ye Duanfang was momentarily stunned—he had only glimpsed the strange grey-clad men busy around a large pit in the ground. Hearing Feng Suige’s question, he instinctively looked towards the trap.

In that instant, the grey-clad group had completely withdrawn, leaving only chaotic footprints mixed with bloodstains, and more than ten scattered bags of soil. Feng Suige followed his gaze, his heart immediately leaping to his throat. He dismounted and rushed to the edge of the pit. One look, and he nearly went blind…

Ye Duanfang, unable to pursue the fleeing grey-clad men, put away his arrow and hurried over to support the swaying Feng Suige. “Your Highness,” he called softly, looking into the pit. Arrows were embedded in the pit wall and in the broad back of Guyu, who lay face-down on the left side, not yet fully buried by soil. And on the right side… there was only a pointed mound of earth.

Ye Duanfang was also shocked. He had heard of the complicated entanglement between this commoner-born junior consort and the prince. Before this competition, King Feng Qishan had summoned him personally, instructing him to win at all costs. Although he strongly disliked this junior consort who had once slaughtered Sushe soldiers on the battlefield, Ye Duanfang sighed—perhaps this wasn’t the worst ending. For any matter, death is a cruel conclusion, but it is precisely death that provides the most thorough ending.

Intense heartache made Feng Suige’s body tremble violently, as if his heart had been pierced, blood dripping drop by drop. He gasped, each inhalation halting briefly, each exhalation carrying unbearable pain from his heart. He stared fixedly at the scattered arrows, his throat emitting strange hissing sounds like sighs. Ye Duanfang listened for a while before finally understanding the words Feng Suige repeated: “He killed Yixiao, he killed Yixiao…” Suddenly, Feng Suige violently pushed away Ye Duanfang who was supporting him. “You’re an accomplice!!!”

With a clang, the long sword at his waist was unsheathed. Feng Suige’s bloodshot eyes were devoid of tears, glaring at Ye Duanfang like a ferocious beast selecting its prey. His voice was terrifyingly gloomy, “She’s dead, and you won’t live either—” Ye Duanfang stepped back, knowing Feng Suige wouldn’t listen to his explanation now, but he had to try. “Your Highness, please calm down. I—”

A low groan from the bottom of the pit, though weak, was clear enough for both men to hear. Feng Suige’s fierce expression suddenly froze, quickly turning to disbelief. He spun around and stumbled towards the pit. “Yixiao!” Ye Duanfang’s brow relaxed as he let out a soft sigh of relief and quickly followed.

Fu Yixiao crawled out, emerging from beneath Guyu’s body, covered in blood from head to toe. “Guyu? Guyu?!” Ignoring the two men who had jumped into the pit, she stared blankly for a moment before tentatively pushing and shaking the silent, arrow-riddled, and soil-covered Guyu. He had already been pushed onto his side by her, showing no signs of life.

“Guyu, Guyu, Guyu, Guyu…!!!” She increased her force, tears welling up in her eyes but unable to fall. When the first arrow came down, Guyu, who had been leaning against the pit wall, had thrown himself over her, pressing down tightly. “Guyu, protect…” His speech was always unclear, but these few words rang in Yixiao’s ears like thunderclaps as arrow after arrow pierced his back.

“Must win…” His voice grew fainter, yet seemed to carry a smile. “Junior Consort smells nice… like mother…” Finally, silence fell, leaving only the dull thuds of arrows entering flesh and the clang of metal colliding. Each impact was accompanied by Guyu’s reflexive spasms, gradually becoming fainter until they ceased altogether. Throughout the arrow rain, Guyu’s body completely shielded Fu Yixiao. She remained unharmed.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 68
Feng Suige stood motionless, his hand clutching tightly at the fabric on his chest. The two golden dragons on his robe appeared fierce due to the wrinkles in the cloth. Ye Duanfang hesitated, then stepped forward to check Guyu’s pulse. He shook his head and retreated behind Feng Suige, saying softly, “He’s gone.”

Feng Suige remained silent, but Yixiao suddenly turned her head, her tear-filled eyes glaring at Ye Duanfang. She spat out hatefully, “If you wanted my life, you could have come for it openly. Why involve others? You’re despicable! You’re shameless!”

Ye Duanfang’s mouth twitched slightly. He replied grimly, “If you can’t defeat me, you’ll have failed to honor his sacrifice, and you won’t deserve to hear my explanation.”

The last drop of water in the clepsydra finally fell. The scene was completely silent, with everyone craning their necks towards the dense forest. Feng Qishan lightly tapped the armrest of his chair and anxiously instructed the palace guard standing beside him, “Send more people to check again.”

After one incense stick had burned, the previously dispatched soldier galloped back. He dismounted, knelt in the center of the field, and reported somewhat uneasily, “Your Majesty… the prince says he cannot come now. He requests Your Majesty and the officials to…”

Feng Qishan immediately stood up, losing color. “Is Suige injured?!” “The prince is not injured,” the soldier hesitated, “The specific situation is unclear to me, so…” “Enough,” Feng Qishan swept his sleeve imperiously, “Lead the way!”

The carriages of the nobles followed Feng Qishan’s royal carriage along the forest path, slowly entering the dense woods. Feng Qishan’s body swayed gently with the movement of the carriage, his expression changing unpredictably. That person had calculated everything but had overlooked two fire arrows. Not only had the plan failed at the last moment, but who knew what other troubles might arise…

The carriage finally stopped swaying, and the rumbling behind gradually ceased. After a while, the herald came over trembling to lift the carriage curtain. “Your Majesty, the prince is ahead.”

Feng Qishan walked out of the royal carriage with a calm expression. As his gaze fell upon the scene, his heart first skipped a beat, then slightly relaxed—there were only three people ahead. Feng Suige and Ye Duanfang stood side by side, each holding a blood-stained hemp sack. Not far in front of them lay a blood-soaked, massive corpse on the ground—who else could it be but the giant called Guyu? A short distance behind the two men, Fu Yixiao sat on her knees, covered in blood, counting the collected bundles of arrows without raising her head.

As Feng Qishan stepped out, all the soldiers around, including Marquis Jianxin Ye Duanfang, knelt and called out “Long live Your Majesty!” Only two people didn’t move: Feng Suige, who stood tall and proud, and Fu Yixiao, who focused on counting arrows.

Feng Qishan frowned. “It’s understandable if Fu Yixiao doesn’t know the etiquette, but why are you also…” “Father,” Feng Suige interrupted, turning his sack upside down. Bloody deer ears immediately scattered over Guyu’s corpse and rolled across the ground. Feng Suige announced in a clear voice, “The deer ears are here. Please, Father, verify them publicly!”

The atmosphere was eerie. The ministers who had followed surrounded the area, looking at each other uneasily, not daring to breathe loudly.

Someone had died, yet why did the king seem unconcerned, only caring about whether the prince had bowed?

Someone had died, yet why did the prince seem unconcerned, insisting on verifying the deer ears first?

Someone had died, indeed someone had died…

Ye Duanfang silently stood up and poured out his hunted deer ears on the other side. Everyone’s eyes immediately focused on the ground—two piles of deer ears, seemingly similar in number, requiring a detailed count to determine the winner. But without Feng Qishan’s order, no soldier dared to step forward to verify the deer ears.

After a long while, it was Ye Duanfang who spoke first. “I admit defeat.” Before he finished speaking, even Fu Yixiao and Feng Suige looked at him in surprise. The ministers behind Feng Qishan burst into a buzz of discussion. Feng Qishan narrowed his eyes sharply. “We haven’t ordered a count yet. Why does Marquis Jianxin say this?”

Ye Duanfang remained silent for a moment, then turned to Fu Yixiao and picked up a bundle of arrows from the ground. “I may not have lost to the Junior Consort, but I lost to these arrows, or rather, to the person who used these arrows.”

Silence fell.

Feng Qishan said nothing, while Ye Duanfang’s brow furrowed into a frown. He spoke clearly and forcefully, “If it were a fair competition, win or lose, I would accept it wholeheartedly. But—” He pointed to Guyu’s corpse on the ground. “The Junior Consort was ambushed during the competition, and her attendant lost his life protecting her. Even if I won, it would be a dishonorable victory!”

Suddenly, large tears welled up in Fu Yixiao’s eyes. She wiped her face roughly with her blood-stained sleeve, gathered all the bloody arrows from the ground, and strode boldly toward Feng Qishan. Immediately, several civil and military officials rushed forward to shield Feng Qishan behind them.

Yixiao laughed coldly. “Why so nervous? Is it because someone has done something unconscionable?” She threw the bundles of arrows at Feng Qishan’s feet. “Including those in Marquis Jianxin’s hands, there are 74 arrows in total, 67 of which were extracted from Guyu’s body.”

She then turned and pointed at Ye Duanfang. “Don’t think admitting defeat will clear you of suspicion. As long as I live, I swear to avenge Guyu!” Ye Duanfang nodded expressionlessly without saying a word.

Feng Qishan nudged the arrows on the ground with his toe and snorted coldly. “I will investigate this matter thoroughly. Come, gather the deer ears, and count them publicly to determine the winner of the arrow competition.” Before he finished speaking, Ye Duanfang had already knelt again. “For the sake of my reputation, I beg Your Majesty to withdraw the order!”

Seeing the soldiers about to step forward and freeze in place, Feng Qishan angrily shouted, “This matter has nothing to do with the arrow competition. I command you to—” “Your Majesty, please consider!” Ye Duanfang suddenly became agitated. “If I cannot clear my name, what use is winning the competition? How can I face the army and the people of the country?”

Feng Qishan was so angry that his lips trembled and his hands shook. Before he could speak, Feng Suige, who had been silent all along, slowly said, “Your son believes that only an insider can cooperate with outside enemies. Therefore, Father should not dwell on the arrow competition now, but should quickly and strictly investigate the mastermind behind this incident to prevent further complications.”

“Rebellion, utter rebellion,” Feng Qishan laughed in extreme anger. “For the sake of a stupid, dim-witted doorkeeper, you’re all turning around to lecture your king?!”

“How dare we use the word ‘rebellion’,” Yixiao also smiled slightly. “Your Majesty never makes mistakes, so how could we dare to lecture Your Majesty?”

She paced a few steps, coldly glancing at the officials behind Feng Qishan. “I just want to remind those with ill intentions that assassinating a member of the royal family is a capital offense that would implicate the entire clan. And as you all know, Fu Yixiao comes from a military background and only understands the principle of an eye for an eye—whoever tries to push me to the brink, from now on, can forget about living peacefully!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 69
The price of survival is often steep. When one pays it themselves, it’s bearable. When others pay for it, it becomes a tragedy.

Feng Suige took the porcelain cup of ginseng tea from the maid’s tray and gently placed it on the table. It had been two days since their return from the arena. Yi Xiao had confined herself to her room, only drifting into brief, fitful slumbers when extremely fatigued, always jolting awake soon after. When conscious, she stood silently by the window.

“We’ve uncovered some leads. It’s only a matter of time before the truth comes to light. You must take care of yourself and not fall ill first,” Feng Suige said.

“Don’t worry,” Yi Xiao replied softly without turning, “I won’t fall before that person does.”

Feng Suige continued, “To avoid suspicion, Marquis Jian Xin has voluntarily isolated himself from his subordinates. My people are tending to his meals and daily needs.”

“You know in your heart it’s not him,” Yi Xiao slowly turned to face Feng Suige. “Do you want me to say it out loud?”

“If you could say it, I’d feel more at ease,” Feng Suige gently traced her slightly dark under-eye circles. “Even if you cried, it would be better.”

Yi Xiao froze for a moment, slightly avoiding his touch. Feng Suige’s hand hung awkwardly in the air. After a while, he smiled bitterly, “Are you blaming me?”

“It would be hypocritical to say I don’t blame you at all,” Yi Xiao was silent for a moment before looking into his eyes. “But I blame myself more. Those people were after me. I’m the one who implicated Gu Yu.” Her voice suddenly choked, “Even now, I don’t know what makes me worth his desperate protection!”

“Don’t say such foolish things,” Feng Suige sighed deeply, embracing her. “Remember when you ran away in anger? Later, I asked him how he defines good and bad people. Guess how he answered? He said those who are truly kind to him and protect him are good people. Those who aren’t kind to him and bully him are all bad people.”

Yi Xiao quietly listened as she leaned against his chest, feeling Feng Suige’s breath on her forehead.

“Gu Yu may not be as intelligent as others, but he sees everyone around him with his heart. So, don’t doubt Gu Yu, and don’t doubt yourself.”

After a long while, Yi Xiao suddenly smiled. Leaving his embrace, her eyes sparkled with a fierce determination. “Those who want to kill me have always been one step behind. They’ve sent mediocre assassins, not skilled killers. So, they were destined to fail before they even began. Would you be willing to teach me how to better protect myself in this treacherous imperial court, and even learn to strike back?”

“Of course I’m willing,” Feng Suige gently caressed her cheek. “I’d like to promise that I’ll protect you forever and never let you be harmed. But there are many things I can’t change or undo now. So I can only promise to protect you with all my might and provide everything I can. This is all I can do for you right now, Yi Xiao. I’m sorry I can’t make a promise I can’t keep, but I truly want to give you happiness. Do you understand? So, if you understand my meaning, promise me one thing – no matter the circumstances, cherish your own life and try your best to survive. Promise me you won’t die before I do.”

Yi Xiao quietly listened, then nodded slightly. “I promise you!”

In a side hall, Feng Qishan paced back and forth in anger. Concubine Zhuang stood nervously to the side, hesitating several times before finally crying out, “Your Majesty—”

“Silence!” Feng Qishan shouted. “You guaranteed to this Emperor that the matter would be handled flawlessly. And now?”

“Your subject didn’t expect Father and Brother to fail,” Concubine Zhuang pouted pitifully. “Besides, if it weren’t for those two fire arrows…”

“Enough,” Feng Qishan cut her off, seemingly having made a decision. “What’s done is done. There’s no use saying more. This Emperor doesn’t believe they can turn the tables under his very nose!”

“Yes, yes,” Concubine Zhuang quickly agreed with a smile. “No matter how capable Prince Feng is, he’s still just a prince. It’s just that Fu Yi Xiao—”

“Her?” Feng Qishan snorted coldly. “Taking her life would be as easy as turning over my hand. It’s only out of consideration for Suige and Xi Yang that I’ve allowed her to remain brazen until now.”

“In your subject’s view, Fu Yi Xiao is just an ignorant country girl,” Concubine Zhuang smiled maliciously. “Her heart belongs entirely to Xia Jingshi, the King of Pacifying the South. And what the Prince has always been most concerned about is probably the name Xia Jingshi…”

After a long journey, they finally arrived at the splendid imperial capital. Gazing at the distant dark grey city walls, Feng Xi Yang sighed. She had returned here after several years but with a completely different status and state of mind.

Xia Jingshi had been deliberately avoiding her, and Snow Shadow hadn’t returned since leaving her carriage that day.

That night, she drank herself into a stupor, hazily singing a little tune she had heard somewhere: “Love, not knowing where it begins, go deep at once. Today as dust clears and light emerges, let love and infatuation pass together…”

In her daze, she heard her voice, low and hoarse.

Deep at once, ah. Deep as the long dreams in those long nights, endless.

That night, she was truly drunk, forgetting everything. When she awoke with a splitting headache, there were no caring hands to offer her a cup of hot tea.

Once, she had secretly asked a favored concubine in Shu Sha’s harem, “Are you very miserable?”

To her surprise, the concubine smiled and said, “Liking someone doesn’t bring misery.”

Curious, she had asked, “Do you love the King?”

The concubine replied, “Of course I do. Because I love him, I can find an equal measure of joy hidden behind the long-lasting pain.”

But why did she only feel pain and no joy…

At this moment, she felt like a traveler on a long journey, chasing a point of starlight. Hungry, thirsty, and weary, she stumbled in the darkness, ready to collapse at any moment and never wake up.

Why had she wanted to chase it in the first place? If she had known the light on the horizon was a mirage, would she have given up or continued? Why, when the light source was within reach, could she do nothing…

She only needed one word from him, and she would have chosen to believe him unconditionally, regardless of the facts before her eyes. She could even deceive herself and deny everything – but alas, he never lied.

It was this man who had destroyed so many years of her hopes, and her entire life.

How ironic. This man, unmoved no matter what she did, his heart like copper walls and iron ramparts, without a single weakness – no, he did have one…

Did she have to extinguish this light with her own hands…

Was she not afraid of never seeing daylight again…

Yi Xiao – Chapter 70
Perhaps due to Feng Xi Yang’s presence, the Emperor granted Xia Jingshi and his entourage Ming De Palace as their temporary residence in the imperial capital.

After changing into appropriate robes, Xia Jingshi strolled towards the nearby Ning Bi Pool. Ming De Palace was still lush with green trees and flowers, and the beautiful lotus pond still boasted three fairy mountains. Yet he no longer felt the carefree enjoyment of his past visits to admire the lotuses.

“Your Highness,” Xiao Weiran called softly from a distance, “The Princess Consort sent someone to inquire…”

Xia Jingshi interrupted him, smiling as he asked, “Weiran, have you ever loved someone?”

Taken aback by the unexpected question, Xiao Weiran paused before nodding, “I have.”

“Then,” Xia Jingshi slowly turned around, “let me ask you, if you fell in love with someone you shouldn’t love, what would you do?”

Xiao Weiran pondered for a moment before approaching him. “There’s nothing to be done. If you love, you love. Your Highness, rejecting love doesn’t necessarily avoid pain. Why bother?”

Xia Jingshi closed his eyes and said softly, “I was just speaking hypothetically.”

Xiao Weiran pursed his lips and continued, “Losing happiness to avoid pain isn’t worth it. Moreover, when you hurt someone, your own heart suffers equally.”

Xia Jingshi chuckled lightly, patting Xiao Weiran’s shoulder. “This is the first time I’ve discovered Weiran has so many insights. Let’s go, the ladies should be ready. We shouldn’t be late.”

On the way, Feng Xi Yang had been speculating about the Emperor of Jin Xiu. She imagined him to be a stern and intimidating figure, given his ability to control ministers and dominate all directions. To her surprise, upon meeting him, she found that the casually dressed Emperor bore a striking seven or eight-tenths resemblance to Xia Jingshi. He didn’t look at all like a calculating ruler who could discuss life and death with a smile. Beside him sat an elegant woman in her twenties, wearing a purple embroidered robe with double ribbons – undoubtedly the Empress.

As they came forward to pay their respects, the Emperor rose with a hearty laugh, quickly descending from his dragon throne to seemingly support the half-bowing Xia Jingshi. “There are no outsiders here, no need for such formalities.”

Xia Jingshi smiled slightly but insisted on completing his prostration before standing up. “Seeing Your Majesty in good health brings your subject great comfort.”

The Emperor sighed, “Elder Brother always keeps such distance.” He then turned to Feng Xi Yang with a smile. “The journey must have been tiring. Sister-in-law has come from afar to Jin Xiu. Are you accustomed to the food here?”

Feng Xi Yang felt a fondness for this gentle and amiable emperor. She smiled in response, “Thank you for your concern, Your Majesty. Xi Yang is well in all aspects. As I’m new to Jin Xiu, please forgive any lapses in etiquette on my part.”

The Emperor nodded with a smile. The Empress also laughed softly from afar, gracefully rising. “I’ve long heard of Sister-in-law’s reputation for devoted love. I thought you might be a fiery woman like Captain Fu, but seeing you today, you’re such a delicate and charming lady. I suppose this is what they mean by ‘seeing is believing’.”

At the sudden mention of Fu Yi Xiao’s name, Feng Xi Yang’s face showed a hint of embarrassment. The Emperor frowned slightly, seemingly unconcerned. “How can Captain Fu, merely a military officer, be compared to our Sister-in-law?”

The Empress giggled, affectionately walking down to hold Feng Xi Yang’s hand. “Indeed, I spoke out of turn. Please don’t take offense, Sister-in-law. His Majesty and Uncle haven’t seen each other in a long time and must have much to discuss. It will all be about state affairs. Why don’t you come with me to Ci Yang Hall to keep the Empress Dowager company?”

As Feng Xi Yang was about to agree, Xia Jingshi gently interjected, “We came in haste today and didn’t bring the seven-jeweled incense burner Xi Yang prepared for the Empress Dowager. Perhaps we should postpone our visit.”

The Empress covered her mouth and laughed, “Uncle is still the same, always so meticulous. The Empress Dowager will be overjoyed to see Sister-in-law, how could she care about a small incense burner?” With that, she curtsied to the Emperor, brooking no refusal. “Your subject shall take her leave first.”

Before even entering Ci Yang Hall, with its plaque inscribed “Praising Virtuous Inner Chambers,” Feng Xi Yang could hear peals of laughter from within. Following the announcement of the eunuch, the Empress led her directly into the hall.

Inside, whether seated on armchairs or cushions, two rows of women in consort attire were arranged according to their ranks. They all stood as Feng Xi Yang and the Empress entered. Feng Xi Yang only had time for a glance around before her eyes were drawn to a noble lady sitting upright on a couch by the window.

She appeared to be even older than Feng Qishan but exuded elegance rather than age. With slightly raised phoenix eyes, her gaze commanded instant respect. Her attire, neither overly elaborate nor simple, bespoke her noble status. Without a doubt, this was the Empress Dowager.

After completing the formal greetings, the Empress Dowager’s scrutinizing gaze softened slightly. Still maintaining a languid demeanor, she casually gestured towards some empty palace stools nearby, indicating for the two to sit. She then naturally inquired about the flash flood they had encountered on their journey. Feng Xi Yang recounted the event truthfully, omitting only the part about Xia Jingshi rescuing her hairpin. Even so, her tale elicited continuous gasps of surprise from the assembled women, while the Empress Dowager repeatedly murmured “Amitabha” with a hand to her chest.

Since arriving in Jin Xiu, Feng Xi Yang has been met with cold treatment from many. Upon entering Ci Yang Hall and seeing the array of consorts, she had expected to face an inquisition. The reality, however, was far from her expectations. Just as she began to relax, the consorts gradually started to excuse themselves in twos and threes. Finally, even the Empress left, citing a need to check on the Crown Prince’s studies.

Left alone with the Empress Dowager in the vast hall, Feng Xi Yang couldn’t help feeling nervous. As her mind wandered, the Empress Dowager asked softly, “My dear child, tell me, does he treat you well?”

Like a child full of hidden sorrows and grievances suddenly hearing a mother’s loving call, for a moment, the Empress Dowager’s noble and magnificent face overlapped with the imagined visage of her mother. Feng Xi Yang’s eyes instantly welled up with tears, and she found herself unable to control her sobs.

Seeing her silent tears, the Empress Dowager’s eyes also reddened slightly. After sighing a few times about the hardships of fate, she gently consoled, “You’ve suffered so much. Though not my flesh and blood, he’s a child I’ve watched grow up. How did such a good child become like this after a setback in love? His mother died early, and I couldn’t manage him. I could only watch helplessly, which truly pained my heart…”

The Empress Dowager wiped away her tears with a silk handkerchief and continued, her voice thick with emotion, “To be honest, I had hoped he could have a good life with Fu Yi Xiao. Who would have thought that Fu Yi Xiao… Never mind. You’re a good child. In the future, you’ll need to take on more responsibility for him, understand?”

Feng Xi Yang nodded, somewhat bewildered, but couldn’t help asking, “Doesn’t Fu Yi Xiao like my husband?”

The Empress Dowager gave her a tearful smile, “Even if she did, isn’t she married to your Imperial Brother now?”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 71
Ning Fei muttered while glancing at Xia Jingshi, who stood by the door with his hands behind his back, “Why hasn’t he returned yet? Could it be that the Empress Dowager invited him for a meal?” He quickly reached for a piece of cold cake on the table. Just as he was about to put it in his mouth, he turned to see Xue Ying staring at him with wide eyes. He promptly changed direction and stuffed it into Xue Ying’s mouth instead.

Xue Ying chewed silently, gesturing to Ning Fei, who had successfully stolen a second piece of cake, to move the remaining pastries on the plate. Ning Fei had just moved two pieces when Xia Jingshi suddenly turned around and said, “Serve the meal!”

“Oh, I’m starving,” Ning Fei said, his hand, awkwardly suspended in mid-air, suddenly became animated. He grabbed two more pieces and put them in his mouth, mumbling as he walked out, “I’ll go to the front and call Wei Ran back…”

“No need,” Xia Jingshi stopped him, lifting his robe slightly as he sat down at the table. “Wei Ran went to wait at the palace gate earlier. Let’s eat first.”

Throughout the meal, Xia Jingshi seemed distracted and didn’t eat much before putting down his chopsticks. Xue Ying, while putting food into Ning Fei’s bowl, carefully stole glances at him. Finally, unable to contain herself, she whispered to Ning Fei, “Do you think His Highness is ill?”

“Ill?” Ning Fei looked at Xia Jingshi suspiciously. “I’ve never seen His Highness sick before.”

Xue Ying snorted, “With his temperament, he wouldn’t tell you if he was sick. Normally, you haven’t seen it.”

Ning Fei immediately protested, “You haven’t seen it either! Not only have you never seen His Highness sick, you’ve never even seen him injured. At least I’ve seen His Highness injured before.”

“But we’re talking about him being sick now!” Xue Ying retorted.

Seeing the two arguing with great enthusiasm, Xia Jingshi coughed lightly, “I…”

Xue Ying’s eyes immediately lit up, and she pointed at him, laughing, “See? He coughed!”

Xia Jingshi smiled helplessly, “You two, don’t you have anything better to do?”

Xue Ying and Ning Fei were stunned simultaneously and very tacitly closed their mouths and lowered their heads to continue eating. Ning Fei’s silver chopsticks scraped the empty bottom of the bowl with a squeaking sound. Xue Ying looked up and gave him a glare, then reached out with her chopsticks to add some food to his bowl, casually calling him an idiot, which earned her an indignant glare from Ning Fei.

Xia Jingshi smiled as he watched the bickering couple in front of him. “Since you two are so free, why don’t you make another trip to Xu Sha?”

“We just got back, why do we have to go again?” Ning Fei asked, confused. Almost simultaneously, Xue Ying slammed her chopsticks on the table, exclaiming, “I want to go!”

A fleeting look passed through Xia Jingshi’s eyes. “Prince Feng has written to ask me to request from the Holy Emperor a status that can protect Yi Xiao. Today, when I mentioned this to the Holy Emperor, he immediately promised to bestow upon Yi Xiao the title of Royal Princess. This way, in at most ten days, when the imperial edict is issued, an envoy will be sent to Xu Sha to deliver the state letter… Moreover, Yi Xiao probably has many things she needs to bring from Jin Xiu.”

He glanced at Xue Ying, “I’ve also inquired, and in a few days, the official kiln will produce a new batch of glazed hairpins. Her previous one was broken last time, so this time, bring a few new ones for her.”

Xue Ying hesitated slightly, “Yi Xiao’s mother’s death anniversary is approaching, and she asked me in her letter to go and pay respects on her behalf, but if it’s ten days later…”

“Now that Yi Xiao has received a title, her mother’s grave will also need to be renovated according to the regulations,” Xia Jingshi said gently. “So, the matter of paying respects, leave it to me. It won’t be delayed.”

“Alright,” Xue Ying immediately beamed with joy, “Then I’ll trouble Your Highness with this task!”

Watching Xue Ying chatting happily with Ning Fei about what to bring to Xu Sha, the smile on Xia Jingshi’s lips deepened. His hand unconsciously reached into his bosom, his fingertips lightly touching the narrow wooden box.

That azure glazed hairpin was the heirloom left to Yi Xiao by her mother on her deathbed. It had once passed through her hair, warmed by her. Now, the remaining half lay quietly in the wooden box, warmed by his body heat. In the intersection of time, their body temperatures intertwined.

She was always so stubborn as if no setback could lower her head. She was also like a blank sheet of paper, untainted by any dirt. He liked Yi Xiao’s bare-faced, clean appearance. Being able to make her happy, to protect her completely, made him happier than anyone else.

He had once thought he could calmly let her go, to be by another man’s side. From Xu Sha to Lu City, and then from Lu City to the Imperial City, the increasing distance only made him miss her more frantically. The tossing and turning of lovesickness had already turned into a blazing flame, almost burning him from the inside out…

Intoxicating to the point of drowning, yet heartbreaking to the point of despair.

Until now, only she could satisfy him, could fill his heart that had become as empty as a bottomless pit. But she was someone he couldn’t touch because he bore the mark of taboo…

“Your Highness,” Xiao Wei Ran’s calm voice came from the outer room, accompanied by hurried footsteps getting closer, interrupting Xia Jingshi’s thoughts. “The Empress Dowager sent a eunuch with a message that the Princess Consort will stay in Ci Yang Hall today and return to Ming De Palace after breakfast tomorrow…”

Fu Yi Xiao coldly faced the dressing mirror, carefully placing a gold-painted emerald on her forehead, symbolizing her status as a royal lady. Behind her, the maids bustled about nervously yet orderly, arranging her hairstyle and attire. The assailants who had attacked her at the martial arts competition had all been captured by the prince. Today was the first day of the joint trial by the four departments, and Feng Sui Ge would accompany her, allowing her to preside over the trial personally.

Fu Yi Xiao made a final inspection of her clothing and makeup, then closed her eyes briefly, a smile of determination curling at the corners of her lips.

Feng Qi Shan, although I come from a humble background and grew up in the military, completely ignorant of royal etiquette, I will make you understand that sometimes what seems to be a fatal weakness can become a tool for victory.

The victor becomes a king or marquis, the loser a bandit.

What I love is not the challenge itself, but what comes after the challenge – victory.

Feng Sui Ge sat in the large chair placed at the head of the hall, unusually restless. Yi Xiao, uncharacteristically half-leaning against him, was in full makeup and resplendent attire, looking more alluring than he had ever seen her before. It was as if she wasn’t here to interrogate serious criminals, but to attend a grand banquet.

During a lull in bringing in the prisoners, Feng Sui Ge spoke softly to Yi Xiao, “If it weren’t for Marquis Jian Xin suddenly appearing and injuring two of them, the investigation would have been much more difficult. I’ve questioned them preliminarily, but they still refuse to talk.”

Yi Xiao let out a crisp laugh, attracting the gaze of everyone in the hall. She leaned lazily against Feng Sui Ge, idly playing with her sleeve. “How could that be? You must not have used the right method.”

The elderly ministers from the four departments who were assisting in the trial all looked at Fu Yi Xiao disapprovingly. When the prince had proposed to let the junior consort preside over the trial, they had thought it would surely not pass the Emperor’s approval. Who knew the Emperor would agree readily? They had been wondering what kind of formidable character the junior consort was, but now she seemed no different from ordinary concubines. Perhaps this trial was just a pretense to placate the frightened junior consort.

Soon, all fourteen criminals were brought in. Yi Xiao sat up slightly, surveying the prisoners below with varying expressions. Her gaze flowed, all smiles. “Now that you’ve fallen into my hands, you should be prepared. The lives on my hands – a few more or less of you won’t make much difference. The Jinxiu army has ten major punishments, each capable of taking your life, but you each only have one life. So, confess and admit your guilt quickly!”

Hearing her threats, the elderly ministers from the four departments all chuckled secretly. The fourteen prisoners kneeling below also showed mocking expressions. One of them even sneered, “Oh my, I’m scared to death…” Immediately, all fourteen burst into laughter.

Yi Xiao didn’t show a hint of anger. Instead, she smiled even more pleasantly. “Since you’re so scared, let’s start with you. Bring up what I asked for.” As soon as she finished speaking, several maids walked up from the side, some carrying jars, some holding sacks, and some even carrying boxes made by carpenters. Seeing such an eerie setup, several people in the hall could no longer laugh.

Yi Xiao leaned back lazily against Feng Sui Ge and instructed the bewildered jailer beside her, “Knock out all his teeth and administer one hundred lashes.”

Everyone’s face changed, except for Feng Sui Ge’s. As the man was dragged to the back hall for punishment, screaming miserably, Yi Xiao smiled and gestured for the maids to hand everything over to the jailer. “Later, insert a long nail into the back of his neck to keep him awake at all times, so he can fully enjoy everything I’ve prepared.”

One of the elderly ministers hesitated, “Isn’t the Junior Consort’s action a bit excessive…”

“Excessive?” Yi Xiao sneered, “When Gu Yu died, why didn’t any of you stand up and say it was excessive? If I had died in the forest, I’m afraid none of you would have said a word about it being excessive.”

Feng Sui Ge frowned slightly and coldly ordered, “Do as the Junior Consort says!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 72
Yi Xiao casually asked the maid standing nearby, “Where’s the boiling water I requested?” Frightened by the screams from the back hall, the maid replied tremblingly, “The water is boiling, Concubine. Should we bring it over now?”

“Of course,” Yi Xiao instructed languidly, “First, have someone bring in the empty vat. Pour everything into it.”

Under everyone’s watchful eyes, ants and scorpions from porcelain jars and rats from cloth bags were poured into the vat. Almost simultaneously, three loads of steaming hot water were brought in and placed nearby.

Footsteps approached as two jailers escorted a bloodied man back into the hall, carelessly throwing him on the ground. After bowing to Yi Xiao and Feng Suige, they stepped aside.

Yi Xiao, with a charming smile, directed, “Pour honey on his wounds and put him in the vat for the ants to feast on. I’ve heard scorpions will kill each other when disturbed. Let’s see if that’s true. As for the rats, well, they’re said to be good at burrowing into holes. I wonder if that’s true…”

The eldest of the four senior ministers finally spoke up, “Concubine, using such cruel methods for interrogation – aren’t you afraid of the consequences, even if you don’t fear it becoming known?”

Yi Xiao scoffed, “Consequences? If there were truly cause and effect in this world, I wouldn’t need to resort to such methods. If the minister objects, would you like to take over the interrogation?” The old minister was left speechless, glancing at Feng Suige’s impassive expression before sitting down dejectedly.

As the maids stepped forward to pour honey on the man’s body, a jailer approached the vat, observing the writhing creatures inside. With a cruel smile, he loudly praised, “The Concubine is truly innovative. Please continue to enlighten us in the future.” At these words, several of the thirteen kneeling prisoners began to tremble violently. The bloodied man on the ground tried to crawl away from the vat, weakly pleading, “Just kill me, give me a quick death…”

“You can’t take it, and we haven’t even truly begun?” Yi Xiao laughed coldly, looking at the pale-faced thirteen. “You’d better think carefully now – whether to speak or not. Don’t think about dying easily. Anyone who dares to resist will see their entire family executed!”

The fierce jailers pounced forward, lifting the man on the ground and throwing him into the vat. Heart-wrenching screams immediately filled the hall. The jailers used their batons to keep him from climbing out. Soon, the edge of the vat was covered in bloody handprints.

The maids began to cry in fear. The once-silent hall now echoed with inhuman screams and the sobs of women, creating a chilling atmosphere.

After a quarter of an hour, the screams from the vat gradually weakened. Yi Xiao gestured to the chief jailer, “Fish him out. We’re not done yet. Don’t let him die.”

With a thud, the man collapsed on the ground, barely breathing, his body covered in black ants. Only his limbs twitched occasionally. A few scorpions and rats scattered, causing a commotion among the nearby guards. The maids screamed and fled.

Yi Xiao was starting to feel uneasy, but when her eyes fell on the thirteen kneeling prisoners, she gritted her teeth and shouted, “What are you panicking for? There’s water right there!” The jailer, momentarily stunned, grinned broadly as he stepped forward, picked up a wooden bucket, and poured the scalding water over the man’s body.

With an agonizing howl, a cloud of steam rose from the ground, with countless black spots floating on top. The scattered scorpions, rats, and the man all writhed within.

Feng Suige watched, breaking into a slight sweat. He turned to look at Yi Xiao, noticing her dazed expression. He sighed softly and whispered, “Let me take over.”

“No,” Yi Xiao immediately snapped back to attention, standing up resolutely. Her gold-embroidered robe dragged across the damp floor. “Have you made up your minds? If you still refuse to speak, I have no choice left. I’ll have to break your spines, piece by piece. I’m sure the Prince won’t mind supporting you for life.”

The sound of chattering teeth came from below. Yi Xiao’s cold eyes swept over them, pointing at the trembling man and smiling cruelly, “You’re next.”

“Mercy, Concubine!” the man immediately screamed. “We were just following orders, we had no choice!”

“Whose orders?” Yi Xiao’s eyes flashed dangerously, her intense gaze intimidating the others who wanted to stop him from lowering their heads. “It was… it was Lord Yu!” the man cried out. “It wasn’t our fault!”

The four senior ministers immediately erupted in an uproar. Feng Suige stood up, his face dark. Catching Yi Xiao’s questioning look, he gritted out three words, “It was Concubine Zhuang!”

Supported by a servant, Feng Xi Yang alighted from the phoenix carriage. Yesterday, after speaking with the Empress Dowager for a while, she had intended to take her leave, but the Empress Dowager insisted on her staying for a meal. She agreed, and during the meal, the Empress Dowager shared many interesting anecdotes about Xia Jingshi’s childhood. She became so engrossed that she lost track of time. When she realized, it was already past the time for closing the palace gates, she had to spend the night in the palace.

As she walked into Ming De Palace, her heart was filled with unease, not just because she had stayed out without notice, but also because the Empress Dowager’s words kept echoing in her mind: “Can you persevere forever, understanding him, caring for him…”

Is it possible to love someone like that?

Is such love even possible?

In her daze, Feng Xi Yang faintly heard herself say, “I can. For him, I can. As long as I can win his heart, I’ll do anything.” The Empress Dowager smiled, gently stroking her hair. “I wasn’t wrong about you. You truly are a good child. Marrying you is truly his blessing.” Despite the gentle tone, a chill ran down her spine.

Finally, she found Xia Jingshi by Ning Bi Pool. He was wearing a sky-blue robe embroidered with gold, standing quietly and gazing at the lotus-filled pond. Feng Xi Yang slowed her steps as she approached, softly calling out, “Husband…” Almost simultaneously, Xia Jingshi turned his head.

In countless dreams, she had imagined him turning his head, not for any particular reason, but with a faint smile, his eyes gentle and clear.

And now, like the thousands of times he had turned in her thousands of night dreams, without the usual cold edge, but filled with boundless loneliness and grace, Xia Jingshi slowly turned his head, glancing at her with a smile. “You’re back?”

“I’m back,” Feng Xi Yang replied with a smile, suppressing her heartbeat. “The Empress Dowager sent me back in her phoenix carriage.” Xia Jingshi raised an eyebrow, “What did you think of the Empress Dowager?”

Feng Xi Yang’s face showed admiration, “The Empress Dowager is very much like my late mother. Although I never met her, I feel that’s how a mother should be – beautiful and kind.”

“Is that so?” Xia Jingshi chuckled softly. “It seems you and the Empress Dowager got along well.”

“Yes,” Feng Xi Yang, entirely absorbed in the joy of his initiative in conversation, failed to notice the coldness in his eyes. “The Empress Dowager is also very concerned about you…”

“Of course,” Xia Jingshi interrupted her. “If she doesn’t care about me, no one in this world would.”

“That’s not true,” Xi Yang said, lowering her head with a slight blush. “Even if no one else in the world cares for you, you still have Xi Yang.”

Xia Jingshi stared at her for a moment, then suddenly burst into laughter and turned away without another word.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 73
As they left the torture chamber, filled with the stench of blood, excrement, and urine, Yi Xiao finally couldn’t hold back anymore and rushed to a nearby flower tree to retch. Feng Sui Ge quickly caught up, sympathetically patting her back. “You’re just being stubborn—you could have left this to me, but you insisted on doing it yourself!”

Yi Xiao crouched for a while until she calmed down a bit. Hearing his words, she smiled bitterly, “There are some things that, as the regent prince, you absolutely cannot do. But I’m different. I’m already the poisonous flower and grass they speak of, so being a little more poisonous doesn’t matter.”

Feng Sui Ge sighed, “We’ve already been interrogated this far. Leave the rest to me from now on.” Yi Xiao raised her head firmly. The afternoon sunlight filtered through the gaps in the leaves, creating brilliant patches of light. “No, I want to root out the mastermind behind this with my own hands, to avenge Gu Yu!”

“Impossible!” Consort Zhuang screamed, her face contorted and completely lacking in decorum. “Father told me that he had instructed them. Once the heat dies down, he would find a way to release them. They couldn’t possibly reveal anything during the interrogation!”

Feng Qi Shan sat nearby with a gloomy face. Hearing this, he coldly rebuked, “Those useless fools confessed everything after just one round of torture, and you’re still saying it’s impossible?”

Consort Zhuang threw herself at Feng Qi Shan’s feet, clutching his knees and bursting into tears. “I beg Your Majesty to save my father and brothers.” Feng Qi Shan narrowed his eyes, thinking for a moment before sighing, “It’s difficult. If this goes wrong, not only will we be unable to protect them, but I will also be implicated.” He then became angry again, “It’s all because of you a lot! You swore it was foolproof, but look at the result!”

Consort Zhuang held onto his legs tightly, sobbing, “It was unexpected. Please, Your Majesty, show mercy…” Feng Qi Shan irritably pushed her away and stood up, pacing back and forth for several rounds. He suddenly stopped. “It’s not completely hopeless.”

Hearing this, Consort Zhuang immediately stopped crying and looked up with her tear-stained face, bewildered. “What hope?” Before Feng Qi Shan could answer, footsteps were heard from outside. A man dressed as an attendant slipped in, bowed, and then whispered something in Feng Qi Shan’s ear.

Feng Qi Shan’s expression changed dramatically. He anxiously asked, “Is it true?” The man hesitated for a moment before slowly saying, “Everyone present saw it, but whether it’s true or not hasn’t been confirmed yet.” Feng Qi Shan’s face showed a mix of emotions. After a while, he waved his hand, dismissing the man.

Consort Zhuang approached, puzzled. “Your Majesty…” Feng Qi Shan gritted his teeth and said, “Fu Yi Xiao might be pregnant!”

Another bout of heavy rain fell. Yi Xiao stood under the eaves, her eyes reflecting an indescribable weariness and sorrow. Is this what all royal courts are like? Such open and covert struggles, without even a sense of right and wrong… But Gu Yu is dead and can never come back. Even if the culprits are found, he still won’t return.

The whole incident was masterminded by Consort Zhuang’s father and brothers but with Feng Qi Shan’s support. Perhaps “support” is too strong a word, but without his tacit consent, how could those people have entered the heavily guarded forest?!

Feng Sui Ge must be aware of this too, right?

Can they still make grand promises of eternal love as before?

Born as enemies, yet love grew between them. Who betrayed whom? Would he truly forsake his country and closest kin for the pleasure of her embrace?

Caught in this situation, they were no longer in control of their fates.

“Junior Consort,” a maid called softly from afar, standing in the corridor. “The Prince has instructed the kitchen to prepare some snow frog cream. Would you like to have it now?”

“Snow frog cream?” Yi Xiao frowned. “I don’t eat such things. Save it for the Prince.”

The maid didn’t leave. Instead, she revealed a strange expression and stepped forward. “The Junior Consort’s tastes indeed haven’t changed…” Yi Xiao glanced at her and said coolly, “I didn’t know servants had so much to say.” The maid wasn’t deterred by her coldness and continued, “The old madam’s death anniversary is approaching. How does the Junior Consort plan to arrange the memorial service?”

Yi Xiao turned her head sharply, looking at her for a moment. Suppressing the surge in her heart, she returned a cold smile. “That’s not something you should concern yourself with. I’m more curious about how you know the date of my mother’s death anniversary.”

The maid didn’t answer but continued speaking, “This servant has already started selecting plain white fabric to be given to skilled weavers to make a ceremonial dress for the Junior Consort to wear during the memorial. The old madam’s spirit in heaven will surely be delighted to see the Junior Consort wearing her favorite color…”

“Who are you?!” Yi Xiao’s heart almost leaped out of her throat. The only one who would know these things was…

“This servant is just a maid in the household,” the maid smiled. “I was just asked to inform the Junior Consort that although she doesn’t like vegetables, she shouldn’t avoid them completely…”

“Where is he?” Yi Xiao almost shouted.

It was another dream. In the dream, he approached with a smile, but just as she stretched out her arms to welcome him, he walked past her. Not far behind her stood a figure in fiery red.

She couldn’t move. She could only watch as her husband, right in front of her, embraced another woman.

The two figures intertwined passionately. The rustle of clothes, coy moans, loving smiles, and the occasional subtle smacking sounds from their lips mixed with intermittent gasps and low groans.

Yi Xiao, Yi Xiao, Yi Xiao… It was him murmuring, but as it reached her ears, it became a deafening roar like mountains collapsing and seas surging. It was both fiery hot and desolate, both wild and violent, yet also grieving and desperate.

A terrifying floral scent drifted through the air. She wanted to scream but couldn’t make a sound. She wanted to cry but had no tears. Finally, in a frantic struggle, she broke free from the dream and suddenly opened her eyes, sitting up abruptly.

She was drenched in cold sweat.

After a long while, Feng Xi Yang let out a soft sigh and slowly lay back down on her pillow.

He harbored a cold heart, digging an insurmountable chasm between them. This feeling was like a poisoned wine – warm and mellow upon entering the mouth, yet with a sharp, metallic edge. As it slid down the throat, it burned painfully to the heart.

She had thought that just seeing him every day would make her happy, that being by his side often would be satisfying. But in the end, she found that there was no way to deceive herself.

She remembered a palace consort saying that resentment makes people ugly, but she didn’t know how not to resent.

Wanting to let go but unable to, wanting to possess but unable to have – it was because her love was selfish that she couldn’t tolerate it. She couldn’t tolerate being ignored, couldn’t tolerate another person in his heart.

It truly was as the Empress Dowager said – a karmic entanglement.

With nothing else to do, tomorrow, she would go and talk to the Empress Dowager again.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 74
In Xi Yang’s eyes, the Empress Dowager was a kind and benevolent woman, her every move exuding unparalleled nobility. It was this noble lady who would set aside her lofty status to jest with Xi Yang and alleviate her melancholy, bringing much joy to her usually gloomy days. Over a few days, the two grew quite close, with Xi Yang almost regarding her as a mother figure, while the Empress Dowager became increasingly fond of her.

The Empress Dowager would often stroke Xi Yang’s long hair lovingly and sigh, “Ah, had I known that bearing a son would result in him caring only for state affairs, I might have preferred to have a sweet daughter like Xi Yang to bring me comfort in my old age.” Whenever this happened, Xi Yang would smile coyly and say, “The Emperor’s dedication to state affairs is a blessing for the nation. Besides, isn’t Xi Yang just like a daughter to you?”

One day, the Empress Dowager, holding Xi Yang’s hand, suggested they go to the garden to admire the newly cultivated tribute flowers from the vassal states. Xi Yang happily agreed. As they walked, they faintly heard the sounds of sparring. Xi Yang looked puzzled in the direction of the noise, and the Empress Dowager, seeming to understand her confusion, smiled and said, “It must be the Emperor. He loves to practice martial arts in the garden. Xi Yang, why don’t you accompany me to take a look?” Xi Yang nodded instinctively.

Unlike the formal attire from their previous encounter, this time the Emperor wore only a white training outfit. His collar was slightly open, revealing his strong chest. His movements were powerful and precise. Before long, the palace guards sparring with him were forced to retreat in disarray.

“Utterly useless,” the Emperor suddenly stopped, coldly rebuking them. “Go back and train harder. If you perform like this next time, I’ll issue a decree to strip you of your ranks.” As the guards meekly complied, he turned and took a clean towel from a palace servant, only then noticing the two women standing nearby.

“Mother, why are you here? And the Marquis of Zhen Nan’s wife as well,” the Emperor said as he walked over. His resemblance to Xia Jingshi, mixed with a masculine vigor and an air of supreme authority, inexplicably made Xi Yang blush. “It’s been a few days since I’ve seen you, Mother. Your complexion looks much better.”

“It’s been several days since you visited the Ci Yang Palace, and now that we meet, you only have flattering words,” the Empress Dowager said, gently pulling Xi Yang to her side. “Fortunately, Xi Yang has been coming every day to keep me company, so I haven’t been too lonely.” The Emperor chuckled at this, “In that case, I must thank Xi Yang.”

He called her Xi Yang.

Startled, Xi Yang raised her eyes to look at him. His lips were slightly curved upwards, forming a gentle smile. She remembered Xia Jingshi having a similar smile, though he had never smiled at her like that.

Her heart skipped a beat, but she quickly came to her senses. Suddenly feeling cold and clammy, with sweat breaking out on her forehead, she instinctively wanted to step back. However, the Empress Dowager’s hand held her firmly. In a daze, she heard Empress Dowager say softly, “If Your Majesty has no urgent matters to attend to, why don’t you accompany Xi Yang for a walk? I’m getting old and can’t walk long distances.” With that, she gently pushed Xi Yang forward and turned to leave, giving them no chance to refuse.

The people around them tactfully withdrew, leaving only Xi Yang and the Emperor in the garden. After a long silence, when everyone had gone far away, the Emperor suddenly asked teasingly, “It seems you blush easily in my presence. I hear Xia Jingshi is quite cold towards you. Why don’t you leave him and come to me instead?”

Xi Yang clenched her fists, her nails digging deep into her palms, drawing blood. She tried hard to breathe deeply, silently repeating to herself, “Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry…”

She stiffened her back, striving to maintain the graceful curve of her neck and shoulders, and bravely raised her head to say softly, “Xi Yang doesn’t understand. Your Majesty is so noble and dignified, yet why do you have such an ugly and dark heart?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she regretted them. For the sake of a moment’s verbal satisfaction, she had forgotten to consider whether it might cause trouble for Xia Jingshi…

Not daring to look at the Emperor’s expression, Xi Yang suppressed the panic rising in her heart and bowed slightly to him. “If Your Majesty has no other business, Xi Yang will take her leave,” she said, then turned and fled from the garden as if flying.

As the carriage slowly drove out of the palace gates, Xi Yang closed her eyes wearily, pondering how to explain today’s events to Xia Jingshi.

The sound of rapid hoofbeats interrupted her thoughts, and the moving carriage suddenly came to a halt. “What’s happening?” Xi Yang lifted the curtain, her puzzled words dying on her lips as she recognized the newcomer.

What was he doing here? Hadn’t he humiliated her enough? Or had he changed his mind and decided to punish her for her impudence?

Xi Yang slowly stepped out of the carriage, looking up at him apprehensively.

Suddenly, amidst the gasps of onlookers, the Emperor bent down and swept her onto his horse. With one arm around her waist, he cracked his whip with a resounding “snap” and galloped away with her.

The horse ran swiftly, the wind whistling past Xi Yang’s cheeks. The long tassels of her earrings beat violently against her neck. Xi Yang could only hold tightly to his strong waist, burying her face in his chest. Her entire body seemed to be shaken apart by the jolting ride, her heart beating faster than she thought possible.

After an unknown time and distance, the horse gradually slowed to a stop. Xi Yang pushed away the Emperor’s helping hand and struggled to dismount, retreating far away in panic.

“What’s wrong? Are you afraid now?” The Emperor smiled as he jumped down from the horse. “Where’s that courage you had when you rebuked me earlier?” Xi Yang lowered her head, straightening her disheveled clothes, gradually calming herself. She raised her head and said, “If Your Majesty can apologize for your earlier insulting words towards Xi Yang, then Xi Yang is also willing to apologize for her impudent words to Your Majesty.”

“Xi Yang considers it an insult?” The Emperor smiled, taking a step towards her. “I don’t see it that way.” Xi Yang instinctively took several steps back, protesting, “Xi Yang is already the wife of the Marquis of Zhen Nan. She is no longer the princess of Su Sha.”

“I’d prefer if you were still the princess of Su Sha,” the Emperor paused briefly, flashing her a brilliant smile. “Xi Yang, he treats you so poorly for the sake of a fickle woman, yet you remain so devoted to him. Is it worth it?”

Having expected to struggle with several hidden guards before escaping, Yi Xiao was surprised when the maid led her through the Prince’s mansion, weaving left and right, and smoothly arrived at the back door.

“Commander Fu, this way,” the maid deftly removed the door bolt. “There’s a carriage waiting outside.” Yi Xiao hurriedly boarded a carriage with her, urgently asking, “Did His Highness come in person? Wasn’t he supposed to take Princess Xi Yang to the imperial capital to meet the Emperor?”

The maid smiled sweetly, “Doesn’t Commander Fu understand His Highness’s intentions yet? His Highness returned to Su Sha some days ago, but the scrutiny inside and outside the Prince’s mansion was too tight, so it took many days to delay.”

Hearing this, Yi Xiao felt a mix of joy and sorrow. After a long while, she sighed softly, “Very well, I suppose I need to speak with him face to face and clear things up.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 75
The carriage stopped in front of an inn located in the bustling market of Su Sha city. Yi Xiao curiously lifted the curtain to peek outside. Before she could ask, the maid smiled and held the curtain for her, saying, “The most dangerous place is often the safest place, Commander Fu. Please, after you!”

Following the maid to the third floor, they occasionally encountered groups of people. Yi Xiao couldn’t help but admire Xia Jingshi’s meticulous planning once again. The third floor consisted of luxurious “Tian” classrooms, with even the attached servants’ quarters more lavish than the “Di” class guest rooms. The occupants were all wealthy merchants, entering and exiting with great fanfare, drawing much attention. Who would suspect that among these ostentatious guests was the returned Marquis of Zhen Nan, Xia Jingshi?

After knocking three times with no response, the maid was about to push the door open when a waiter’s voice came from around the corner, “Madam, Master Shi just went out.” Yi Xiao was momentarily stunned, but the maid quickly called out, “How could he have gone out? Are you sure you saw it correctly?”

The thin waiter hurried over, his eyes sweeping over Yi Xiao’s luxurious attire. He quickly put on an ingratiating smile and said, “Master Shi did go out. He mentioned that an honored guest was coming and asked me to get some fresh fruit. I saw some nice bananas in the market and bought some, but Master Shi said the guest doesn’t eat bananas, so…”

Hearing this, Yi Xiao smiled slightly. “That’s enough, I understand. You may go about your business.” The waiter hurriedly opened the door with a smile, “Please enter, Madam. Master Shi should be back soon—”

Even after entering the room, as the maid closed the door, they could still hear the waiter muttering to himself outside, “I was indeed foolish. How could such a noble lady eat the same food as us?”

The maid covered her mouth and laughed, “Commander Fu’s noble air might even surpass Princess Xi Yang’s…” “Stop this nonsense,” Yi Xiao frowned and gently rebuked. The maid immediately pouted in disappointment and dared not speak further.

Seated in the room, Yi Xiao became calm. All the experiences of these years passed through her mind like a lantern show. It was because she had experienced love and being loved, and had learned to love, that she understood what she truly needed. She had finally found the person most suitable for her, someone she could spend her life with.

Now she finally understood what Uncle Ning had once said: to be happy, one must learn to let go.

What’s lost, don’t seek. What’s dropped, don’t pick up. What’s in your hand is the true treasure.

Lost in thought, the maid came forward to clear the leftover tea on the table and bowed to Yi Xiao, “His Highness will be back soon. This servant will go prepare fresh tea. Please wait a moment, Commander Fu.” Yi Xiao absently agreed, and the maid left.

Xia Jingshi was a rational person, clearly distinguishing between what should and shouldn’t be done. Feng Suige was completely different – he always acted on his impulses, doing things first and thinking later, just like inexplicably abducting her to Su Sha.

As for Feng Xi Yang, Yi Xiao never understood why she fell in love with Xia Jingshi at first sight. She even doubted such feelings, thinking she might have misunderstood. In her understanding, loving a man meant focusing all attention on appreciating his soul, not worshipping him like a god…

Suddenly, Yi Xiao felt inexplicably anxious, accompanied by a wave of heat. Looking around, she realized all the doors and windows in the room were tightly shut. No wonder she felt stifled in the summer heat.

She stood up and casually walked to a window, reaching out to push it open. To her shock, it didn’t budge at all!

Yi Xiao leaned in for a closer look and broke out in a cold sweat – the window was fixed shut with large iron nails! She turned and rushed to the door, forcefully pulling the bolt – the bolt came loose, but the door was blocked from the outside.

It was a trap!!!

No one knew where the fire started, but people walking in the marketplace suddenly noticed flames erupting from the roof of the inn. Fanned by the wind, the fire spread quickly, soon engulfing the entire roof. As the massive beams crackled and burned, a column of smoke shot into the sky.

Panic-stricken people ran about, shouting, and throwing buckets of water at the spreading fire dragons, but it was like pouring a cup of water on a burning cart. They watched helplessly as the eaves were devoured by flames, and in moments, the entire inn was wrapped in a raging inferno.

Suddenly, the sound of a whip crack and hoofbeats came from the end of the street. Onlookers scattered as two agitated men almost simultaneously leaped from their horses, shouting in unison, “Where are they?!”

The crowd stirred – the newcomers were none other than Earl Jian Xin, Ye Duanfang, and the Regent Prince, Feng Suige.

A man with half-wet clothes pointed fearfully at the flame-engulfed building, “Your subordinate saw them go up to the third floor, but didn’t see the Concubine come out when the fire started…” Before he could finish, a dark shadow flashed before their eyes. Amid the crowd’s terrified cries, Feng Suige plunged headlong into the sea of flames.

Ye Duanfang stood dumbfounded for a moment, then suddenly roared, “What are you all standing around for? Get more water hoses here!!!”

The licking flames seared Feng Suige’s face painfully as he rushed up, beating out the fire on his clothes, and climbed the not-yet-burned wooden stairs straight to the third floor.

“Yi Xiao!!!” He dodged a wobbling wooden window, shouting hoarsely, “Answer me if you can hear me!!! Yi Xiao!!!” Turning at the stairs, his eyes suddenly widened. Outside a burning wooden door, four thick wooden pillars, now charred, were propped against it.

Feng Suige rushed forward, kicking away the still-burning wood, and threw himself against the door. A wave of heat hit his face as he saw a motionless figure lying on the floor, about to be consumed by flames. Even in the terrible light, Feng Suige could instantly recognize that familiar form.

The scorching air stung Feng Suige’s nostrils, leaving him unable to make a sound. He took a step forward, reaching out, almost afraid to touch that quiet body.

Several creaking sounds snapped Feng Suige back to awareness – the main beam was about to collapse!

Feng Suige darted forward, scooping up Yi Xiao’s body in one motion. The falling beam grazed his arm as it crashed heavily onto the floor. As the beam fell, with a loud crack, half the roof caved in, revealing half a sky thick with rolling smoke.

Feng Suige rolled with Yi Xiao’s body. His forehead, already injured somewhere, seemed to hit something hard again. Fresh blood flowed out, trickling over his eyelashes and cheeks, finally dripping onto Yi Xiao’s face.

Yi Xiao’s previously unconscious body suddenly moved. Her slightly confused eyes met his. “Feng Suige?” “It’s me,” Feng Suige gritted his teeth, roughly wiping the blood drops from her face with his sleeve. “You damned woman, once I get you out of here, I’m going to give you a good spanking!”

Yi Xiao coughed twice and sat up. “Your forehead is bleeding,” she said. Feng Suige helped her stand, patting out the fire on the edge of her clothes. “We’ll talk once we’re out…” Before he could finish, the floor beneath them suddenly tilted. With a tremendous cracking sound, the inn’s main beam collapsed. All the furniture and floorboards in the room scraped against each other with a grating noise, sliding towards the lower end.

Feng Suige held Yi Xiao tightly against him. After a quick look around, he pointed to the collapsed back wall and barked, “Quick, jump down from there!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 76
Behind the inn was the swift Grand Canal, its turbid waves churning. Occasionally, burning pieces of charred wood fell into the water, extinguished before they could even produce smoke, and were quickly swept away by the current.

Yixiao roughly wiped her face with her sleeve, straining to open her eyes which were red and tearing from the smoke and fire. She urgently asked, “Are we jumping into the canal?”

Feng Suige chuckled softly, “Yes, and—” He held Yixiao firmly at his side. “I can’t swim. If you can, it’s time to repay me for saving your life!”

Before Yixiao could even finish shouting “Hey!”, she was propelled forward by an immense force. She only had time to hold her breath before plunging into the icy, murky waters of the canal.

Not daring to let go of her tight grip, Yixiao struggled to surface, managing to drag Feng Suige above water. “Relax your limbs,” Yixiao spat out a mouthful of canal water and said urgently, “I’ve got everything under control.”

With Yixiao’s strength, she could barely keep them both afloat in the rapid current, preventing them from being separated. It was the summer flood season, and in an instant, they had been swept far downstream.

Yixiao tread water relentlessly, her arm around Feng Suige’s neck, trying her best to keep his nose and mouth above water as she attempted to reach the high embankment on the shore. However, the swift current repeatedly thwarted her efforts.

“Silly woman,” Feng Suige suddenly muttered, “The canal flow will slow down when we reach the outskirts of the city.” He coughed a couple of times and continued, “For now, save your strength.” Yixiao didn’t respond, but her movements slowed down.

As they continued to drift, the embankment grew lower, the river wider, and the current less rapid. Yixiao made a few powerful strokes towards the shore.

Supporting each other, they stumbled through the shallows onto a rocky beach. Once on dry land, Yixiao felt her limbs go weak. Not caring about the hard pebbles, she collapsed on the ground, relaxing her limbs. Feng Suige, looking equally exhausted, lay down beside her.

After resting for a moment, while Yixiao was still catching her breath, Feng Suige suddenly started laughing. Yixiao turned her head to look at him, seeing his joyful laughter, and couldn’t help but gently kick him. “What are you laughing at?”

Feng Suige lazily rolled over. “Earlier in the water, I was thinking about how I would scold you severely once we reached the shore. But now, for some reason, I can’t bring myself to say a single harsh word.” Yixiao was silent for a moment, then asked softly, “How did you know to come?”

“Ye Duanfang,” Feng Suige said simply, his voice calm. “He thought that identifying the mastermind would only make them more desperate to harm you, so he set up secret lookouts on all the streets surrounding the Prince’s mansion. You were spotted by his men as soon as you appeared.”

Seeing Yixiao’s silence, Feng Suige turned on his side, propping himself up on his elbow, and looked into her eyes earnestly. “Can you tell me who it was, and what reason they gave, that made you sneak to such a place so secretively, even to the point of being oblivious to being locked in a room?”

Yixiao opened her mouth, words almost escaping several times before she swallowed them back. Finally, she sighed, “Why ask like this? You just want to hear me say it myself, but…” “I understand,” Feng Suige’s expression changed, the last glimmer of light in his eyes instantly fading. He seemed to be suppressing a cruel impulse as he said with difficulty, “I understand.”

Yixiao, not yet noticing the change in his expression, said frustratedly, “But I don’t understand how that person knew so much—I just wanted to see him once…”

“And then,” Feng Suige calmly interjected, “continue your tryst with him.”

Yixiao looked up at him in surprise. Feng Suige slowly pushed himself up to a sitting position. “I’ve had enough—you’ve never forgotten Xia Jingshi. No matter how hard I rack my brains to please you, it’s all in vain. I thought you had finally changed your mind, but while I’ve been doting on you and loving you, you’ve been secretly toying with my sincere feelings.”

His sharp words were like a double-edged sword, piercing Yixiao while also causing Feng Suige unbearable pain. Yet he continued numbly, “Now I finally understand. Your heart belongs entirely to Xia Jingshi; there’s no room for anyone else.” He looked up at the somewhat bewildered Fu Yixiao, enunciating each word, “But it’s truly a pity. You think you belong only to him, yet he belongs to Xiyang. He’d rather watch you die than marry you, isn’t that right?”

Yixiao remained silent. His words were too sharp; she couldn’t defend against them. She only felt that the wounds she had painstakingly healed were being mercilessly torn open again. That pain, that coldness, penetrated her bones and invaded her very core…

“I misspoke,” seeing her still silent, Feng Suige laughed coldly again. “You don’t have a heart at all, and you never will. You liar!” As he said this, he grew agitated again, shouting out the last sentence. He forcefully pushed Yixiao down onto the rocky beach and pressed his lips hard against hers.

A salty, metallic taste spread in her mouth with Feng Suige’s invasive kiss—the taste of blood. Yixiao’s eyes gradually darkened. Wasn’t this what was most familiar between them? The never-ending suspicion, the equally stubborn pride. This kind of passion, this kind of love—when would it ever find balance?

At this moment, he was forcefully biting at her neck. The sharp pain, mixed with the disappointment and melancholy in her heart, made her close her eyes. She said softly, “Since you already know so clearly, why not be magnanimous and let me go?” Perhaps this was punishment for her past neglect of his sincere feelings, punishment for not cherishing every bit of emotion he had entrusted to her.

“Let you go?” Feng Suige’s voice was full of barely suppressed resentment. “Are you so eager to return to his side?” “Yes,” Yixiao sighed inwardly, but her words remained calm, “Just as you said, I’m a poisonous flower. Once my blooming season is over, no matter how hard you try, I won’t bloom again.”

A fleeting look of utter brokenness passed through his eyes. Releasing Yixiao, Feng Suige rolled over and sat up. “You always say I broke the rules of the game,” he said with a bitter smile. “Maybe that’s true. Fine, the game ends here. You can go!”

“Alright,” Yixiao slowly stood up. She fumbled in her pocket and pulled out a soaked handkerchief, offering it to him. “For the wound on your forehead. Wrap it with this for now.”

“Keep your kindness to yourself,” he snapped, angrily swatting her hand away. Feng Suige’s response was simple and calm. His fingers, still covered in coarse sand, slowly traced over the wound that had turned pale from the water. The pain brought a slight sense of vindictive pleasure. “A scar in exchange for a truth—it seems worth it.”

Yixiao sighed and said softly, “Take care of yourself.” She turned gracefully and began walking towards the main road. Feng Suige forced himself to stand, watching her retreating figure with a cold smile. The pain slowly, layer by layer, pressed down on him, making it hard to breathe. It was like sinking into deep water, descending into despair and numbness.

“Feng Suige!” Suddenly, Fu Yixiao ran back, grabbing hold of him. “What’s wrong with you?” “It’s none of your business!!!” he growled, trying to shake off her supporting hand. Before losing consciousness, he heard Fu Yixiao calling out in panic, “Feng Suige? Feng Suige!”

Stop calling, he thought. You don’t love me at all.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 77
Yi Xiao sat by the bed, wearing simple peasant clothes, her gaze complex as she looked at the sleeping man before her. He had always loved her with a pure heart, yet she had never given him much in return.

Near the stone beach were a few farmhouses. The kind-hearted farmers had taken in the bedraggled pair, giving up their bedroom for the semi-unconscious Feng Suige. His wounds had been simply bandaged, and with the help of the male host, his wet clothes had been changed for soft cotton garments.

Feng Suige frowned and moved slightly, unconsciously pushing off the thin blanket. Yi Xiao rose to tuck him in again. They couldn’t return to the royal city now, and before Feng Suige regained consciousness, she had no idea who to turn to for help.

As evening fell, Feng Suige’s body gradually became burning hot, yet he didn’t sweat at all. Yi Xiao repeatedly covered him with the blanket, but he kept throwing it off.

After some hesitation, Yi Xiao got up to bolt the door securely. She kicked off her shoes and climbed onto the bed, wrapping herself and Feng Suige tightly in the thin blanket.

The temperature under the covers gradually rose, becoming so hot that even Yi Xiao felt uncomfortable. Feng Suige began to struggle weakly, but Yi Xiao held him firmly, forcefully pinning down his hands and feet, enduring the stifling heat with him.

Yi Xiao’s clothes were soon soaked with her sweat, but Feng Suige had only just begun to show signs of perspiration. He started to moan softly in discomfort, breathing rapidly. Seeing him in such distress, Yi Xiao’s heart ached, and she held him even tighter, not daring to relax for a moment.

By the deep of the night, Feng Suige’s fever finally began to subside.

Seeing him sleeping peacefully, Yi Xiao gently embraced him, resting her head on his chest. Listening to his strong heartbeat and even breathing, she felt a sense of security she had never known before.

Pulling up the blanket, her nose filled with the warm scent of his skin, Yi Xiao’s tense nerves finally began to relax. Before long, she too fell into a deep sleep, holding him contentedly.

When the red candle had burned halfway down and a faint light showed through the window paper, Yi Xiao awoke from her dream, her heart full of peace and tranquility, her body comfortably warm.

Turning to look at Feng Suige, Yi Xiao was slightly startled, then broke into a joyful smile – his deep black eyes were open, staring intently at her.

“Do you feel better?” Yi Xiao asked softly. “Are you hungry?” Feng Suige’s body tensed, he blinked, but remained silent for a while before coldly saying, “Why haven’t you left yet?”

Yi Xiao’s smile immediately faded. After returning his gaze impassively for a moment, she slowly lifted the thin blanket and sat up.

A beast is always a beast, its injury is merely a small sacrifice. She had been blinded by it all, overlooking his cruel nature. Now she could only let him bite her hard, taking back everything with interest.

She deserved it! How foolish! How humiliating!

Why did she think he would care about her? Why did she think he was as lonely as she was?

The moment Yi Xiao’s toes touched the ground, Feng Suige suddenly held her tightly, burying his face in her shoulder. He cried out, almost shamelessly, “Don’t go… I don’t want you to go…” Yi Xiao struggled angrily a couple of times but couldn’t break free. She rebuked him lightly, “Let go, you’re hurting me!”

“I won’t let go. I said the wrong thing, but you angered me first,” Feng Suige accused with a serious face. “Your heart is full of that person, you never care about what I think.” “My only thought is to throw you back into the river,” Yi Xiao retorted defiantly. “Is this all the trust you have in me? I open my heart to accept you, and this is what I get in return. You want me to leave? Where do you want me to go?”

Feng Suige looked at her with slight surprise. In his memory, Yi Xiao had never been so frank before. He had thought he was satisfied, but there had always been something missing in his heart. Now, the most important piece had finally fallen into place.

Yi Xiao finished speaking in one breath. Turning her head to see him staring blankly, she angrily broke free from his embrace. Not even bothering to put on her shoes, she walked barefoot towards the door.

Feng Suige suddenly awoke and jumped up to try and stop her, but stumbled weakly. Yi Xiao hurriedly supported him, putting him back on the bed, gently scolding, “Lie down, what are you doing!”

With his worries resolved, Feng Suige felt much lighter. He deliberately leaned most of his weight on Yi Xiao, smiling as he said, “I can’t believe… you would say such words to me. I’ve been trying so hard, not caring if I offend my father, just hoping that one day, standing by my side would bring you happiness rather than torment.”

Yi Xiao, as if she hadn’t heard, ungratefully pushed at him, “Don’t you have any bones? You’re so heavy. Get up, I’ll go find you something to eat…” Feng Suige’s gaze remained fixed on Yi Xiao’s moving lips. Finally, unable to resist, he leaned in to stop the source of the sound.

The kiss was so light it was almost imperceptible. Feng Suige treated it as carefully as a dewdrop on a lute string.

Perhaps this was truly their first kiss, the real beginning.

Xi Yang sat dazed in a pavilion by the Ning Bi Pool. A cool breeze suddenly rose from the flat ground, making her loose hair dance wildly. She instinctively raised her hand to gather it, and a fine strand of black hair caught between her fingers and her lips. As it moved, it brought a tingling sensation, causing Xi Yang to gently cover her lips.

That day, halfway through their conversation, the Emperor suddenly reached out and pulled her close. She tried to push him away as if burned, but his strength was too great. He forcefully held her against his chest and kissed her lips.

In that brief moment, Xi Yang felt as if she had died and come back to life. She felt like she was being dragged down into a bottomless abyss. Just before being submerged, she caught a glimpse of moonlight. In desperation, she reached out a weak hand towards that light but grasped nothing.

His exhaled breath, the fresh scent between his lips and teeth, his cool thin lips, the deep black pupils so close – it was just like Xia Jingshi…

Xia Jingshi!!

Xi Yang found strength from somewhere unknown and suddenly pushed him away. While he was stunned, she stumbled backward, her back hitting a tree. Tears rolled down her face as she said, “How could you… you are the Emperor.” The Emperor narrowed his eyes, “So what?”

Xi Yang caught her breath for a moment, gradually calming down. With a solemn expression, she said, “Xi Yang is already the wife of the Marquis of Zhen Nan. Please show some respect, Your Majesty.” The Emperor stared at her for a moment, then suddenly smiled, “If I offer you the position of Empress and let you choose again, would you still choose him?”

“I would,” Xi Yang answered firmly. “Very well,” the Emperor clapped and laughed, “For that one word, I’ve decided to lend you a hand.” Seeing Xi Yang’s wary look, he said with a smile, “I was merely testing you just now. Let me ask you, what is the biggest obstacle between you and him?”

Xi Yang’s heart skipped a beat. “I don’t understand what Your Majesty is saying,” she said. “You do understand,” the Emperor raised his head leisurely to look at the quickly passing clouds in the sky, enunciating each word clearly, “Fu. Yi. Xiao.”

Seeing Xi Yang staring at him blankly, the Emperor curled one corner of his mouth, “Xia Jingshi asked me to bestow a title on her. Once my imperial edict is issued, she will be a princess of a country, just like you. Did you know that?” Xi Yang unconsciously shook her head.

The Emperor continued, “Since the princess is so clever, I’ll speak plainly. As long as you help me reclaim the military power from Xia Jingshi’s hands, I will help you completely eradicate his feelings for Yi Xiao. I promise you that after everything is done, Xia Jingshi will still be the Marquis of Zhen Nan, and you will still be his wife. Everything will be the same as now, except for the military power. Without Fu Yi Xiao, with your intelligence, won’t he be yours for the taking?”

“How will you eradicate it? Are you going to kill her?” Xi Yang asked instinctively. The Emperor smiled mysteriously but didn’t answer. “The princess only needs to answer me, yes or no,” he said. “I want to know why,” Xi Yang persisted, “I need to know the reason.” The Emperor was silent for a moment, then chuckled, “Whatever he likes, I want it all. If I can’t have it, I’d rather destroy it.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 78
Distant laughter and chatter broke through Feng Xi Yang’s thoughts. News had already spread that the Holy Emperor announced in court the bestowal of the title Guard General to Fu Yi Xiao, along with an additional title for Princess Xing Ping. Ning Fei was reprimanded and appointed as a special envoy, set to depart immediately for Su Sha to deliver the imperial edict, with Ling Xue Ying accompanying him.

Fu Yi Xiao.

Xi Yang lowered her head, absentmindedly fiddling with her fingers. The Holy Emperor’s words echoed in her mind, “Without Fu Yi Xiao, given the princess’s intelligence, he would be easily captured…” She wasn’t worried that the Holy Emperor was using Fu Yi Xiao as bait to deceive her—first severing emotions, then relinquishing power, this was the Holy Emperor’s promise to her. Moreover, the imperial pardon token given as a token of trust lay quietly in her sleeve. She only worried that if Xia Jing Shi discovered everything, she would be beyond redemption. But if she didn’t decide soon, it would be too late.

“You’re all useless!” Feng Qi Shan roared, slamming the table in fury. “When have you ever properly carried out the tasks I’ve assigned you?” The man who had disguised himself as a waiter at the inn prostrated himself on the ground, pleading, “Your Majesty, please calm your anger. Your subject has already dispatched all available men to search meticulously along the canal…”

“Nonsense!” Feng Qi Shan trembled with rage. “If anything happens to the prince, I’ll execute your entire clan!” The anxious Madam Zhuang hurried forward to console him, “Your Majesty, please don’t harm your health with anger. The prince is blessed by heaven, perhaps…” “Get out!” Feng Qi Shan violently pushed her away. “You repeatedly assured me that nothing would go wrong, and now what do you have to say for yourself?!”

The surrounding palace servants stood like stone pillars, not daring to breathe, let alone step forward to help. Madam Zhuang staggered a few steps and fell to the ground, immediately bursting into tears of grievance. “I didn’t want this to happen either. Who knew that Ye Duan Fang would interfere? Otherwise, Fu Yi Xiao would have perished in the fire, and the prince wouldn’t have…”

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty!” A palace guard rushed in, his face beaming with joy. “The prince has returned…” Feng Qi Shan froze, then lunged forward in great joy, grabbing the guard’s collar. “Where? Where is he?” The guard answered smoothly, “When your subject heard the news, the prince and the Junior Consort had not yet entered the city. Marquis Jian Xin has already led people to welcome them…”

Before he could finish, Feng Qi Shan’s expression changed. “That woman has returned with him?” The guard swallowed hard, not daring to move, and merely nodded affirmatively, “The Junior Consort… returned with the prince.”

Feng Qi Shan pushed him away with a grim face and strode out. The guard hurried after him, while Madam Zhuang slowly got up with the help of her servants. Seeing the man still kneeling there in a daze, she berated him in shame and anger, “Get out of here! Are you waiting for His Majesty to return and flay you alive?”

The once bustling street had already been cleared. A simple palanquin, escorted by Ye Duan Fang’s iron cavalry, slowly came to a stop in front of the Prince’s mansion. The curtain moved, and Fu Yi Xiao, still dressed in coarse cloth, emerged first. She quietly thanked Ye Duan Fang beside the palanquin, then turned and thumped on the carriage panel. “Why aren’t you coming out? How long are you going to stay in there?”

“No,” came Feng Sui Ge’s exasperated voice from inside. “Either send someone to bring me some clothes, or have them carry the palanquin inside.” Yi Xiao pursed her lips. “A grown man being so fussy, what will people think?”

Everyone who overheard their exchange secretly smiled in amusement. When Marquis Jian Xin had led the team to receive them, there was already something odd about the situation. To allow the palanquin into the farmhouse courtyard, half of the outer fence gate had been dismantled. The prince finally ordered everyone to turn their backs after the Junior Consort’s repeated urging, and in the blink of an eye, he had darted from the door into the palanquin.

Arguments had erupted from the palanquin several times along the way. Prince Feng complained that his clothes were too rustic and refused to be seen, but the Junior Consort insisted he walk through the front gate of the Prince’s mansion with dignity. It was unclear whether the Junior Consort was deliberately making things difficult for the prince, but the prince always seemed somewhat helpless when facing her.

After a long standoff, Prince Feng’s gritted command finally came from inside the carriage. “Send someone ahead to clear the way. Order all servants in the mansion to retreat. The rest of you, turn your backs.” After some more dawdling, and only after Yi Xiao impatiently called out twice, did Feng Sui Ge slowly and tentatively poke his head out from behind the curtain, followed by his body.

His forehead wound was tightly wrapped with clean white cloth, though Fu Yi Xiao had tied it into a ridiculously large knot. He wore a hemp robe kindly gifted by a farmer, which was clean enough but fit extremely poorly, clinging tightly to his body from top to bottom.

Yi Xiao’s eyes were already curved with laughter. “Aren’t you coming out?” Feng Sui Ge glared at her helplessly, then suddenly jumped down from the carriage shaft and quickly walked towards the main gate. Just as he stepped onto the stairs, the sharp crack of a whip clearing the way suddenly rang out from nearby—King Feng Qi Shan had come in person.

Those who had turned their backs were suddenly at a loss, with the bolder ones secretly turning their heads to peek at Feng Sui Ge. However, they saw that he had already forgotten his disheveled state and was solemnly holding Fu Yi Xiao’s hand, pulling her to his side.

In the blink of an eye, Feng Qi Shan galloped up on horseback. With an ashen face, he dismounted like a gust of wind, completely ignoring the soldiers kneeling all around, and strode quickly towards Feng Sui Ge.

“Father…” Feng Sui Ge had just opened his mouth when Feng Qi Shan swung a powerful slap towards Fu Yi Xiao’s face. If Feng Sui Ge hadn’t been quick-eyed and swift-handed to pull her into his embrace, this slap would have landed squarely, making it difficult for Yi Xiao to avoid fainting.

“You vixen,” Feng Qi Shan cursed venomously, “Why aren’t you dead yet?” “Father!” Feng Sui Ge was angered as well, shouting, “How can you speak to Yi Xiao like this?!”

Hearing this, Feng Qi Shan became even more enraged. Pointing at Feng Sui Ge, he bellowed, “What kind of spell have you fallen under, defending such a lowly woman like this! Look at the state you’re in now, where’s the dignity of a regent prince?!”

Feng Sui Ge replied proudly, “Father doesn’t understand the joy I share with my beloved consort. Regardless of Yi Xiao’s past, she is now my consort, and she even saved my life this time. I hope Father can respect—”

Feng Qi Shan interrupted him with a cold laugh, “Have you asked her why she secretly ran to the inn behind your back? She was trying to rendezvous with a lover right under your nose…”

Yi Xiao, who had been standing silently to the side, suddenly burst into laughter. “Your Majesty’s scheme was brilliant, Fu Yi Xiao admits defeat. It’s just a pity that Your Majesty calculated so much, yet miscalculated so greatly.” Feng Qi Shan glared at her coldly, “If you’re trying to sow discord, you’re not even qualified!”

“Perhaps,” Yi Xiao giggled softly, looking gently back at Feng Sui Ge. “Having survived this great calamity, I will give you a grand gift.” Although still angry, Feng Sui Ge turned his head to ask her, “What is it?”

She smiled mischievously, casting a provocative glance at Feng Qi Shan beside them, and leaned close to Feng Sui Ge’s ear to whisper something.

Under everyone’s watchful eyes, Feng Sui Ge’s face turned red, and he said gruffly, “Of course!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 79
At the largest restaurant in the royal city, in a private room long reserved by the Qin family, Ye Duan Fang wore a strange smile as he drank his tea, occasionally stealing glances at Feng Sui Ge, who wore an equally peculiar grin and seemed distracted. After a while, Qin Yu, who was in the dark about the situation, finally couldn’t help but cough and asked curiously, “Your Highness summoned Old Qin…”

Feng Sui Ge, as if awakening, exclaimed “Ah” and looked at Qin Yu. “Has Elder Qin obtained any new leads these past two days?” Qin Yu hesitated for a moment, then lowered his voice to ask, “Has Your Highness recently received a secret letter from Jin Xiu?”

Feng Sui Ge was startled. “Yes, how did Elder Qin know?” Qin Yu pulled out a folded letter from his sleeve and handed it to Feng Sui Ge. “Is it this one?”

Feng Sui Ge’s expression changed after reading just a few lines, a chill running from his back to the top of his head. Seeing his poor complexion, Qin Yu sighed and explained, “On the day Your Highness and the Junior Consort had the incident, Steward Huang from your mansion came to me with this. He said he was going to seek refuge with distant relatives in the countryside and needed some travel money. I gave him some funds and kept this letter.”

As he spoke, Feng Sui Ge finished reading the last line and angrily threw the letter onto the table. He paced back and forth in the room like a caged beast, then suddenly stopped and said hatefully, “I thought it was strange that he went straight to the palace upon returning to Su Sha. So this is why!”

Ye Duan Fang picked up the letter and glanced at it, shaking his head. “He was clever to escape first… The maid who led the Junior Consort to the inn has also been found, but she was silenced. Her body was abandoned in an abandoned house in the back of the city. I believe that Madam Zhuang alone wouldn’t cause such a great disturbance. The real culprit to investigate should be the one hiding behind her…”

“Marquis!” Qin Yu called out softly, quickly stepping to the door to open it and look around before closing and bolting it. He said in a low voice, “Marquis, be careful of speaking carelessly…” “No,” Feng Sui Ge was surprisingly calm, stopping Qin Yu’s words. “Let him finish.”

“The events of the archery day puzzled me,” Ye Duan Fang continued. “If not for those two fire arrows, if not for Gu Yu sacrificing himself to protect the Junior Consort, I would have been beyond explanation. Why were there over a dozen men hidden in the already sealed forest? Although it was found that Madam Zhuang instructed her relatives to hire assassins, how did they bypass so many forest guards? If they were ambushed in advance, how did so many of them avoid the sweeping inspections of the imperial guards for three consecutive days?”

Feng Sui Ge looked at him coldly. “You mean there’s another mastermind behind this.” Ye Duan Fang looked back at him righteously and said clearly, “Doesn’t Your Highness think so too?”

Feng Sui Ge stared at him for a long while, then suddenly sighed deeply. “How could I not know all this? But I have too many concerns to consider. No matter how excessive they are, I can only try my best to concede. Although this is unfair to Yi Xiao, it’s all I can do. Now, the only hope is to receive the imperial edict from Jin Xiu’s Holy Emperor bestowing honors on Yi Xiao as soon as possible, so that those with ill intentions will be deterred and know to retreat…”

Feng Xi Yang had long been accustomed to taking a short nap after lunch each day. This day was no exception. She had just lain down for a while when she suddenly heard a knocking at the outer door. She was a bit displeased but still called out, “Whatever it is, wait until I wake up…” “Princess,” the maid’s timid voice came from outside the door, “The Holy Emperor has sent someone with gifts, requesting the Princess to receive them.”

Feng Xi Yang was somewhat surprised but quickly got up from her couch. After briefly tidying her appearance, she followed the maid to the front hall.

The impatient palace messenger immediately put on a fawning smile upon seeing Feng Xi Yang. “Princess, I wish you peace,” he said, then waved his hand. A line of small attendants holding gilt trays who had been standing behind him came forward one by one, like flowing water, to Xi Yang. They lifted the red silk covering their trays, allowing her to view the contents.

For each item, the messenger announced its name, “Gold-threaded phoenix hairpin… Dragon jade button… Emerald double flower earrings… Dragon and phoenix gold bracelet…” Seeing Xi Yang’s confusion, the messenger hurriedly stepped forward to explain, “His Majesty learned from the Empress Dowager that the Princess’s birthday is approaching. He specially ordered this servant to come in advance to offer congratulations and present these birthday gifts.”

Birthday. Xi Yang suddenly wanted to laugh out loud, yet also wanted to cover her face and weep.

Her birthday was also the death anniversary of her mother. During that time, her father always seemed particularly irritable, and the palace servants were extra cautious. Even laughter was almost extinct in the palace. So from childhood to adulthood, she had never celebrated her birthday. Therefore, she had almost forgotten her birthday.

Yes, it was her birthday. It will arrive tomorrow. But the one who remembered this day was not the one she wanted in her heart.

It was truly sad. She didn’t need a grand celebration. She only wanted Xia Jing Shi to spend a peaceful day with her.

At the Nine-turn Corridor, Xi Yang encountered Xia Jing Shi, who was hurrying along. She quickly went up to him, smiling, “Good morning, husband.” Xia Jing Shi hadn’t expected to meet her here. He was taken aback for a moment, simply replied “Morning,” and made to go around her.

“Husband,” Xi Yang instinctively grabbed his sleeve, looking up pleadingly, “Can you listen to Xi Yang for a moment? Just a moment.” Xia Jing Shi then stopped, quietly waiting for her to speak.

Xi Yang, with a slightly flushed face, implored, “Tomorrow is Xi Yang’s birthday, and also the death anniversary of Xi Yang’s mother… If your husband doesn’t have any important matters to attend to, could you accompany Xi Yang for a day, or even half a day would be fine.” Xia Jing Shi hesitated for a moment, then said simply, “I will have someone arrange a theater troupe for you later…”

“Husband—” Xi Yang said frustratedly, “I just want…” “I understand,” Xia Jing Shi interrupted her, “But I do have important matters to attend to.”

Just then, a military officer came running over excitedly. Seeing Feng Xi Yang present, his face immediately fell. He made a perfunctory bow, “Greetings, Princess,” and without waiting for Feng Xi Yang’s acknowledgment, straightened up and said to Xia Jing Shi with a smile, “Your Highness, the carriages and horses are ready, and everyone has arrived. I guessed you must have lost your way in Ming De Palace after being away for so long, so I came specially to escort you!”

Xia Jing Shi smiled gently, “You’re so anxious after just a slight delay. In the future, if we go to war again, I must send you all as scouts. I’ll have you lie in ambush in the weeds for three days and three nights, and see if you’re still so restless afterward.” The officer thumped his chest loudly, “With just one word from Your Highness, you could take this subject’s life on the spot. What’s lying in ambush for three days compared to that!”

As he spoke, he glanced at Feng Xi Yang. “Come to think of it, it’s been a long time since we’ve fought in a war, and my heart is truly itching for it. If we hadn’t negotiated peace, this subject would want to have a real fight with the Su Sha people on the battlefield again. It would be best if we could take down their royal city. The brothers who went with Your Highness to welcome the bride this time said…”

“What nonsense are you talking about,” Xia Jing Shi lightly rebuked, though his face showed no trace of blame. “If the two countries go to war again, it’s still the common people who will suffer. Alright, why are we talking about this? Let’s go quickly.” As he spoke, he nodded slightly to Feng Xi Yang and strode forward.

The officer grinned and responded, following behind while gesticulating animatedly, “Just before Your Highness arrived, the brothers were talking about His Majesty’s rewards for dealing with the Commander this time. Heh, everyone says Your Highness is loyal and righteous. Where in the world can you find a noble prince like Your Highness, personally supervising the construction of a mausoleum and erecting a monument for a subordinate’s late mother every day…”

Long after the two had disappeared, Feng Xi Yang still stood dazed on the Nine-turn Bridge.

So, it turns out that a broken heart does make a sound.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 80
Yi Xiao was diligently reviewing and organizing documents collected from various sources on Feng Suige’s desk, occasionally marking them with a brush. As more evidence pointed towards Wang City, she grew increasingly anxious. Regardless, her current power was insufficient to confront Feng Qishan. Yet, she had no choice but to continue investigating step by step. If she showed any weakness before Feng Qishan, her fate would be worse than utter annihilation.

The moment Feng Suige, who had just returned from the teahouse, quietly entered the study, Yi Xiao alertly raised her head. Seeing it was him, she smiled, “You’re back. Any new information?” Feng Suige took the silver brush from her hand and placed it back on the brush rest. His finger gently touched her cheek, “You’ve got ink spots. I’ll have someone bring water for you to wash your face.”

“It’s not urgent,” Yi Xiao quickly grabbed Feng Suige as he turned to leave, looking intently into his eyes. “What’s wrong? Is there bad news?” “Nothing of the sort,” Feng Suige smiled, holding her hand in return. “These matters can’t be resolved in a day. It’s almost mealtime, let’s rest for a bit.”

Yi Xiao finally relaxed and walked out with him side by side. “I was thinking earlier, when should we invite Marquis Jian Xin and Elder Qin over? Especially Marquis Jian Xin, I want to thank him and apologize.” Feng Suige stopped, giving her a wry smile, “That’s unfair. You’re always thinking about others. When will you seriously think about me?”

“You want fairness?” Yi Xiao laughed, shaking her head. “Then you should think about others too.” Feng Suige both gritted his teeth and smiled, “When that day comes, don’t cry.” He suddenly lowered his voice and whispered in Yi Xiao’s ear, “But now…”

“That tickles,” Yi Xiao pushed him away forcefully. “Is this how I should talk?” “Fine,” Feng Suige agreed readily and shouted, “Now, I wonder who’s been constantly thinking about our wedding night…” Yi Xiao suddenly pounced on him, firmly covering his mouth, scolding, “Have you gone mad? Why are you shouting?”

Feng Suige pulled her hand away, grinning wildly. “Then after the meal, let’s have a private talk.” But she broke free and ran away laughing like a gust of wind.

Yi Xiao sneaked away from the dining table under the pretext of using the restroom. Two maids lit the way as Feng Suige hurried towards the study, burning with impatience. Though it was unseemly to say, she, a dignified Prince’s wife, had used the bathroom as an excuse!

Given Yi Xiao’s recent habit of working day and night, if she wasn’t in the bedroom, she must be in the study. After their conversation before the meal, Feng Suige was certain Yi Xiao wouldn’t hide in the bedroom, so…

Not a single light in the study tower!? Feng Suige stopped in confusion, ordering one of the maids to go up and check. After a moment, the maid came running back, out of breath, reporting, “Your Highness, the Young Madam is not upstairs.”

Feng Suige frowned and turned to leave. Yi Xiao wasn’t in the study, and he hadn’t received any reports from his secret guards. Could it be…

Indeed, a soft yellow light glowed from Yi Xiao’s room. Suppressing the excitement in his heart, Feng Suige took two steps at a time and pushed open the door.

Yi Xiao sat on a palace stool in the outer room. Seeing him enter, she complained lazily, “Didn’t you say you had something to tell me? Why did it take you so long?” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow at her, “Didn’t you say you were going to the restroom? How did you end up in your room?” “I only said I was going to the restroom, I didn’t say I’d go back after,” Yi Xiao said casually, picking up a round fan from the table and fanning herself idly.

Feng Suige stared at her for a while, then suddenly smiled, “Why don’t you dare look at me? Is there something special about my belt?” Yi Xiao’s face showed a rare hint of shyness, but she still tried to maintain her composure, “Why should I look at you? Is there a flower on your face?”

Feng Suige dragged a palace stool to sit by the table, resting his chin on his hand and observing her with interest. “I understand now. You’re feeling shy.” Yi Xiao had already become somewhat uncomfortable under his gaze, and hearing this, she threw down the fan and jumped up. “If you’re not going to talk, leave quickly. I want to rest!”

Feng Suige had to put aside his playful attitude. After thinking for a moment, he said seriously to Yi Xiao, “If I say I don’t think about it at all, that’s impossible. But I don’t want to force you, so you don’t need to compromise yourself to prove anything.”

Yi Xiao listened quietly until he finished his last word, then smiled and asked, “Do you know what kind of relationship I have with His Highness?” Feng Suige hesitated, “I know.” Seeing Yi Xiao raise an eyebrow in surprise, he quickly added firmly, “But I don’t care. I only want you.”

“You’re hopeless,” Yi Xiao muttered, tilting her head to pull aside her collar, exposing a large area of skin on the left side of her neck. “See for yourself.” Feng Suige’s gaze traveled from her smooth neckline to her half-exposed shoulder, and he exclaimed, “Xi Xie Sha?”

Yi Xiao blushed slightly as she covered her neckline, speaking softly, “Mother said that since I was born into a noble family, without this, I might be looked down upon by my future husband’s family. So she specially requested Father…”

Feng Suige listened in shock, then suddenly leaned forward and pulled Yi Xiao from across the table, causing the porcelain cups to clatter noisily. Caught off guard, Yi Xiao was dragged close to him and instinctively punched his chest hard, “What are you doing!”

Feng Suige took the punch without dodging, grimacing in pain while speaking incoherently, “You’ve suffered so much for nothing. Hit me a few more times. I’ve been such a complete fool.” Yi Xiao was stunned for a moment, then laughed, “I’ve seen people looking for work, but never someone looking for a beating. Should I be generous now and say ‘ignorance is no crime’?”

Seeing her smiling eyes, Feng Suige felt even more ashamed, “Why didn’t you tell me earlier… I mean, I’m glad you finally told me. Well, I don’t know what to say anymore.” He paused, then suddenly embraced Yi Xiao tightly.

He didn’t know exactly what he wanted, only that holding her like this filled his heart with happiness. He loved this excessively stubborn woman.

“Feng Suige,” she cried out softly, struggling as he hurt her, “Can’t you be gentler?” “No,” Feng Suige still held her tightly, “I want to engrave you into my body, bury you in my bones and blood, so you can never escape from my side again!”

“You’re crazy,” Yi Xiao angrily pounded his back, “Why don’t you just say you want to cook and eat me…” Suddenly, she let out a surprised cry as Feng Suige abruptly picked her up horizontally and walked towards the inner chamber. His hot breath brushed against her temple, “Of course, I’ll devour you completely. That day you asked if my previous promise still stands. Today, I’ll prove it to you.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 81
For three consecutive days, Xia Jingshi had not returned to Mingde Palace. After much hesitation, Feng Xiyang summoned a carriage and headed towards the mausoleum behind Shuxiang Temple in the suburbs.

Although autumn had arrived, the weather had not noticeably cooled. Each afternoon still felt like midsummer. Feng Xiyang gently dabbed her forehead with a damp silk handkerchief handed to her by a maid, looking out at the bustling crowd on the construction site. All she could see were bare-chested men rushing back and forth. In her shyness, she couldn’t spot Xia Jingshi’s figure.

Someone noticed the two women nearly fainting in the sun and shouted. Almost half the workers on the site put down their tasks and swarmed to put on their shirts. The remaining few carrying heavy wood and stone slabs quickened their pace. Faced with dozens of curious and inquiring eyes, Feng Xiyang had no choice but to steel herself and walk towards them.

Xia Jingshi, wearing only a snow-white silk jacket, emerged from the crowd. He told everyone, “Take a break,” then approached Feng Xiyang with a displeased expression. “What brings you here?” he asked coldly. Feng Xiyang’s heart ached as she lowered her head and asked softly, “My lord hasn’t returned for the past few days…”

“The grave relocation is in a few days, and there’s still much to be done. So, I won’t be returning for the next few days either,” Xia Jingshi explained briefly, carelessly dusting off his already filthy jacket. “If you’re bored, tell the steward at Mingde Palace to find you a servant who’s lived in the capital. They can take you around to play.”

After a moment of silence, Feng Xiyang suddenly raised her head and asked defiantly, “Why are you willing to do so much for her, but won’t spend half a day with me? Back in Su Sha, you promised Father you’d take care of me!” Xia Jingshi just smiled faintly, “Whatever you lack, just ask. When we return to Lu City, I’ll do my best to provide it for you.”

“I don’t need those things!” Feng Xiyang’s voice suddenly rose in excitement, drawing furtive glances from the distant soldiers. “You ignore me all day, yet you’re so devoted to helping an outsider. Have you ever thought about what others might think of me?”

“Put away your princess’s temper,” Xia Jingshi’s eyes flashed with anger. “If you cared so much about what others think, you wouldn’t be standing here.” Feng Xiyang’s eyes trembled, her voice quivering slightly, “What about me? Have you ever considered my feelings!?”

“If you could consider others a bit more, perhaps I would consider you more,” Xia Jingshi said coldly. “Go back, don’t embarrass yourself here.” “Xia Jingshi, you bastard!” Feng Xiyang shouted angrily as if she had been slapped. “Whatever she can do for you, I can do too! Why is she the only one in your heart? I can’t accept this! Tell me, how am I inferior to her?!”

Xia Jingshi abruptly turned to leave, shouting furiously, “Wei Ran, take her away!” Xiao Wei Ran responded from afar and quickly ran over. Feng Xiyang had already rushed forward to block his path.

Xia Jingshi stopped, coldly watching the seemingly frantic Feng Xiyang. Xiao Wei Ran had arrived and was gently tugging at Xiyang’s sleeve, softly persuading, “Princess, please return first. Whatever the matter is, you can discuss it when His Highness returns…” “Don’t touch me!” Feng Xiyang violently shook off Wei Ran’s grasp. “I won’t leave until he explains himself clearly!”

Xiao Wei Ran frowned, but before he could advise further, Xia Jingshi suddenly grabbed Feng Xiyang’s wrist and forcibly dragged her toward the construction site. Wei Ran only managed to cry out “Your Highness” before hurriedly following.

People parted to make way as Xia Jingshi walked by. He dragged Feng Xiyang to the center of the area where various stones were piled. Pushing her away, he angrily said, “You keep pestering me at this time, all because you want to know why everyone favors Yi Xiao.”

He gestured vaguely at the surrounding people. “Look carefully. Except for a few craftsmen, the rest are all my former subordinates. After the war, they were granted titles and stayed in the capital. When Yi Xiao’s late mother was posthumously awarded an imperial title, before the Emperor could arrange craftsmen, they had already come to me volunteering to help. Since you like to ask, today you can ask them openly why they would do this. Then think carefully – can you do what she has done?”

Feng Xiyang roughly dragged all the way here, was already quite frightened. Now, being shouted at like this, she was at a loss for words. As she stammered, a burly man with a bushy beard and fierce eyes emerged from the crowd, declaring boldly, “When my mother passed away, the frontline was in a critical situation. Colonel Fu learned of it and requested leave from Your Highness on my behalf, taking over all my military duties. I only found out later that Colonel Fu’s mother was gravely ill at the time and had sent word asking her to return. But because she was covering my duties, by the time I returned to the army and she hurried back to the capital, she still couldn’t see her mother one last time.”

At this point, the military officer’s eyes reddened. “I was so remorseful that I wanted to die before her. I vowed then that if I couldn’t repay Colonel Fu in this life, I’d be her ox or horse in the next to repay this debt!”

As soon as he finished speaking, the crowd erupted with emotion, all talking at once. Suddenly, Feng Xiyang felt surrounded by opening and closing mouths, with a swarm of buzzing voices enveloping her, all centered on one name.

Colonel Fu, Colonel Fu, Colonel Fu, Colonel Fu…

Fu Yi Xiao, Fu Yi Xiao, Fu Yi Xiao, Fu Yi Xiao…

“I don’t want to hear it,” Feng Xiyang suddenly cried, covering her ears. “I don’t want to hear it, I don’t want to hear it, I don’t want to hear it…” She shouted in one breath, tears streaming down her face. “I’ve made a mistake, I married the wrong person, and I loved the wrong person!” She sobbed, “I shouldn’t have loved you. I almost worshipped you like a god, but you don’t care at all…”

In the silence that followed, Xia Jingshi laughed dryly. “This is the biggest difference between you and Yi Xiao. To you, I am a god, but to her, I’m just an ordinary person.”

Just one sentence froze all the blood in Feng Xiyang’s body.

Indeed, she couldn’t see him as an ordinary person. In her heart, Xia Jingshi had always stood like a god at an unreachable height. She even felt he should have been in heaven. How could she ever see him as an ordinary man of this world?

She never imagined she would lose on this point.

Feng Xiyang suddenly let out a wild cry and stumbled out of the crowd, running towards the carriage waiting in the distance. Xiao Wei Ran looked at Xia Jingshi with concern, “Your Highness, should we…?” Xia Jingshi smiled bitterly, “Let her go.”

As Wei Ran was about to say something more, they suddenly heard a faint sound, “Boom…”

The ensuing rumble, mixed with the crowd’s cries, reached Feng Xiyang’s ears as she ran. “Your Highness—” “Adjutant Xiao—”

Feng Xiyang instinctively stopped and looked back. Where a cloud of dust rose, the towering pile of logs had vanished. The entire construction site was in chaos.
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The Holy Emperor was meticulously trimming a lush potted plant on the flower stand with a pair of golden scissors. He spoke leisurely, “What’s the matter? Are you reluctant?”

“But Your Majesty promised not to harm his life,” Feng Xiyang said in a low voice. “If it weren’t for Staff Officer Xiao, he might have…”

The golden scissors snipped, and another flower petal fell. “What I want is precisely Xiao Weiran,” the Holy Emperor said. Seeing Xiyang’s confusion, he smiled and put down the scissors. “He’s too much of a nuisance. It’s good to let him rest for a while—until I’ve arranged everything. The rest will be up to the Princess.”

“I don’t understand,” Feng Xiyang looked at him, somewhat bewildered. “I also don’t know what to do…”

“Don’t worry,” the Holy Emperor patted her shoulder gently. “Fu Yixiao will return soon. When that happens, I’ll teach you.”

“Fu Yixiao?!” Xiyang exclaimed in surprise. “Why would she come back?”

“Because the King of Zhennan is severely injured,” the Holy Emperor smiled enigmatically. “So, she will travel thousands of miles back from Susha.”

“But… my husband isn’t…” Xiyang still didn’t understand. The Holy Emperor had already picked up the golden scissors and resumed carefully trimming the flower tree, offering no further explanation. She stood there blankly for a while before finally leaving, helpless.

Madam Zhuang paced anxiously in her chambers, while her maid occasionally ran to the door to look out. As dusk approached, Fu Yixiao sent word that she would be presiding over the judgment of the forest ambush case at Shuchen Hall that night, inviting her to oversee the proceedings. With a guilty conscience, she felt extremely uneasy.

Why not hold the trial during the day? Shuchen Hall was the place where palace servants who violated internal laws were punished, just a step away from the Cold Palace. It was the place with the most wronged souls and the heaviest yin energy in the entire royal city. At night, no palace servant was willing to go near there.

And why invite her to attend the trial? She was just a palace consort; when had such a major criminal case ever required her oversight?

At this time, contacting her father and brothers would be unwise. Due to the inn fire incident, Feng Qishan was displeased with her incompetence and refused to see her for several days. She could only send a clever palace servant to gather information from other consorts.

The servant had been gone for over an hour and still hadn’t returned. Her heart had been in suspense for just as long. Just as she was fretting, her maid suddenly exclaimed softly, “They’re back! They’ve returned!”

Before the words faded, a palace servant ran in from outside, knelt nimbly, and reported, “Your Highness, your servant has inquired. The other consorts have also received invitations from the Junior Consort to oversee at Shuchen Hall later.”

Madam Zhuang immediately relaxed, regaining her usual graceful demeanor. She said languidly, “Very well, you may go. Collect your reward on the way out!”

Perhaps she had been too nervous. But in her memory, both Shuchen Hall and the Cold Palace were eerie and terrifying.

When she had just been titled a consort, she once snuck to the Cold Palace behind Shuchen Hall out of curiosity. She wanted to see how the consorts who had been demoted for various reasons lived.

When she pushed open one of the rickety wooden doors, she only saw a bowl of leftover food on a simple wooden table, with several flies buzzing up and down among it. In the corner, a woman with a withered face like a skull was curled up. Seeing her standing at the door, staring blankly, the woman rasped, “What are you looking at?! The Emperor favored me six times. How about you? How many times have you been favored? I used to be a hundred times more beautiful than you. Who do you think you are?!”

Newly entered into the harem, she paled and fled from the Cold Palace, only to nearly bump into another consort with a charming face at the entrance. She recognized her as Consort Hui, the Emperor’s most favored.

Consort Hui stood there haughtily, casting only a faint glance. “Brave enough to sneak into the Cold Palace, I thought you were someone formidable. Turns out you’re scared of this state.”

At first, she thought Consort Hui had come specifically to catch her. She was so frightened she couldn’t speak. Suddenly, light footsteps approached, and a palace servant came running with a blood-stained bamboo whip, reporting to Consort Hui, “The caning is complete, Your Highness. What do you think…”

Consort Hui still held her head high, casting a mocking glance at her, and asked casually, “Does she show any sign of repentance?”

The servant hesitated for just a moment before Consort Hui asked again, “What did she say?”

The servant had no choice but to reply tremblingly, “She said that even as a ghost, she would crawl back from the underworld to settle scores with Your Highness.”

She shuddered slightly, but heard Consort Hui explain to her softly, “Inside is Consort Liu, who was found to have poisoned my food in an attempt to harm me this time—you see, it’s not that I won’t let her go, she’s bringing death upon herself.” She nodded instinctively, and Consort Hui ignored her, turning to instruct the servant, “Cut off her hands and feet, burn her to death, and scatter her ashes!”

As the servant turned to leave, she heard Consort Hui say coldly, “Let’s see how you crawl back!”

Two years later, during a harem upheaval, Consort Hui, who had been deposed by Emperor Feng Qishan for allegedly using witchcraft to harm Prince Feng Suige, kicked and bit at the palace servants carrying out her punishment. In the end, the servants completed the caning while stepping on her hands and feet. Consort Hui let out a scream mixed with a curse, “Even as a ghost, I won’t let you go…”

And she, by now Madam Zhuang, smiled gently, squatted down in front of Consort Hui, and asked softly, “Do you remember what you said back then?” Consort Hui looked up, and she said softly to those shocked and hateful eyes, “Let’s see how you crawl back.”

Consort Hui suddenly burst into maniacal laughter with her blood-filled mouth, “I’ll remember you, and you’d better remember me… I’ll be back, I’ll make you taste everything I’ve suffered today… When that time comes, every bit of suffering I’ve endured will be paid back to you double…”

“Your Highness—” Startled by an unexpected touch, Madam Zhuang, lost in her reverie, clutched her chest and jumped up. Still shaken, she focused her gaze to see it was the maid who had remained in the room. Without thinking, she raised her hand and slapped the maid, scolding, “You little wretch, are you trying to scare this consort to death?!”

The maid covered her face and sobbed, “This servant knows her mistake. It’s just that the time is approaching. Please, Your Highness, start dressing and preparing to leave…”

As soon as Madam Zhuang stepped into Shuchen Hall, she was terrified. The vast hall was filled with hanging white mourning cloths, and the dim candlelight made it so eerie that her scalp tingled. The maid supporting Madam Zhuang also began to tremble, asking in a quavering voice, “Your Highness, what’s going on here…”

“Why has Madam Zhuang arrived so early?” Suddenly, another voice rang out in the hall, startling Madam Zhuang. Her wildly beating heart quickly calmed down. Although it was the person she least wanted to see, it was better than nothing.

“Wasn’t this the time set by the Junior Consort?” Looking at Fu Yixiao, who had lifted the curtain and walked out, Madam Zhuang put on her usual arrogant manner and said haughtily, “Why is no one here? Where are the other consorts?”

“Perhaps you’ve mistaken the time and arrived early,” Fu Yixiao casually responded, reaching out to pull her. “It’s still early anyway, why don’t you come in first?”

Madam Zhuang instinctively took a step back. “I’ll sit with the nearby consorts for a while and come back later.”

Yixiao let out a cold laugh. “Is Madam Zhuang afraid of me, or something else?”
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“Afraid? Ridiculous,” Madam Zhuang scoffed, turning her head away disdainfully.

“Oh?” Fu Yixiao drawled, her smile laden with meaning. She stepped aside, “If you’re not afraid, then please follow me inside to wait for a while. The other consorts should arrive soon.”

Madam Zhuang followed Fu Yixiao involuntarily. As they walked, Yixiao asked casually, “Does Madam Zhuang know why I chose Shuchen Hall for the trial, scheduled it at night, and invited all the consorts to attend?”

Curling her lip, Madam Zhuang mocked, “Besides showing off your power in front of us, what else can you do?”

Yixiao smiled, gently running her hand over the hanging veils as they passed. “Guyu has been gone for over a month, and I still haven’t found the true culprit. So, I thought I’d use the energy of Shuchen Hall and the spiritual essence of all the madams to summon his soul back, to let him tell me who harmed him.”

Madam Zhuang’s heart skipped a beat, but she forced herself to ask calmly, “If any of the consorts are frightened, you won’t be able to bear the consequences.”

“All the madams are under the Emperor’s blessing. How could they fear spirits?” Yixiao replied without turning back, continuing to walk into the side hall where the altar was set up.

The side hall was only a few walls away from the Cold Palace where deposed empresses and consorts were confined. Clear sounds of sorrowful weeping could be heard from the Cold Palace, but Yixiao seemed not to notice. She stood before the altar, her expression reverent and serene as she merged into the incense mist, murmuring prayers. As the wind stirred, the candle flames flickered, casting an eerie light on her profile.

Madam Zhuang stood awkwardly to the side, while the maid who had accompanied them was already shaking like a leaf in the wind. Suddenly, they heard the sound of carriages and laughter from outside. Madam Zhuang brightened immediately, “They’re here. I’ll go greet them.” She quickly left Fu Yixiao and hurried towards the main hall.

From a distance, Yixiao turned to watch her retreating figure, smiling as she slowly inserted the incense bundle into the censer on the altar. “Guyu, it’s your turn.”

Rushing into the hall, Madam Zhuang suddenly stopped, looking around uncertainly, as if searching for something.

As the maid was wondering, Madam Zhuang suddenly grabbed her, asking anxiously, “Did you hear any sound?”

Seeing her panic, the maid also became frightened. “Just… just now I heard carriage sounds and laughter, but I couldn’t tell which consort it was. Now I don’t hear anything.”

Madam Zhuang’s grip on the maid’s hand loosened slightly, then tightened again. “If they’ve arrived, why hasn’t anyone come in yet?”

The maid swallowed hard, glancing around fearfully, forcing a smile, “Perhaps they’re walking slowly…”

Just as she said this, her words were cut off abruptly. Because at that moment, a sound seemed to come from somewhere in the hall. It was like a sigh, or a deep, slow breath. It seemed far away, yet also right by their ears. Accompanying it was a series of heavy, slow footsteps, one after another, as if treading on one’s heart.

Madam Zhuang was too shocked to speak, her fingers clutching tightly at her collar, her knuckles white from the force. Her eyes were fixed on the pitch-black hall entrance, as if the moment she looked away, a hideous monster would pounce out.

“Your Highness… Shuchen Hall has always been… unclean. We should… go out first…” The maid’s voice was already tinged with tears. Hearing this, Madam Zhuang shuddered and abandoned the maid, running madly towards the hall entrance.

The moonlight streaming in from outside seemed to ripple like blue waves against the white veils. In an instant, Madam Zhuang had run to the front hall. She wanted to escape this gloomy, dark hall, to flee this terrifying place!

Her frantic footsteps suddenly stopped. In the moonlit shadows of the veils, a tall figure was gradually emerging, slowly walking out step by step. Bright red blood dripped from his body onto the ground, and wherever he passed, the white mourning clothes turned deep red…

Madam Zhuang wanted to scream, but no sound came from her mouth. She took one step back, then two, and on the third step, she suddenly bumped into something. She turned her head in terror, and the maid who had been following her had somehow turned into Consort Hui, her face covered in blood yet twisted in a smile, just inches away…

“Ah—!” She finally screamed, waving her arms wildly. “Don’t blame me… don’t kill me, no, no, no, no—!”

The maid had not yet recovered from the shock of the figure appearing in the veils when she was startled out of her wits by Madam Zhuang’s scream. She saw Madam Zhuang stumbling towards the entrance like a drunk, shrieking, “It’s the Emperor, it is the Emperor… don’t come after me, it wasn’t me, it wasn’t me…”

She shouted incoherently as she rushed out of the hall like a gust of wind, suddenly colliding with someone. In her shock, she even forgot to scream, her eyes rolled back, and she fell backward limply.

Outside stood many people. Yes, many—not just the beauties from various palaces, but also all the civil and military officials of the court. Standing at the front, the one Madam Zhuang had bumped into, was the Emperor, Feng Qishan.

Feng Qishan’s cold gaze swept over Madam Zhuang, who lay unconscious at his feet, then slowly moved up, finally settling on the figure walking out of Shuchen Hall. In the moonlight, his face was somewhat distorted, his eyes flashing with murderous intent. “So, this is what you call overseeing the trial!”

Fu Yixiao walked gracefully, soon stopping in front of Feng Qishan. She tilted her face up slightly, smiling as she spoke, “I was in the inner room just now and couldn’t hear Madam Zhuang’s statement. I can only boldly ask Your Majesty and the other consorts to pass judgment on this case.”

There was complete silence.

Those behind Feng Qishan all looked at each other, no one daring to speak. Some of the more timid ones had already begun to slowly retreat. Among the crowd, the Yu father and son looked as pale as death.

After a long while, Feng Qishan let out a long breath and said in a deep voice, “The forest ambush case was plotted by the Yu clan, with Madam Zhuang providing inside information. Their crimes are equally severe. Convey my decree: strip Madam Zhuang of her rank, confine her to the Cold Palace and sentence her to three years of hard labor. The Yu clan, having attempted to assassinate royal kin, should be executed according to the law. However, considering Madam Zhuang’s years of service and the Yu father and son’s repeated contributions to Susha,” he paused, glaring fiercely at Fu Yixiao, “the Yu clan will be demoted to commoners for three generations and barred from official positions for ten years!”

Meeting his gaze, Fu Yixiao smiled slightly, kneeling and bowing, “Your Majesty’s wise judgment.” Only then did those behind Feng Qishan come to their senses, kneeling in disarray and hailing, “Long live the Emperor!”

Feng Qishan looked around at the kneeling crowd, then at Feng Suige, who was hurrying out of the hall with a smile. Feeling both ashamed and angry, he swept his sleeves and turned to leave.

Hearing the footsteps, Fu Yixiao had already risen and rushed back to Feng Suige’s side. Feng Suige’s slightly worried gaze moved from Feng Qishan’s retreating to Fu Yixiao’s spirited brow, softening into spring-like tenderness. “Go tell Guyu,” he said softly.
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Over a dozen elegantly dressed noble ladies were sitting or standing in the garden, chattering away about various topics and occasionally bursting into delicate laughter. At the center of the group sat Fu Yixiao, barely maintaining a polite smile.

The downfall of the Yu clan had frightened various ambitious factions. As news spread of the close friendship between Marquis Jianxin Ye Duanfang and the Regent Prince Feng Suige, Fu Yixiao’s name began appearing more frequently on the lips of the capital’s nobility. Even the usually politically insensitive Susha noble ladies were now constantly flocking to the Prince’s mansion.

“Indeed, indeed, the Prince’s consort is both beautiful and capable,” one noble lady said in a coquettish tone. Fu Yixiao inwardly rolled her eyes once again, brushing off a delicate white hand that had been placed affectionately on her shoulder. She stood up and said, “Please continue enjoying yourselves. The Prince will be back soon, so I’ll go to welcome him.”

“Oh my!” exclaimed a slightly plump noble lady dramatically. “The Prince and his consort truly have an impeccable relationship!” As soon as she finished speaking, a chorus of insincere agreements arose.

Yixiao strode away from the chattering women, ignoring them completely. She decided to take a detour back to her chambers to catch up on some sleep and relax her face, which had grown stiff and sore from maintaining a smile for so long.

As she passed by the laundry room, the sound of clothes being beaten with wooden paddles mingled with hushed discussions that drifted to her ears. “…If the rumors are true, doesn’t that mean the Junior Consort won’t become Queen?” “I’d rather have the Junior Consort as Queen. Have you seen those noble ladies who’ve been coming these past few days? Every single one of them looks down their noses at us…”

Yixiao paused for a moment in front of the laundry room door before continuing towards her chambers.

Half-asleep, she felt a warm finger gently tracing her lips. Yixiao’s lips parted, and she bit down on the finger. Feng Suige was startled and quickly withdrew his hand. Seeing her open her eyes with a hint of a smile, he laughed, “Truly, a woman’s heart is most poisonous. If I hadn’t dodged, you would have bitten my finger clean off.”

Yixiao lazily rolled over, saying, “Then you might as well divorce me and marry someone else.” Feng Suige chuckled awkwardly, kicked off his shoes, and climbed onto the bed. He extended his finger to her mouth, coaxing softly, “I admit I misspoke. Here, bite it as many times as you’d like.”

Pushing away his hand, Yixiao moved to the side, leaving half the bed empty. She closed her eyes again. Just as Feng Suige thought she had fallen asleep, Yixiao suddenly asked, “Are you planning to take a new consort?”

Feng Suige’s breath caught for a moment, but he quickly regained his composure. He asked with a smile, “Don’t let your imagination run wild—where did you hear such rumors?” Yixiao remained silent for a while, then opened her eyes and looked at him steadily. “I trust you. But if such a thing were to happen, I don’t want to be the last to know.”

Feng Suige nodded, “Don’t worry, in my heart, there’s only—” “Don’t say it,” Yixiao interrupted firmly. “If you can do it, there’s no need to say it. If you can’t, saying it is useless. So, don’t say anything.”

Feng Suige fell silent and simply held her tightly.

No one would underestimate the speed at which rumors spread. More and more people in the city began discussing how the one who lost the archery competition had won the Emperor’s favor. Increasingly, people praised the beauty and grace of Marquis Jianxin Ye Duanfang’s sister, who was soon to become the Prince’s consort. The number of noble ladies who came to pay their respects each morning dropped sharply, and those who still visited always spoke with a probing tone.

Yixiao, at the center of these events, ironically became the most idle person. She spent her days either practicing archery or reading in Feng Suige’s study. Occasionally, she would tend to her favorite flowers and trees in the garden. No one knew why she remained so calm, including Feng Suige and even herself.

In truth, she wasn’t entirely oblivious. Feng Suige’s restlessness, the servants’ whispers, and Qin Qi’s hesitation to speak all made her realize that what she had heard was more than just a rumor. But since that day, she had never discussed the matter with Feng Suige again.

She and Feng Suige were born on opposite sides of a great chasm, with no bridge to cross and no path to follow. They both carried too many burdens, and neither could afford any negative consequences.

Fu Yixiao sighed, tossing the book she held onto Feng Suige’s desk. She stood up and stretched.

“Yixiao, Yixiao…” Feng Suige’s call came from below the study. His voice was so joyful that even Yixiao couldn’t help but feel curious. She quickly walked to the window, leaned out, and responded. Feng Suige, smiling, waved at her, “Come down, I have a surprise for you.”

As she descended from the study, she saw her eyes darting all over him. Feng Suige laughed heartily and raised a silk scarf in his hand. “Come, let me blindfold you first.”

Guided by Feng Suige, Yixiao walked for quite some time. Just as she was about to reach up and remove the blindfold, Feng Suige stopped. He said gently, “First, guess what it is.”

Yixiao concentrated on the sounds around her: the wind, the rustling of flower petals and leaves, and occasional bird calls. “This is the flower garden,” she hesitated, then asked, “Have you found some rare flower or plant?”

Feng Suige turned her by the shoulders, facing her in a new direction. He whispered mysteriously in her ear, “Take ten steps forward and see what you can touch.”

One step, two steps, three steps…

Suddenly, Yixiao’s outstretched hand was grasped by a soft, delicate palm. She froze for a moment, then abruptly pulled down the silk scarf. “Xueying!!”

Watching the two women shriek like children, hugging each other and alternating between laughter and tears after just a few words, Feng Suige couldn’t help but grin. He turned to look at Ning Fei beside him and saw the same expression and emotions on his face.

“You’ve taken good care of her,” Ning Fei said, sensing Feng Suige’s gaze. He shifted his eyes from his beloved wife, his tone gentle but with a hint of anger. “But I still think I should take her back to Jinxiu.”

Feng Suige was taken aback. Ning Fei continued, “If you can’t do it, I advise you to let her go early—she won’t be able to tolerate it, and no one can predict what might happen then.”

“I understand,” Feng Suige’s eyes dimmed slightly. “I’m trying, but I have many constraints. If…” “There are no ‘ifs’,” Ning Fei interrupted. “If she were willing to share a lover with another, she wouldn’t have refused the proposal to serve as co-wife with the Princess in the first place.” Feng Suige nodded slightly. “That’s why I hope your arrival might bring about some changes in the situation…”

“Really?!” Yixiao’s exclamation came from nearby. Both men turned to look at their wives. Yixiao was holding Xueying’s hand, examining her curiously from head to toe, while Xueying’s face had turned red.

Suddenly, Yixiao became angry. She pointed at Ning Fei from afar and scolded, “Are you a pig? Do you have any brains? She’s with a child, and you let her travel such a long distance with you. What if something had happened to the baby…”

Before she could finish, Ning Fei’s eyes widened. “Ask her how she hid it from me! She knew she was pregnant two days before we left, but she didn’t tell me until we were almost at Susha!!”

Yixiao was momentarily at a loss for words. She glanced at Xueying, then quickly turned back to continue scolding, “You’re the pig! You didn’t even know your wife was pregnant until she told you…” At this point, she couldn’t help but burst into laughter, and even Xueying was laughing as she repeatedly patted Yixiao’s shoulder.

Ning Fei glared at Yixiao for a while, then suddenly deflated, looking dejected. “Fine, a good man doesn’t argue with a woman. Besides, I can’t compete with you now, Your Highness.”

Yixiao clearly didn’t understand the last part. She tilted her head in confusion and asked, “What did you call me?” Xueying beside her, beaming with joy, pinched her cheek and said, “You heard right. Ning Fei called you Your, High, ness, Prin, cess!”
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As Fu Yixiao applied blue-green eyebrow powder and rouge to her lips in front of the mirror, she suddenly remembered the small pavilion in the Water Painting Garden. The past floated by like smoke and clouds. Who could have imagined that Fu Yixiao, once a prisoner and slave, would first become the Prince’s consort, and today be appointed as Princess Xingping of the Jinxiu Dynasty in Susha?

“In a moment, you’ll be wearing the princess’s crown and sash. A princess!” Xueying exclaimed excitedly, pacing around the room. She suddenly stopped and clenched her fist. “I’d like to see who in Susha would dare to touch you now.” Then, growing angry, she continued, “That Feng Qishan is simply mad. If it weren’t clear that Feng Suige cares for you so much, I would have forced Ning Fei to bring you back to Jinxiu…”

Yixiao smiled faintly, casually pulling down the ceremonial robe embroidered with six pairs of colorful phoenixes from the wooden rack and draping it over herself. Xueying watched as she skillfully inserted the moonstone hairpins gifted by the Holy Emperor into her hair. Suddenly, Xueying covered her face and groaned, “Have you gone mad, or have I? Please don’t just smile without speaking. It makes me feel like I’m hallucinating.”

Yixiao’s hands, which were tying her robe, paused. “Xueying, do you think I’m happy?” Caught off guard by her question, Xueying fell silent for a while before softly asking in return, “What about you? Do you feel happy?”

“I don’t know,” Yixiao’s face showed a fleeting look of confusion. “It seems there’s no choice but to keep moving forward.” She glanced back at the pensive Xueying. “But no matter what, I must continue because no one deserves to be sacrificed in vain.”

Feng Qishan gazed at the distant western mountains. The sun was slowly sinking, leaving a blood-red afterglow in the sky.

Fu Yixiao was no longer the lowly woman of yesterday with nothing to her name. From now on, her every word and action would bear the mark of the Jinxiu royal family. She represented Jinxiu, just as Xiyang represented Susha.

“Your Majesty,” a palace servant timidly approached. “The Junior Consort requests an audience.” Feng Qishan snapped out of his wandering thoughts and laughed coldly. “Indeed, she’s an uncouth thing, already eager to come and boast before me.”

Yixiao slowly entered Bi’an Palace against the fading autumn sun. Her magnificent robe shimmered with a rouge-like, delicate hue in the sunset. Envious or admiring gazes followed her, and she returned their looks from afar. These people, who had once resisted or flattered her, now bowed respectfully several dozen steps away.

Even if they were cursing behind her back, at this moment of face-to-face encounter, they had to bow and scrape before her. She was satisfied with this; all she wanted was outward submission. As long as appearances were maintained, it was enough.

Looking at the elaborately dressed Fu Yixiao, Feng Qishan couldn’t help but admire her. The former Fu Yixiao, who had nothing but pride, had long since galloped beyond his memory, now so unfamiliar and distant.

“I underestimated you,” Feng Qishan snorted coldly. “I didn’t expect you to have such skills, even deceiving the Holy Emperor of Jinxiu.” Yixiao restrained herself and calmly explained, “It’s precisely because I anticipated Your Majesty would think this way that I’ve come to the palace to meet you. This appointment was unexpected to me as well, not obtained through any schemes as Your Majesty imagines.”

She paused briefly before continuing, “Saying this now might be seen as a provocation by Your Majesty, but I must say it. Every step I’ve taken in Susha has been forced by Your Majesty. So I don’t understand why Your Majesty treats me as a thorn in your side, but I won’t question the reasons anymore.”

Seeing Feng Qishan’s silence, Yixiao continued in one breath, “Your Majesty’s concern for the Prince is natural, but Your Majesty is too accustomed to controlling everything. Such care can also be a form of harm, so…” “So you’re going to teach me how to behave?” Feng Qishan coldly interrupted. “Do you think you’re qualified? Or have you forgotten who you’re talking to?”

“Your Majesty thinks too much,” Yixiao smiled instead of getting angry. “I was going to say, since we’re destined to walk the same path to the end, why not each take a step back to seek peace and spare the Prince from being caught in the middle?” She bowed slightly. “From now on, I hope for Your Majesty’s guidance.”

“That old fool,” Xueying slammed her teacup on the table, cursing angrily. “You’ve already compromised, and he still won’t let go—one day all the evil in his belly will turn to pus and ooze out from his head and feet.” Yixiao lay lazily on the couch, barely lifting her eyelids. “If I got angry at every word he said, I’d have died of anger long ago. Save your energy. You’re about to become a mother; your temper is still so fierce. I don’t understand why you and Ning Fei don’t fight.”

“How could he bear to?” Xueying raised her chin proudly. “It’s the same for you. With your bear-like temper, only Feng Suige could tolerate you. If it were anyone else, they’d probably write a divorce letter the day after the wedding.”

Yixiao fell silent for a moment, then sat up on the couch and asked softly, “Is he doing well?” Xueying hesitated, then shrugged. “He’s fine. You know what Xia Jingshi is like. He never says anything. Even Ning Fei doesn’t know his true thoughts, so I can’t be bothered to guess.”

Yixiao nodded and walked to the dressing table. She opened the wooden box Xueying had brought, taking out a few new glass hairpins and examining them carefully. “I don’t know if it’s because too much has happened recently, but I’ve been feeling uneasy these past few days as if something is about to happen…”

“Xueying,” as if in response to her words, Ning Fei’s loud voice, filled with urgency, came from afar, growing closer. “Xueying—” Yixiao’s heart tightened. She dropped the hairpins and quickly went to open the door. “Ning Fei, what’s wrong?”

Ning Fei had already arrived at the door, speaking hurriedly, “Yixiao, please look after Xueying for me for a few days. I need to rush back to Jinxiu.” “What happened?” Xueying also came out, puzzled. “What’s so urgent?”

“It’s His Highness,” Ning Fei wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead. “A fast horse from Jinxiu brought news that His Highness and Weiran have been severely injured and are in critical condition. They want me to return as quickly as possible…”

The world spun around her. Yixiao dug her fingers into the doorframe to maintain her balance, asking faintly, “How could this happen? How did they…?”

Ning Fei shook his head gravely. “The messenger didn’t explain the details. They only know that a pile of logs at the Shuxiang Temple Mausoleum construction site collapsed, striking His Highness and Weiran. Xueying is with a child, so I can’t take her on this rushed journey. Therefore, please help me take care of her. I’ll come back to get her as soon as I can!”
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“Xueying can’t stay,” Yixiao unexpectedly refused. Xueying immediately turned to her, puzzled. “Why not?”

“The most dangerous place is by my side,” Yixiao gripped Xueying’s hand tightly. “So either you go with Ning Fei, or Ning Fei rides ahead alone. When Feng Suige returns, I’ll discuss it with him, and he can send people to escort you back to Jinxiu with your remaining retinue.”

After a moment’s thought, Ning Fei said decisively, “I must go first. I’ll leave the rest to you.” He pulled out his dagger from his bosom and handed it to Xueying. “Take this for protection—the blade is sharp, don’t be clumsy and hurt yourself.”

Holding the dagger, Xueying pouted, “If I’d known marrying an official would be so troublesome, I would have thought twice about it back then.” Ning Fei could only smile bitterly. Before he could offer comfort, Xueying’s face brightened. “Hurry and go. If I change my mind, I might insist on going with you.”

Ning Fei gazed deeply at his beloved wife, then turned to look at Yixiao. Yixiao nodded at him, “When you reach Jinxiu, remember to send someone back immediately to assist.” Ning Fei agreed, then abruptly turned and strode away without looking back.

Even after his silhouette had disappeared, Yixiao was still staring blankly into the distance. Xueying sighed softly, “Your hands are cold—if you’re worried, just go back and see.”

“He would be heartbroken,” Yixiao slowly withdrew her gaze. “Moreover, the person who should be by His Highness’s side right now isn’t me.” Xueying smiled, “You’ve changed a lot. The old you would have been so anxious that you’d insist on leaving for Jinxiu immediately.” Hearing this, Yixiao showed a complex smile. “Yes, I do miss that fool who would act on her thoughts right away.”

“Why did Ning Fei leave in such a hurry, even leaving Xueying behind? He wouldn’t say when I asked,” Feng Suige changed into casual clothes, hanging his robes back on the rack. He turned and asked curiously, “What exactly happened?” “His Highness and Weiran have been severely injured. The Holy City urgently summoned Ning Fei back,” Yixiao looked at him solemnly. “Feng Suige, I want to ask you for two things.”

“Severely injured?” Feng Suige was taken aback and then became serious as well. “Tell me what you need, and I’ll do my best.” Yixiao laughed, “Why so cautious in your answer? Afraid I’ll make unreasonable demands?”

“I don’t know what you’ll say, but whatever you ask, I’ll try my best to do it,” Candlelight flickered in Feng Suige’s eyes. Fu Yixiao felt as if a soft corner of her heart had been touched, but she didn’t dwell on it. She pleaded softly, “The news of His Highness’s severe injury must not be leaked. I’m worried that if the news spreads, someone might try to harm Jinxiu. Also, Xueying is with child and can’t travel hastily, so Ning Fei left her behind, intending…”

“Intending for you to send her back, and coincidentally allowing you to visit your Prince, hmm?” Feng Suige’s voice resembled the predawn darkness, gentle yet cold, seemingly accommodating but distant. Yixiao, slightly bewildered, allowed Feng Suige to pull her into his embrace. “You all planned this, didn’t you? The injury is probably fake too, right?”

The slightly painful invasion on her lips startled Yixiao. She pushed Feng Suige away forcefully, stumbling back against the dressing table. Her trembling hand involuntarily clutched at her chest, her nails scratching the exposed skin, drawing blood. Her expression changed from confusion to disbelief.

Heaven knows!

“What? Nothing to say?” Feng Suige’s angry tone was full of disappointment. Deep down, he had hoped Yixiao would defend herself, but she didn’t offer a single word of explanation…

“Would you believe me if I said anything?” Yixiao shouted angrily. She felt all the blood in her body rush to her head, her eyes swollen and clouded, her ears ringing. The chaos almost made her lose her balance. “Some things in your mind are already set in stone. Saying more would be meaningless—this endless suspicion is truly exhausting!”

Feng Suige suddenly felt anxious. Yixiao’s expression made him feel unprecedentedly distant. He stepped forward to support her, but as soon as his hand touched her clothes, she shook it off forcefully. He had to step back, softening his voice, “I was too hasty. What were you going to say earlier? Please, finish…”

Yixiao laughed coldly, “Actually, I just wanted to ask you for two battalions of trusted personal guards to escort Xueying back. But I don’t know how much of my words you’ll listen to, or how much you believe in me as a person…”

“I believe you,” Feng Suige exhaled as if relieved. “I heard everything, and I believe it all—don’t be angry. I’ll go arrange the troops right away…” “What good is believing now?” Yixiao looked at him coldly. “Some things in this world can be done repeatedly, others cannot. Feng Suige, you’ve disappointed me too much!”

“It’s my fault. I was narrow-minded,” Feng Suige explained awkwardly. “I saw the glass hairpins Xueying brought, and a set of white magnolia jewelry identical to that pendant. I don’t know why, but I felt they were all gifts from him to you. I even thought you bought that pendant for him… So when I heard you mention him, my mind went into chaos. Please don’t be angry with me…”

Yixiao remained silent for a moment, then sighed deeply, “One day, I’ll die from anger because of you.”

The autumn wind suddenly rose, and amidst the falling leaves, the long-unused swing in the garden collided back and forth with the palace walls and tree trunks. The autumn atmosphere was solemn, and the sense of parting was desolate. Feng Xiyang sat quietly in the pavilion, gazing at an exquisite five-colored glass hairpin in her hand.

Susha had no glasswork, so she had only ever admired the beauty of glass described as “colored like ice, with nothing to obscure its delicacy.” She had never owned any glass of her own. This glass hairpin was acquired for her by Xia Jingshi. Although she preferred more subdued colors, she still cherished this hairpin greatly.

After Wei Weiran was severely injured, Xia Jingshi simply moved out of Mingde Palace. The already spacious Mingde Palace seemed even more desolate. Although she had told herself countless times that his happiness was more important than anything, seeing him so distant and indifferent caused a pain in her heart that wouldn’t subside. Amid this agony, she couldn’t distinguish whether she was losing him or had already lost him.

She didn’t want to apologize to Xia Jingshi for her public impropriety that day. Words spoken were like water spilled; how could a mere apology take them back? Moreover, even if she went, she might not be able to see Xia Jingshi…

In this vast world, it seemed that overnight she had lost her place. Feng Xiyang inserted the hairpin back into her hair and sighed softly.

“You’re sighing,” a voice said. “What’s wrong now?” Feng Xiyang jumped in fright, covering her chest in shock. “Your Majesty… why have you come to Mingde Palace?”

“His heart is with someone else. No matter how sad you are, it won’t change anything,” the Holy Emperor frowned, brushing a fallen leaf from her shoulder. “If you want to win him back, Princess, you need to put in more effort. I just received news that Ling Xueying was already with the child before departing. I was worried that Ning Fei would leave her with Fu Yixiao and rush back alone—it seems the plan has changed…”
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“If it’s too difficult, don’t involve Susha,” the Empress Dowager leaned on her forehead, advising worriedly. “If things get out of control, it won’t benefit Jinxiu.”

The Holy Emperor paced a few steps and sighed, “I never imagined that a plan cultivated for so long would make me so hesitant and conflicted when implemented.”

“If you’re only wary of the troops under his command, you could find a suitable reason to revoke his military authority,” the Empress Dowager shook her head. “Why does Your Majesty insist on starting with Feng Xiyang and involving Fu Yixiao?” Hearing this, the Holy Emperor laughed coldly, “If the reason isn’t sufficient or if word gets out, with Xia Jingshi’s methods, it’s likely to cause a military rebellion in Jinxiu. And if he rises, Feng Xiyang will certainly use Susha’s troops to assist him.”

“So, we can only start from between them, defeating them one by one. I also want to personally witness his desperate look when he sees his cherished possessions destroyed, just like back then…” At this point, a gleam flashed in the Holy Emperor’s eyes and quickly disappeared. “None of them can escape!”

Feng Suige’s even breathing sounded beside the pillow. Yixiao squinted, watching the sky slowly brighten outside the window.

Feng Suige had arranged everything. By noon, Xueying would set out. Despite this, the vague sense of unease in Yixiao’s heart was gradually expanding. An irrepressible restlessness lingered in her mind, preventing her from falling asleep.

She had once told Xueying to remember what she looked like when she was happy, fearing that there would be no more joy in the days to come. Yet as time passed and she looked back, those days when she couldn’t smile seemed to have passed many years ago, as blurry as a previous life.

She had also thought that her memories of him would be like the withered yellow leaves swirling and falling in the garden, drifting to a sheltered corner, gradually buried deeper, until finally even their veins rotted and turned to soil inch by inch.

She never imagined that all the pain of partings and deaths she had experienced would not be washed away by time. Even if everything else had long since perished, it was easily dug up overnight by the sudden bad news, spread before her eyes. In her bewilderment, she could only let the slightly sour smell envelop her entire body.

It turns out that the pain of the soul is the most real and unforgettable feeling in life.

But, in the end, she learned to remain composed.

And similarly, she was exhausted in body and mind.

When Fu Yixiao and Ling Xueying arrived at the outer city gate, both sides of the road were already crowded with onlookers. In the center of the road, besides the long line of carriages and horses, there were also formations of soldiers. The spectacle was even grander than when Feng Xiyang left for her distant marriage.

Feng Suige strode over, smiling, “Everyone has arrived, and everything that needs to be prepared is ready. Do you want to check if anything is missing? I’ll have them bring it quickly.”

Exchanging a puzzled glance with Xueying, Yixiao pointed at the winding procession of carriages and asked, “What are all these carriages for? Even if Xueying used a different one each day, she couldn’t use them all before reaching Jinxiu.”

Feng Suige smiled and took her hand, walking forward while explaining, “The carriages at the back are filled with medicinal herbs for Xueying. The middle ones contain necessary utensils and provisions for the journey. There are also four physicians and ten female attendants…”

Xueying listened carefully beside them, then suddenly put her hands on her hips and said, “Excessive enthusiasm without reason is either treachery or theft. Feng Suige, what’s your ulterior motive for preparing so much for me?” Feng Suige laughed in surprise, “You’re quite clever. So tell me, what ulterior motive could I have?”

“I can see through this little trick easily,” Xueying rolled her eyes impatiently. “But I won’t help you. Don’t think you can say that even if you marry more consorts, you’ll still love Yixiao the most—I don’t believe it!” At these words, Yixiao’s gaze immediately fell on Feng Suige’s face.

Feng Suige’s smile froze halfway. He glanced awkwardly at Yixiao and gritted his teeth, speaking in a low voice, “If it were for that reason, I’d rather use my thoughts and efforts on Yixiao.”

“Is that so?” Xueying glared at him for a moment, then suddenly looked suspiciously at Yixiao’s flat abdomen. “Could it be that you want Yixiao and me to make a prenatal agreement…” Before Yixiao could react, Feng Suige was already laughing heartily, causing the surrounding soldiers to steal glances in their direction.

Finally containing his laughter, Feng Suige put his arm around Yixiao’s shoulders, beaming, “See, even Xueying is anxious for us. You should hurry up… Ouch!” Before he could finish, Yixiao elbowed him hard in the chest. He grimaced in pain, rubbing his chest and glaring, “In public, you don’t even give me a little face—if you injure me, who will accompany you to Jinxiu?”

This time, not only Yixiao but even Xueying widened her eyes in disbelief. Yixiao tilted her head, asking with extreme surprise and caution, “You mean… we’re going to Jinxiu too?”

“Yes,” Feng Suige pulled her into his embrace, speaking seriously, “As a princess, it’s only right for you to return to pay respects at the ancestral temple. Moreover, it wouldn’t be right if you didn’t go back to see your mother, would it?”

“You’re being too reckless,” Yixiao struggled to find her voice, trembling as she spoke, “You have so many daily affairs, how can you just leave them… Even if the old ministers agree, the Emperor, the Emperor might not agree. I don’t want you to do this for me…”

Feng Suige chuckled softly. He should have known that this woman, once she made a choice, would, like him, resolutely use all her strength to protect the other. “Father was displeased when he heard about this, but after all, he had no strong reasons to make difficulties or prevent it. Besides, after so many years in court, I have established a certain foundation. Being away for a month or so won’t affect much. You can rest assured.”

Yixiao lowered her head and asked softly, “Aren’t you worried that when I see His Highness…” Feng Suige interrupted her, his tone calm but sincere, “I’ve thought about it for a long time. If he’s in your heart, even thousands of mountains and rivers can’t erase the feelings between you. But I believe that the fact that you won’t fall in love with him again won’t change because of any meeting at any time.”

At this point, he grinned again, “Of course, I also know that you love me very much, so I’m doing you a favor. You know it in your heart, no need to be too grateful.”

Yixiao snorted with laughter, her eyes slightly red as she raised her hand as if to hit him. Her hand was raised high, her expression fierce, but when it fell on his chest, it was just a gentle touch.

Xueying stared for a while, then suddenly pouted and turned towards the carriage. As she walked, she said, “If you’re going to flirt, find a place without people—I’ll go to the carriage first, my feet are numb from standing.”
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In the soft glow of paper lanterns and candlelight, Xia Jingshi sat motionless at the table, unconsciously counting the drips of the water clock.

In the instant the massive tree collapsed, Xiao Weiran had pushed him out of harm’s way with all his might. As a result, Xia Jingshi only suffered minor scrapes, while Weiran took the full brunt of the impact. Severely injured, Weiran had shown no signs of improvement. However, the physician said he had only suffered internal injuries and would gradually recover with bed rest.

The broken rope had been found. One look was enough to tell it was an old rope, weathered by sun and wind, with an uneven break that showed no signs of deliberate sabotage. Yet the craftsmen swore that the rope they had originally received with the log was new…

Could someone have switched it? If it wasn’t an accident, then what had happened?

Xia Jingshi rubbed his temples in frustration, then stood up to push open the half-closed window. A cool night breeze immediately rushed in.

Besides Weiran’s injuries, Feng Xiyang’s close association with the royal family in the inner city also worried him greatly—if it weren’t for the mandatory pilgrimage, he would never have set foot in the imperial capital again.

He had originally planned to return to Lu City after moving his mother’s mausoleum, but given Weiran’s condition, it would likely be at least a month before they could depart.

He could only hope that no further incidents would occur during this time.

As dawn barely broke, a lone rider galloped along the official road outside the Splendid Holy City. The horse’s mouth and nose constantly sprayed white foam as it ran, showing signs of extreme fatigue.

Since entering the borders of the Splendid Kingdom, Ning Fei had left his four deputy generals far behind. He changed horses at every border post, replenishing water and provisions along the way. Riding without rest, he had returned to the imperial capital in less than ten days.

As the outer city came into view in the distance, Ning Fei gritted his teeth and cracked his whip once more on the horse’s flank, speeding towards the city gate.

“Open the gate!” Ning Fei shouted as he leaped from his horse, wiping the sweat mixed with morning dew from his face. He pounded on the gate, calling out, “Which squad is on night duty? Come open the gate!”

“It’s not even daybreak yet, what’s all the noise about?” A garrison officer lazily poked his head out from atop the city wall. Seeing it was Ning Fei, he immediately perked up. “Oh, General Ning, you’re back!” Before Ning Fei could respond, the officer had already ducked back inside.

In just a moment, there was a thunderous sound of the inner bolt dropping, and the city gate swung open. The junior officer and several guards came out to greet him. “General Ning, you’ve made such quick time. I thought it would take at least half a month—eh? Where are the others?”

“I rode ahead,” Ning Fei said hastily as he mounted his horse, not bothering with pleasantries. He quickly asked, “How is His Highness’s injury? Where is he?”

The junior officer smiled and replied, “The Prince of Zhen Nan is currently doing well. He’s naturally staying at Ming De Palace…”

Upon hearing this, Ning Fei tossed back a “Thank you” and galloped away. The rhythmic sound of hoofbeats echoed particularly clearly in the dim, empty streets.

“Thanks?” The junior officer snorted softly, giving a knowing look to the guards beside him. “Did you hear that? He thanked us. Well, I suppose that makes all these days of guard duty worthwhile.” The others immediately burst into snickers.

Feng Suige leaned against the cushions in the corner of the carriage, with Fu Yixiao sleeping on his lap. He gently brushed away the strands of hair falling across her cheek, then idly played with the ends of her hair.

On that spring night when he had abducted her, he had watched her this closely too. The difference was that back then, he had gazed upon a face so peaceful and serene in sleep. Now, even in her dreams, her brows were furrowed. Compared to Fu Yixiao who burned as brightly as fire during the day, she now appeared delicate and fragile, profound yet sorrowful, beautiful yet lonely.

Perhaps it was the carriage wheel hitting a pothole, causing a slight jolt and a small noise. Yixiao was immediately startled awake, her eyes fluttering open. He quickly soothed her, patting her gently and saying softly, “It’s nothing, go back to sleep.” Yixiao smiled at him hazily, turned over, and fell back into an exhausted slumber.

At Yixiao’s insistence, Xue Ying had moved from her carriage to share with Yixiao. Every night, Yixiao would secretly get up to keep watch until dawn. Only when most of the Splendid Kingdom’s imperial guards had risen would she sneak into Feng Suige’s carriage for a brief nap.

Feng Suige’s fingers traced the slight dark circles under her eyes. He had once asked Yixiao why she insisted on personally guarding Xue Ying. After a moment of silence, Yixiao answered with two words: “I’m afraid.”

Yes, she was afraid.

She was terrified that with one moment of carelessness, Xue Ying would vanish before her eyes again. If anything were to happen to Xue Ying, she would never be able to forgive herself. And he didn’t want to see that deathly stillness in Yixiao’s eyes again—that would be just a body without a soul, not Fu Yixiao…

Just as he had said, because he was a son, because he was still a royal subject, because he would become the ruler of the country, there were many things he was powerless to change. His father’s stubbornness also left him feeling guilty about abducting Yixiao.

If he hadn’t brought her back to Xu Sha that day, if he hadn’t drawn her into the vortex of palace intrigue, perhaps she would now be living happily in some corner of the world, rather than being constantly on guard against everyone around her, day and night.

But he didn’t regret it. If he hadn’t abducted her, how could he be by Yixiao’s side like this now, greedily drinking in the sight of her sleeping face, waiting for her to wake up and smile again?

So he had always been trying to make amends for his father. He only hoped that one day his father would truly understand Yixiao’s heart, and Yixiao would be able to forgive his father’s overly stubborn words and actions in the past. From then on, the two of them could set aside all grievances, no longer resenting or opposing each other.

He just didn’t know how far away that day might be.
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Feng Xiyang held a chess piece, seemingly deep in thought, but hadn’t placed it for a long time. The Empress Dowager observed her for a while before gently asking, “Xiyang, is something troubling you?”

Startled out of her reverie, Feng Xiyang blushed with embarrassment and apologized profusely to the Empress Dowager. The latter, unfazed, tossed the black jade chess piece she had been clutching into the basket and smiled, “It’s alright. If something’s bothering you, tell me. Perhaps I can help.”

Xiyang instinctively glanced at the palace maids standing nearby. The Empress Dowager smiled knowingly and made a gesture. In moments, all the attendants had left the hall, with the last maid closing the door behind her.

“Now, you can speak freely,” the Empress Dowager said, patting the space beside her. Xiyang curled up next to her and, looking up, softly said, “I don’t even know what I want anymore. I can’t think about anything else; my mind is filled with thoughts of her.”

The Empress Dowager asked thoughtfully, “Him? Xia Jingshi?”

“No,” Xiyang shook her head. “It’s Fu Yixiao. Empress Dowager, why do I always feel that she’s in my husband’s heart? Even if I could kill her, I can never erase his feelings for her…”

“Silly child,” the Empress Dowager said affectionately, taking her hand. “Why have you suddenly become so pessimistic? If the Emperor has promised to help you, you should trust him.”

“But the Emperor said plans have changed… And my husband also said his feelings for me wouldn’t change regardless of Fu Yixiao’s fate… I just want him to love me, but why does everything I do seem to push him further away?” Feng Xiyang blinked back tears, her voice growing softer. “I’m scared. I fear that once my husband sees Fu Yixiao, he’ll disregard everything else…”

“His eyes are clouded by illusions,” the Empress Dowager said kindly. “In truth, no one is irreplaceable in this world. He just doesn’t understand that yet. You just need to be patient. If the Emperor says he can do it, he certainly will.”

The midday sun was particularly scorching. Not only Ling Xueying but even the female attendants in the entourage had lowered their carriage curtains tightly, preventing more sunlight from entering.

Fu Yixiao and Feng Suige rode side by side at the front of the procession. Feng Suige squinted at the proud sun overhead, then glanced at Fu Yixiao, who was also struggling to keep her eyes open in the glare. He said resignedly, “You should go back to the carriage and keep Xueying company, or maybe take a nap. This sun is too harsh.”

Yixiao waved her hand impatiently. “I’ve been cooped up in that carriage for days. I’m going mad. I’d rather be out here in the sun…” Suddenly, she exclaimed, peering into the distance with her hand shading her eyes, “Those look like military horses.” Before Feng Suige could react, she spurred her horse forward. He quickly followed suit.

Both parties were on swift steeds and met in an instant. The leader of the four approaching riders couldn’t hide his surprise upon recognizing Fu Yixiao, exclaiming, “Princess… Your Highness… What are you doing here?”

Seeing the four about to dismount and bow, Yixiao quickly stopped them. “No need for formalities. Which unit are you from? Do you know how severe the injuries of His Highness the Prince of Nan and Military Advisor Xiao are?” The leader hesitated before replying, “This humble servant is a military officer from the Imperial Guard. As for the Prince of Nan and Military Advisor Xiao, well, we heard their injuries are quite serious…”

Fu Yixiao frowned, pondering for a moment before suspiciously eyeing him. “Such a major incident, yet you only ‘heard’? This is Shusha territory. What are you doing here in plain clothes?” The officer stammered, “This servant wasn’t present at the time. After the incident, everything was in chaos…”

Feng Suige, who had been silent, coughed lightly and interjected cheerfully, “Don’t you remember? You arranged for people to meet us once Ning Fei entered Jinxiu territory.” Fu Yixiao turned to him, puzzled, while the officer eagerly agreed, “Yes, yes! General Ning sent us to escort you. Forgive my ignorance, but who might you be?”

Feng Suige smiled slightly. “Prince Suige of Shusha.” As the officer looked on in shock, Feng Suige casually stretched on his horse. “Tsk… I wonder if there’s a larger town ahead. This prince is quite tired today…”

“Yes, yes, there is!” The officer perked up. “Not far ahead. We’ll go back immediately to make arrangements for the Princess and Your Highness.” Feng Suige nodded, “Very well, thank you for your trouble.”

“Not at all, Your Highness. We’ll go right away…” As the officer was about to turn his horse, Feng Suige called him back. “I’m quite particular about food and lodging. Take my attendants with you; they can lend a hand.”

Without allowing for refusal, he turned and whistled towards the approaching entourage. Four Shusha soldiers immediately broke away and rode over. Feng Suige gave them brief instructions before sending them off.

As they watched the eight riders disperse, Feng Suige’s smile slowly faded.

“I clearly remember instructing Ning Fei to send people only after he returned to the capital…” Fu Yixiao suddenly halted, exclaiming, “They’re lying!” “Fool,” Feng Suige sighed, shaking his head. “Do you not understand why I insisted on accompanying you personally?”

“I’ve had suspicions about this whole affair, but I didn’t want to worry you, so I kept quiet,” Feng Suige said, sitting cross-legged in Xueying’s carriage and taking a small sip of the ginseng tea Fu Yixiao offered. “I believe Xia Jingshi and Xiao Weiran’s injuries aren’t as severe as reported. Or perhaps they weren’t injured at all. If that’s the case, then Ning Fei is in danger.”

Yixiao patted Xueying’s hand reassuringly as the latter was about to jump up anxiously. She turned to ask, “Why?” Feng Suige replied gravely, “If they truly had a serious accident and were gravely injured, there would be no point in recalling Ning Fei. To put it bluntly, can’t the vast Jinxiu territory function without one diplomatic general in the absence of the Prince of Nan? So, I believe this message was meant for you.”
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“Why target me?” Fu Yixiao still didn’t quite understand. “And what does this have to do with Ning Fei?” Feng Suige shrugged, “It’s just a guess. If it’s not aimed at you, then it’s targeting Ning Fei…”

“At worst, he might have offended someone with his quick temper, but why would anyone want him dead?” Ling Xueying was both shocked and anxious. “By my calculations, he should be nearing Jinxiu soon. This is so nerve-wracking…”

“The most likely target is Xia Jingshi,” Feng Suige glanced at Yixiao. She furrowed her brow, “How is that possible? His Highness rarely interacts with outsiders. How could he have made enemies?”

Feng Suige rested his chin on his fist, speaking slowly, “It’s just a theory for now. Perhaps someone is jealous of your princess title, and Xia Jingshi is caught in the crossfire. We can’t rush this – we’ll know more soon enough.”

Seeing Yixiao glare at him, he raised an eyebrow. “When have you ever known me to be so particular as to send four guards ahead? The most pressing issue now is to figure out who’s pulling the strings behind all this.”

As night fell, Xueying and Yixiao chatted idly in their comfortable guest room, with Feng Suige listening and occasionally chiming in. Suddenly, a low voice reported from outside, “Your Highness, we’ve obtained it.”

“Come in and speak,” Feng Suige perked up, sitting straight. Yixiao and Xueying also stopped their conversation, turning to look at the black-clad guard entering the room.

After paying his respects, the guard approached Feng Suige and whispered in his ear, then presented a bamboo tube. Feng Suige nodded, “Keep a close watch. Report any unusual activity immediately.”

As the guard left and the door closed, Feng Suige peeled off the wax seal on the tube and shook out a small paper scroll. He examined it under the lamp, then turned and handed the paper to Yixiao, saying gravely, “Look at this!”

The note, written in tiny characters, read: “Fu and Feng have arrived together. Humbly request swift action.”

Xueying jumped up in shock, covering her mouth as she exclaimed softly, “Heavens, what’s going on?” After a moment of stunned silence, Yixiao asked hoarsely, “Where did this come from?” Feng Suige pointed to the bamboo tube on the table. “It was a message sent by carrier pigeon. They intercepted it, but we still don’t know who sent it.”

“What should we do now?” Fu Yixiao unconsciously clenched her fists. “No news from Ning Fei, and His Highness and Weiran’s fates are uncertain. Our enemies are hidden while we’re exposed. Who knows what kind of trap awaits us…”

Feng Suige pondered for a moment before saying solemnly, “Don’t panic. Let me ask you this: What’s the military structure of the Imperial Guard in Jinxiu?” Before he finished speaking, Yixiao and Xueying’s expressions changed simultaneously as they exclaimed in unison, “It’s the Holy Emperor!”

After her meal, Feng Xiyang rested briefly on the couch, but still felt extremely fatigued when she awoke.

Before meeting Xia Jingshi, she never imagined a man known for his military prowess could give off such an ethereal impression – gentle yet aloof, accommodating yet distant. This feeling was too complex and unique. If viewed as an ordinary person, he seemed too saintly; but if one tried to revere him, he would scoff at the notion. This blend of purity and aloofness made it hard not to be moved by him.

Before marrying Xia Jingshi, she had dreamed too much. She had imagined their wedding day: herself wearing a phoenix crown and cloudy cape, walking slowly towards him amidst praise from the crowd, while he stood proudly on a high platform, smiling down at her, so arrogant and imperious.

When she placed her hand in his, she thought he would grip it tightly and then, laughing, announce to everyone, “Look, this is my bride, Xia Jingshi’s most beautiful bride!”…

Little did she know her love would be so wild and obsessive, yet so lonely. She had lost her heart but gained not even a smile in return. In the blink of an eye, she had been away from Shusha for half a year. Everything she had experienced felt like a fleeting dream, and upon waking, they remained as separate as ever, without the slightest connection.

A light knock came from the outer door. Judging by the time, it should be the carriage sent by the Empress Dowager to escort her to the palace. Feng Xiyang sighed softly and sat up from the soft couch.

The Empress Dowager had sent people to persuade Xia Jingshi to move back to Mingde Palace, but these attempts were unsuccessful. Fearing Xiyang would be upset, the Empress Dowager invited her to the palace daily for conversation, chess, flower appreciation, and tea tasting. As time passed, she inevitably encountered the Holy Emperor when he came to pay his respects at Ciyang Hall.

Perhaps it was because the Holy Emperor resembled him so much that she couldn’t help but be drawn to him. Yet sometimes, the cold aura he emitted made her want to flee instinctively, fearing that one misstep could lead to irreversible consequences. Whenever she thought of this, an indescribable emotion welled up in her heart, turning her daily diversions into a burden – going was difficult, not going even more so…

Opening the door, Feng Xiyang’s heart skipped a beat. She instinctively clutched at her still-loose collar. “Your Majesty… I didn’t know you had arrived. Xiyang has been discourteous in not welcoming you.” The Holy Emperor gave a soft “Mm” in response. “The Empress Dowager is slightly unwell today and unable to receive you. I happened to be leaving the palace to inspect city defenses, so the Empress Dowager asked me to check on you.”

Xiyang nervously glanced at the maid, who stood rigidly to the side, eyes downcast. Feeling slightly more at ease, she said gracefully, “Your Majesty and the Empress Dowager are too kind. With the Empress Dowager unwell, Xiyang should be the one visiting the palace. How could I trouble Your Majesty to come personally…”

“I’ve always admired your boldness in thought and action. Why suddenly put on this delicate, timid act? Is it because of others?” As the Holy Emperor spoke, he cast a cold glance at the maid beside them.

Even with her head bowed, the maid could sense that piercing look. She hurriedly bowed and retreated. As Feng Xiyang was about to call her back, the Holy Emperor chuckled, “Didn’t you ask the Empress Dowager what I intend to do? Surely you don’t want her to hear this as well?”
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The Holy Emperor strolled by the lotus pond, with Feng Xiyang following closely behind, her mind racing with wild guesses. She heard the Holy Emperor ask, “Do you know why I’m helping you?” Xiyang hesitated, then shook her head, saying, “Xiyang doesn’t know,” even though she wasn’t sure if he could see her.

“It’s not just about helping you; I’m also doing this for myself,” the Holy Emperor said. “You may not have experienced Fu Yixiao’s tactics firsthand, but surely you’ve heard about them from the Empress Dowager?” He turned to glance at her, continuing, “Not only has Xia Jingshi been deceived by her, but Feng Suige is also wrapped around her finger. Yet, the one she truly loves is someone else.”

All the information in Xiyang’s mind froze for a moment. She asked bewilderedly, “Who is it?” The Holy Emperor didn’t answer directly, instead saying with a slight smirk, “There’s something Xia Jingshi can’t give her, but she can get it from your royal brother. Do you understand what she wants?”

“What does she want?” Xiyang suddenly felt like a parrot, stupidly repeating the Holy Emperor’s words. “Hasn’t she… always loved my husband?”

“Love? If it were love, why didn’t she marry Xia Jingshi?” The Holy Emperor sneered. “Xia Jingshi is merely a stepping stone she’s discarded, and Feng Suige is just her backup plan. Once that person succeeds, Fu Yixiao will undoubtedly abandon Feng Suige…”

“Who is that person?” At this point, Xiyang forgot about etiquette and interrupted the Holy Emperor. “What exactly do they want?” “Under heaven, all traitors and rebels covet the throne, and what she’s eyeing is nothing but the empress’s crown,” the Holy Emperor’s eyes flashed sharply. “That person, Princess, you’ve met before and should be quite familiar with. He’s Fu Yixiao’s childhood sweetheart—Ning Fei!”

Feng Xiyang shuddered, struggling to speak, “How can it be him? Isn’t he Ling Xueying’s husband? Isn’t Ling Xueying her close friend?” “Heh,” the Holy Emperor chuckled, “Everyone has weaknesses—fame, profit, love, or desire. Just as no deal can’t be negotiated if the stakes are high enough, do you think she wouldn’t comply?”

A vague thought flashed through her mind like a shooting star, too quick to grasp before it dissipated. But in Feng Xiyang’s heart, anger had taken over. She stamped her foot angrily, “No wonder they’ve been targeting me at every turn. It’s utterly despicable! I must write to Father King and tell him everything…” “There’s no need to alarm the King,” the Holy Emperor stared into her eyes, enunciating each word, “All we need to do now is wait for the right moment.”

As Feng Xiyang froze, the Holy Emperor smiled confidently, “Once Xia Jingshi sees through Fu Yixiao’s malicious intentions, do you think he won’t understand who truly cares for him in this world?” Xiyang suddenly understood, exclaiming happily, “I see now. Thank you for your guidance, Your Majesty. I’ll go find my husband right away…”

“Wait,” the Holy Emperor stopped her. “Now is not the time to tell him.” Seeing Feng Xiyang’s wide-eyed, uncertain look, the Holy Emperor sighed softly. He rolled up his sleeve, bent down to pluck a blooming pink lotus from the pond, and handed it to Xiyang. “I don’t know how King Feng managed to raise such a pure flower like you in this murky imperial garden…”

Feng Xiyang instinctively took the lotus, a confused look flashing in her eyes. Before she could decipher the meaning behind his words, the smiling Holy Emperor suddenly became serious, shouting, “Who’s there?” while looking sharply towards a blue shadow that had silently emerged on the left.

Xiyang followed the Holy Emperor’s gaze, her hand trembling. The pink lotus fell to her feet with a soft thud. “Husband, you’re back!”

Xia Jingshi’s gaze locked with the Holy Emperor’s until he was close. Only then did he look away, saying coolly, “So it’s Your Majesty visiting.” As he was about to bow, the Holy Emperor raised his hand gently, “How many times have I said, we’re family? This isn’t the court, there’s no need for such formalities.”

Xia Jingshi slightly avoided the gesture and bowed anyway. The Holy Emperor’s hand, left hanging in mid-air, quickly recovered. He bent down to pick up the fallen lotus and handed it back to Xiyang, smiling, “Hold it carefully, don’t drop it again.” Xiyang hesitated for a moment, softly saying “Thank you, Your Majesty,” before lowering her head and walking back behind Xia Jingshi.

The three stood in awkward silence for a moment. The Holy Emperor coughed lightly, “I should be heading back now. Do visit the palace more often when you’re free. The Empress Dowager often thinks of you.” Without waiting for Xia Jingshi’s response, he turned to Feng Xiyang, “About that unfinished chess game we discussed earlier, I’ll set it up for you again tomorrow at the Empress Dowager’s.” Seeing Xiyang nod, the Holy Emperor said no more and left along the winding path.

Silence.

Even the gentle breeze that had been blowing seemed to suffocate in this awkward atmosphere, disappearing without a trace. The air itself grew stifling.

Xiyang stole a glance at Xia Jingshi, noticing his displeased expression. Feeling even more uneasy, she thought for a moment before explaining, “The Empress Dowager was feeling unwell today, and she was worried I might be bored. It just happened that His Majesty was going on an inspection, so…” Xia Jingshi turned to look at her indifferently, “I didn’t ask about this. Why are you so eager to explain?”

Feng Xiyang was suddenly at a loss for words, feeling both embarrassed and angry. Looking down at the lotus in her hand, she didn’t know what to do. After a moment of silence, Xia Jingshi suddenly asked, “Where is Ning Fei?” Feng Xiyang looked up at him in surprise, “Ning Fei? Didn’t he go to Shusha with Ling Xueying?”

Xia Jingshi stared at her intently. Seeing that her expression didn’t seem feigned, he sighed and briefly explained, “Someone reported seeing Ning Fei enter Mingde Palace gates two mornings ago, but I haven’t received any news of his return. So I came to check.” Feng Xiyang, remembering the Holy Emperor’s words, felt her heart skip a beat. However, she calmly replied, “Perhaps they saw wrong… Husband, has Military Advisor Xiao’s condition improved?”

Xia Jingshi made a sound of acknowledgment and said gently, “Weiran has fully regained consciousness. The physician says he’ll be able to walk after a few more days of recuperation. As for you, I heard from the palace staff that you haven’t been feeling well lately. Don’t move around too much these days. Get some good rest.”

Hearing his gentle words, Feng Xiyang felt a warmth in her heart, and tears threatened to spill. Afraid of displeasing him again, she only dared to keep her head lowered, saying, “Thank you for your concern, husband. Xiyang will take good care of herself.”

“Mm, that’s all then. If you hear any news about Ning Fei, send someone to inform me…” As Xia Jingshi was about to turn and leave, Feng Xiyang froze for a moment. Then, with unexpected courage, she rushed forward to stop him. “Husband, please listen to Xiyang’s words!”

Xia Jingshi’s lips twitched slightly. “If it’s more of that nonsense, there’s no need to say it.” “It’s not,” Xiyang pleaded. “Xiyang just wants to remind husband to be careful of those around you. Don’t let ill-intentioned people take advantage of you.”

“Take advantage?” Xia Jingshi narrowed his eyes sharply. “Have you heard something?” “Not exactly,” Xiyang stammered. “It’s just… Xiyang just feels that husband is kind-hearted by nature and easily deceived by villains…”

Xia Jingshi listened quietly, then interrupted her, “You might as well speak plainly, so I can be on guard early.” Xiyang hesitated for a moment, then looked up at him. “Will husband believe me?” Xia Jingshi nodded, “If what you say is true, why wouldn’t I believe you?”

After a long hesitation, Xiyang slowly said, “Ning Fei, and… Fu Yixiao.”
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Xia Jingshi’s gaze lingered on Feng Xiyang’s face, studying her as if carefully verifying her words. Under his scrutiny, Feng Xiyang was so nervous she could barely breathe, yet she continued to recount everything she had heard from the Holy Emperor. All the while, she watched his eyes intently, fearing to see any hint of mockery, disdain, or contempt. However, Xia Jingshi’s eyes showed only deep contemplation.

After listening, Xia Jingshi pondered for a moment, then nodded, “I will have this investigated as soon as possible. But until everything is clear, don’t speak of this to anyone else.”

Feng Xiyang nodded vigorously.

Four Jinxiu Imperial Guards were rudely awakened from their sleep, bound tightly, and dragged into Feng Suige’s tent, where they were kicked to the ground upon entry.

Feng Suige’s sharp gaze coldly locked onto the lead military officer. The officer, as if sensing something, didn’t frantically look around like the others but calmly returned Feng Suige’s gaze.

“My apologies for disturbing your sleep, gentlemen. It’s nothing major. I just happened to come across something and wanted to ask you about it,” Feng Suige said with a hint of a smile, tossing a thin paper scroll on the ground. “Who wants to look first?” The officer merely glanced down and shook his head, saying, “I don’t know what that is.”

“It’s a paper scroll, yet you say you don’t know what it is. Jinxiu’s soldiers are indeed extraordinary,” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow. “If you speak up quickly, this could be a pleasant affair for all. It’s still early; there’s time to go back for more sleep. But if you keep hiding things, don’t blame me for being harsh.”

“I want to see the Princess!” the officer shouted, sensing trouble. “Even if you’re the Regent Prince of Shusha, you can’t privately interrogate Jinxiu soldiers…”

“Why are you yelling in the middle of the night?” Feng Suige silenced him, then sneered, “Do you want to see her? I’m also curious about Jinxiu’s least-used interrogation methods. How about this: if any of you can withstand her three rounds of severe punishment, I’ll let you go. Hmm, we’re in the wilderness, so poisonous insects and rodents shouldn’t be hard to find…”

All four men paled. The officer’s jaw twitched as if chewing on the most venomous words to spit at Feng Suige. After a moment of tension, Feng Suige grew impatient. He drew his long sword and tossed it to a guard, instructing, “Go put it in the bonfire.” The guard complied, carefully carrying the sword away.

After leisurely finishing a cup of tea, Feng Suige stood up and stretched, then walked to the four men and spoke softly, almost whispering, “I understand you’re acting under orders. If you just tell me everything, I promise not to harm a hair on your heads.”

One man’s expression wavered, and he was about to speak when the officer shot him a fierce glare, silencing him. Feng Suige noticed this exchange and smiled slightly.

“Do you know of an old Shusha punishment called ‘qie gu zi’?” Feng Suige made eye contact with each of the four men in turn, continuing, “The sword in the bonfire is prepared for this purpose.” He picked up the empty scabbard, caressing its engraved patterns fondly. “This is my most treasured war sword, but today, to protect my beloved consort, I must reluctantly use it as an instrument of torture.”

At this point, Feng Suige’s expression turned serious. He barked, “Bring back the sword!” A guard rushed out and quickly returned with the sword, now glowing red-hot from the fire, its handle wrapped in thick cloth.

Feng Suige lazily ordered, “Strip the pants off the one who was making faces earlier and hold him up.”

The officer struggled briefly before being stripped and held in place, looking both embarrassed and terrified at Feng Suige. He shouted, “What are you doing? If you want to kill me, do it quickly! Don’t use such despicable methods to torture people…”

“This is a historically documented punishment, how is it despicable?” Feng Suige took the sword and slowly walked behind him. “Tell me, if I thrust this sword into you from behind, will you die from the heat first, or will you suffer for days before dying from blood loss?”

“You’re cruel… just kill me!” the officer cried out, struggling desperately. But even if he were highly skilled in martial arts, he was no match for six strong men holding him down. He was forced to kneel on the ground, face pressed to the floor, his rear exposed.

The sword inched closer until he could feel the scorching heat from its blade. Drenched in cold sweat, the officer finally broke under the fear, screaming, “I’ll talk! I’ll talk! Take the sword away!!!!”

“No, I’ll count to ten. If you don’t give me a satisfactory answer—” Feng Suige drawled, beginning to count with relish, “One.” “I don’t know anything!” the officer yelled. “His Majesty the Holy Emperor ordered us to go to Shusha and spread the news of the Prince of Nan and Military Advisor Xiao’s deaths in the markets. He didn’t say anything else!”

“…Five,” Feng Suige paused, then asked, “So are Xia Jingshi and Xiao Weiran injured?” “The Prince of Nan is unharmed. Military Advisor Xiao’s injuries are severe, but I heard his life isn’t in danger.”

After another desperate struggle, hearing Feng Suige count to nine, he screamed hoarsely, “I’ve told you everything I know! This is all I know…”

With a clang, the sword was sheathed. The guards loosened their grip and pulled him up. His face was flushed, veins bulging on his forehead, half his face covered in dirt, his eyes showing both terror and hatred.

Feng Suige shook his head, seeming somewhat disappointed at not being able to carry out the punishment. After the guards took the four men away, he sat back down, deep in thought.

“So it seems the Holy Emperor is indeed targeting His Highness,” Fu Yixiao said angrily, clenching her fist. “Slaughtering loyal ministers once the court is stable—how is he any different from the foolish rulers of the past?” “Either you continue, or I’ll go back to Lu City for reinforcements…” Ling Xueying said absent-mindedly, resting her chin on her hand.

Yixiao glared at her, “That could be seen as rebellion!” “I don’t care,” Xueying said stubbornly. “As long as we rescue him and flee far away, I don’t care if it’s rebellion or not!”

Feng Suige, who had been silent, suddenly clapped his hands and laughed. “Xueying is right.” Yixiao snapped, “You’re not helping think of a solution, just joining in the nonsense.” “Who says I’m talking nonsense?” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow. “What if we raise an army? If we lose, we’re rebels. But if we win, it’s called a new emperor ascending the throne. Given Xia Jingshi’s abilities, do you think he’d win or lose?”
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“His Highness won’t agree,” Fu Yixiao said firmly. “If he wanted to rebel, he would have done so long ago. Why wait until now? Moreover, once the rebellion starts, not only will the entire country be thrown into chaos and countless lives lost, but some neighboring countries that have long harbored ill intentions will surely seize the opportunity.” At this point, she poked Feng Suige with her finger. “Take Susha, for example. Can you guarantee that their ruler won’t attack Jinxiu?”

“What if I say I can?” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow and asked. “Xia Jingshi didn’t rebel before for his reasons, but this time it’s different. Since the Holy Emperor has already begun to plot against him, if he doesn’t rebel, he’s only heading towards his death.” Yixiao glared at him. “You can only guarantee one country, Susha. Tell me why His Highness must rebel!”

Feng Suige spoke slowly, “Have you heard of this incident? In the past, Xia Jingshi was the most outstanding and had the strongest support to be the crown prince. But one day, Xia Jingshi was summoned to the palace by imperial decree. Shortly after he returned, he announced his withdrawal from the succession race. After the news spread, the whole world was speculating whether the Emperor and Empress at that time had used some means to force him to step down. I also sent spies to investigate this matter but to no avail.”

“Spies again,” Yixiao pursed her lips. “If you found nothing, it means it didn’t happen. So it’s just a rumor.” “Wrong,” Feng Suige shook his head. “No matter how many baseless rumors there are in the streets, there’s always some trace to be found. But for such an influential event, to find absolutely nothing makes me more certain of the truth of this news.”

At this point, Feng Suige paused for a moment, then suddenly asked, “What do you think a person would do to make amends if they’ve wronged someone?” Yixiao blurted out without thinking, “Of course, apologize!” Xueying nodded and said, “And try to make up for it.”

“That’s what normal people would do,” Feng Suige smiled. “Some people, after wronging others, don’t think about apologizing or making amends. Instead, they worry about retaliation and become obsessed with eliminating the other party to feel at ease.”

Xueying suddenly realized, “You mean, if that rumor is true, the Holy Emperor would worry about the Prince of Nan reclaiming the throne, so he wants to deal with him?” Feng Suige nodded. “Xia Jingshi already had extremely high prestige in the military. Now that he’s married to Xi Yang, and Yixiao has married me, if he covets the throne, in a sense, Susha has become Xia Jingshi’s strongest backing. If I were the Holy Emperor, I’d be wary of him too.”

Yixiao suddenly slammed her fist on the low table. “His Highness has never had any intention of rebellion. Why won’t the Holy Emperor just let him live in peace? Besides, they’re brothers!” “Brothers fighting for the throne has always been common in royal families. Even my position as the legitimate heir was bought with the blood of thousands,” Feng Suige smiled helplessly. “Even if Xia Jingshi has no intention of rebelling if the Holy Emperor believes he does, then he does. Don’t you know? In this world, there’s a crime called ‘fabricated charges’.”

“So what should we do now?” Yixiao stood up irritably. “We might as well change course and return to Lu City together. I didn’t bring Taolang, but the silver bow I used to use should still be in the Commander’s mansion. Hmm, I’ll also send someone to inform His Highness’s former subordinates…” Feng Suige snorted, “Why don’t you raise a big flag with ‘I want to rebel’ written on it in large characters?”

Xueying secretly started laughing. Yixiao glared at her, “What are you laughing at? Anyway, don’t think about running away with the ball. If anyone’s going, it won’t be you.” Feng Suige pondered for a moment and said solemnly, “The current situation is unclear. We can’t be too hasty. There might be the Holy Emperor’s eyes and ears among Xia Jingshi’s former subordinates. In my opinion, we should first placate the Holy Emperor’s side and observe the situation.”

“If things change, it’ll be too late,” Yixiao stomped her foot anxiously. “You came up with the idea, but when it’s time to act, you’re changing your mind?” Feng Suige helplessly tried to comfort her, “We’re still discussing, aren’t we? Don’t you want to know why the Holy Emperor is so keen on luring you there?” Yixiao’s attention was immediately drawn. She sat back down beside Xueying and asked seriously, “Why?”

Feng Suige closed his eyes slightly, his fingers tapping on the table. He analyzed in a deep voice, “The Holy Emperor’s insistence on luring you back is nothing more than taking advantage of your current special status. If I were the Holy Emperor, I could fabricate evidence of you having a secret meeting with Xia Jingshi, causing resentment from Susha. This way, Xia Jingshi would lose Susha’s support, and I would have fewer concerns in dealing with him.”

“Or he could use this opportunity to frame you, saying that while you’re ostensibly visiting Xia Jingshi, you’re secretly planning to collaborate with him and use Susha’s military power to plot a rebellion,” Feng Suige paused, then smiled. “If I’m not mistaken, the military commanders of Jinxiu should still be gnashing their teeth at the mention of Susha. What could be more detestable than colluding with Susha to overthrow one’s royal power?”

Hearing this, Yixiao couldn’t help but jump up. “Stop it! It’s just a throne, aren’t you tired of all this scheming?” Xueying hurriedly held Yixiao back. “Don’t get angry, he’s trying to help us.” Yixiao was so angry she started to stutter, “I hate it when people are so full of twists and turns… Although he’s thinking on behalf of the Holy Emperor, it’s not okay coming from his mouth. Don’t you feel it? When he says those things… that look is hateful.” Feng Suige suddenly burst into laughter, “So in your heart, Fu Yixiao, I’m a good person?” Yixiao glared at him for a moment, then blushed uncontrollably and turned her head away.

Xueying’s gaze circled between the two of them, and she glumly withdrew her hand that was holding Yixiao’s sleeve. “The way you two express affection is really special. More fragile people simply couldn’t handle it.”

In the garden of the royal palace in the Holy City of Jinxiu.

Placing a white piece on the chessboard, Xi Yang carefully glanced at the Holy Emperor and asked seemingly casually, “Your Majesty said that Fu Yixiao would arrive soon. If we wait until she arrives to tell my husband, wouldn’t it be too late?” Hearing this, the Holy Emperor’s face changed, and he said angrily, “Did you tell Xia Jingshi?”

“No,” Xi Yang instinctively denied, “I didn’t say anything. It’s just that, thinking about Your Majesty saying it wasn’t time yet…” The Holy Emperor suddenly clenched the black jade chess piece in his hand. The jade pieces rubbed against each other, making a crisp sound. “If it leaks out in advance, there might be changes again. I dislike being one step behind in everything. So, I hope you haven’t said anything.”

Feng Xi Yang lowered her head to avoid his sharp gaze and said softly, “Your Majesty, it’s your turn.” The Holy Emperor grunted, picked up a black piece, and placed it in a corner of the board. “I’ve won,” he said, and without waiting for Xi Yang’s reaction, he stood up and walked out.
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“I regret it,” the Holy Emperor said leisurely, tapping on the golden cage, startling the jade bird inside into frantic hopping. “I should have arrested him directly.” The Empress Dowager’s voice was weary, “Does Your Majesty still not understand my intentions?”

“I understand,” the Holy Emperor smiled and withdrew his hand. “Mother doesn’t want to antagonize Susha further. But, setting aside Feng Xi Yang, I believe Susha would be quite pleased to see Xia Jingshi’s head.” “Has Your Majesty considered,” the Empress Dowager said solemnly, “given Xia Jingshi’s prestige in the military, if his former subordinates rise in anger, they will fight to the last man against the Imperial Guards!”

“Mother, you have too little faith in the Imperial Guards,” the Holy Emperor waved his hand impatiently. “As the saying goes, when the tree falls, the monkeys scatter. With Xia Jingshi gone, what’s there to fear from his former subordinates? Would they risk being labeled as traitors for a dead man?”

“You’re too willful,” the Empress Dowager’s voice rose. “Last time you didn’t listen to my advice…” “Mother!” The Holy Emperor suddenly turned around, glaring at her fiercely for a moment, then suddenly reverted to his usual gentleness. “I suspect that foolish woman has already said everything she shouldn’t have. So, we can’t wait any longer. Mother, you said it yourself, if you don’t sacrifice the child, you can’t catch the wolf!”

“I just sent someone to scout, and there are indeed many more hidden sentries around – if what she said is true, Ning Fei is most likely already in the Holy Emperor’s hands, and given Yixiao’s temperament, hearing those rumors will make her rush back,” Xia Jingshi said, unconsciously gripping the half of a glass hairpin that had grown warm in his hand. “But at this moment, neither moving nor waiting is good. We can only keep her steady and not let the Holy Emperor realize that we already know his plan.”

Xiao Weiran, though still looking unwell, was in much better spirits. He was now frowning, leaning against a cushion, pondering, “It’s indeed tricky. If we send someone to stop Yixiao from coming back, she’ll surely sense the gravity of the situation and rush here even more desperately. As for Ning Fei, each day Yixiao doesn’t arrive is another day of safety for him…”

As they were talking, suddenly a military officer responsible for the outer perimeter came running towards them. Even before he got close, his panic was evident. “Your Highness, I have important news to report.” Xia Jingshi stepped forward to meet him, saying in a low voice, “Don’t panic. Whatever it is, tell me slowly.”

The officer leaned in close, his voice barely audible, “Half an hour ago, the Imperial Guards were secretly summoned into the city. Now all four city gates are closed, and the streets around the villa have been cleared.” He took a quick breath, his cheeks flushed with excitement. “It looks like they’re coming for us!”

Xia Jingshi tensed slightly, but before he could speak, the officer had already knelt at his feet, shouting, “Your Highness, please rest assured. No matter what, we swear to protect Your Highness’s safety with our lives. No one can threaten Your Highness while we still draw breath!”

“Stand up first,” Xia Jingshi helped him up, then turned and pointed at Xiao Weiran. “Find a few trustworthy brothers to escort Staff Officer Xiao out of the city. If that’s not possible, at least hide him in a safe place. Wait until things calm down before sending him away.” “Your Highness,” Xiao Weiran cried out in surprise. Xia Jingshi raised his hand to stop his unspoken words, his tone severe, “No matter what happens, you are not allowed to come back. You must intercept Yixiao as soon as possible and prevent her from returning!”

“But…” In his urgency, Xiao Weiran couldn’t finish his sentence before he started coughing violently again. Xia Jingshi slowly raised his head to look into the distance. The Imperial Guards should arrive soon. “Don’t worry, I won’t meekly await slaughter. Have Yixiao rush back to Lu City to retrieve my military tally. She’s a general appointed by the Holy Emperor himself and a princess of our dynasty. She’ll have no problem mobilizing troops. No matter what, we must rescue Ning Fei. Xueying is pregnant, we can’t let the child be born fatherless.”

“Vice Commander Xue,” Xia Jingshi turned to look at the military officer standing before him. He saw that the officer’s right hand was tightly gripping the hilt of his sword at his waist, his lips pressed tightly together, his bloodshot eyes full of fearless determination to fight to the death. Hearing Xia Jingshi call him, his pupils suddenly contracted, and he responded hoarsely, “Your Highness!”

“Pass down the order, no resistance is allowed,” Xia Jingshi’s voice was very calm. “Your Highness,” the officer cried out, “We would give our lives to escort you and Staff Officer Xiao safely out of the city…”

“No,” Xia Jingshi smiled. “The Imperial Guards are well-prepared, and we only have about a hundred men. Moreover, if we resist, who knows what crimes we’ll be charged with? So, I order you, do not resist.”

“Your Highness,” the officer before him was almost sobbing now. “Our lives don’t matter. It’s our honor to fight for Your Highness.” Xia Jingshi’s eyes also grew moist. He took a deep breath and patted the officer’s shoulder armor heavily. “I’ve never said this, but you are my honor. You always have been.”

The officer was stunned, tears streaming down his face. These tough men who never cried on the battlefield were now weeping like children. Xia Jingshi smiled gently, “Why are you crying like a woman? Big men look awful when they cry.”

When the Imperial Guards entered the villa, the courtyard was already filled with soldiers who had come from Lu City with Xia Jingshi. Xia Jingshi had changed into a plain robe and stood in the hall with his arms folded across his chest, surrounded by a dozen military officers. Every glance shot at the Imperial Guards was filled with deep hatred.

Seeing this scene, even the Imperial Guard commander was taken aback for a moment. But quickly, he led his men in a salute to Xia Jingshi, saying, “This humble servant, Jiang Weirong of the Imperial Guards, pays respects to Your Highness.” In a clamor of metal, all the Imperial Guards behind him bowed to Xia Jingshi. “This morning, after receiving secret intelligence, the city defense forces uncovered a large quantity of military equipment from Your Highness’s entourage. This servant has received orders from His Majesty the Holy Emperor to invite Your Highness to the royal city to assist in the investigation…”

“Even the Imperial Guards have come. I must be quite important,” Xia Jingshi sneered. “I wonder how the character for ‘invite’ was written in His Majesty’s decree?” “This servant is only following orders. Please don’t make things difficult for us,” Jiang Weirong said with a forced laugh. His eyes scanned the scene, and he asked puzzledly, “Where is Staff Officer Xiao?”

“Staff Officer Xiao’s condition has worsened, and I’ve already sent someone to take him to seek medical attention. His Majesty is busy with state affairs, so I didn’t report such a small matter – What? Does Staff Officer Xiao, gravely injured as he is, also need to enter the palace for investigation?” Xia Jingshi’s tone was calm, but it carried an air of authority. Jiang Weirong felt an inexplicable chill in his heart and instinctively denied it repeatedly.

After a moment of standoff, Jiang Weirong gritted his teeth and ordered the Imperial Guards behind him, “Disarm everyone and take their weapons to Jinghui Hall for inspection!”
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It was already dusk when Feng Xiyang received the news. She rushed to Jinghui Palace with a heart burning with anxiety, only to be stopped in the outer chamber. She had no choice but to turn back to the inner city and head straight for the Holy Emperor’s study.

When she pushed open the door, the Holy Emperor was calmly painting a peony flower stroke by stroke at his desk. “Why did you arrest him?” Feng Xiyang shouted angrily, forgetting to bow. “You promised you wouldn’t harm him!”

“I’m tired of playing games with them,” the Holy Emperor said without looking up, his silver brush steadily tracing a water-red hue on the rice paper. “Don’t you think that by detaining Xia Jingshi, they’ll surely make a move?”

Feng Xiyang was stunned. “But… that’s not what we agreed on before…” she stammered.

“Stay in the palace for the next few days,” the Holy Emperor interrupted her coolly. “Spend some time with the Empress Dowager. Once this matter is settled, you’ll be on your way, won’t you?”

“Your Highness might as well confess early to save His Majesty the trouble and allow this humble official to complete his duty sooner,” the Judicial Commissioner said maliciously through the prison bars, sucking his teeth with a tsk-tsk sound. “As the saying goes, an early death means early reincarnation!”

“What kind of creature are you to dare speak to this prince in such a manner?” Xia Jingshi said disdainfully. “To jump to conclusions without proper investigation is a grave offense of deceiving the emperor.” The Judicial Commissioner choked, covering it up with a dry cough before sheepishly returning to his desk to sip his tea.

Amid the silence, a figure in light cyan appeared. The Judicial Commissioner hurried forward to bow, “Ah, Your Majesty…”

“Have you learned anything?” the Holy Emperor asked casually, his eyes fixed on Xia Jingshi.

The Judicial Commissioner hemmed and hawed for a moment before saying awkwardly, “In response to Your Majesty, the Prince of Zhennan… he refuses to say anything.”

“Is that so?” The Holy Emperor’s lips curled slightly. “If he were so easy to break, he wouldn’t be the Prince of Zhennan.”

“Since that’s the case, why don’t you ask me yourself?” Xia Jingshi calmly pointed at the Judicial Commissioner. “After all, you know me better than he does, don’t you?”

The Holy Emperor raised an eyebrow, looking at him for a moment before waving to dismiss the Judicial Commissioner. He slowly approached the prison bars. “It seems that after all these years, you still hate me as much as I hate you.”

“Never compare me to you,” Xia Jingshi said calmly. “You’re not worthy.”

“The unworthy one is you,” the Holy Emperor’s eyes flashed with complex emotions – contempt, anger, satisfaction, even excitement. “Don’t pin your hopes on Xiao Weiran. Within three days, he’ll be here to keep you company. You’re so clever, why don’t you guess what I plan to do with you?”

Xia Jingshi looked at him coldly. “What else could it be but some trumped-up charge? Since it’s fabricated anyway, why bother asking me to guess?”

The two men stared at each other coldly.

Xia Jingshi’s heart was calm. He believed that Xiao Weiran would find Yi Xiao and rescue Ning Fei. Even if he couldn’t escape this calamity, he would die with dignity. He couldn’t tolerate anyone’s insult, including the Holy Emperor’s – his blood relative, the monarch he had served loyally for years.

“Guards!” the Holy Emperor called out sternly. “Put heavy shackles on the Prince of Zhennan. If he resists, treat it as treason.” He paused, revealing a wicked smile. “And his subordinates will share his crime!”

As they neared the imperial capital, Feng Suige became increasingly cautious. He avoided the conspicuous official roads, leading the team through secret paths in dense forests used by escort agencies.

Due to the unclear situation and Yi Xiao’s insistence, Xue Ying couldn’t return to Lu City alone. She continued with the team towards the imperial capital, which made her sulk for several days. Not only did she refuse to eat with Yi Xiao, but she also slept in a separate tent at night. Yi Xiao, already worried about Xia Jingshi and the others, had to take care of Xue Ying as well, causing her to lose weight quickly. Feng Suige watched with concern but could do nothing.

At noon that day, Feng Suige had the team stop in the forest to rest and replenish water. He took a few guards to the nearby town to gather information. The soldiers from both countries, who had been quite hostile when leaving Shusha, gradually became friendly due to Feng Suige’s clever arrangement of paired night duties. Now they sat scattered throughout the shaded area, filled with laughter and chatter.

Xue Ying listlessly got down from the carriage, intending to walk around nearby. As she rounded a large cart, she suddenly stopped. Yi Xiao was carrying a water bag, walking quickly towards four captured Yulin soldiers tied up not far ahead.

Watching Yi Xiao bend down to offer water to each of the four men, Xue Ying unconsciously pouted. She knew in her heart that Yi Xiao didn’t let her leave because she was worried about her safety, but now all Xue Ying could think about was Ning Fei’s well-being…

She wondered how Ning Fei was doing.

Lost in her thoughts, Yi Xiao had already straightened up and was about to leave with the water bag when suddenly, with a groan, the lead Yulin military officer collapsed, convulsing and vomiting all the water he had just drunk, soaking himself completely.

The three Yulin soldiers cried out in alarm. Yi Xiao tossed aside the water bag and rushed forward to support the officer. After checking his pulse, she frantically began to untie the tight hemp ropes binding him.

Seeing the chaos, Xue Ying took two steps forward to help, when she suddenly caught a glimpse of the sharp look in one of the soldier’s eyes that he hadn’t managed to conceal in time.

In a flash, Xue Ying screamed, “Look out—”

In that instant, the officer had already made his move. His newly freed right hand gripped a broken thick branch, stabbing directly at Yi Xiao’s abdomen.

Too late, it was too late. Although it was just a thick, hard branch, the sharp broken end, with such force behind it, would surely pierce through Yi Xiao’s thin autumn clothes…

Perhaps due to the intuition between friends, or perhaps due to the reflexes honed from long years on the battlefield, Yi Xiao instinctively stepped back a bit as Xue Ying’s cry rang out. This slight movement reduced some of the impact, but the remaining force was enough to make her double over in pain, falling to the ground unable to move.

The officer shook off the hemp ropes in two moves and was about to pounce again with the broken branch, but by then, Xue Ying had already rushed over. She instinctively grabbed the officer’s messy hair bun, pulling hard backward, and thrust the dagger in her hand deep into the officer’s exposed throat as he arched back.

Blood was sprayed everywhere.

Xue Ying was thrown far by the officer’s dying struggle.

The air was filled with shouting.

Nearby soldiers who heard the commotion were rushing over.

The officer’s eyes bulged, a hissing sound coming from his throat as he desperately tried to cover the red line bursting from his neck and pull out the fatal dagger. Yi Xiao had managed to struggle to her feet and was stumbling towards Xue Ying, who had been thrown to the side, shouting, “Call for the physician first!” Almost simultaneously, Xue Ying, half-lying on the ground, shouted to the approaching soldiers without looking back, “Yi Xiao is injured, quickly call for the physician!”

The entire camp was in chaos.

Amidst the commotion, Xue Ying, half-dazed from the fall, was carried to the side by many hands. She struggled to push away the physician’s hand on her pulse and sat up angrily, saying, “Not me, it’s Yi Xiao.” The physician was stunned for a moment, then turned to look at the other side.

Yi Xiao was standing not far away, supported by a maid, anxiously looking in their direction. She was covered in blood that had spurted from the officer’s throat, but her abdomen didn’t seem to be the bloody mess Xue Ying had imagined.

Xue Ying was stunned for a moment, then suddenly looked down at her own hands. A scream echoed through the entire forest, “I’ve killed someone!!!”
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While Xue Ying was still staring blankly at her hands, the physician had already withdrawn his fingers from her purse and stood up, respectfully saying, “The General’s wife’s pulse is steady, and she should be fine. This humble servant will prepare a few doses of pregnancy-protecting decoction, just in case.” Hearing this, Yi Xiao sighed in relief and, with no strength left, knelt clutching her abdomen.

“The first kill is always like this. You’ll get used to it,” Yi Xiao consoled after a while, as the crowd around them gradually dispersed and Xue Ying remained in a daze. “I didn’t even notice he had something in his hand. How did you spot it?”

“I saw the look in that man’s eyes,” Xue Ying said, still shaken. “But I didn’t mean to kill him— Are you alright?”

“I guess I’m lucky. He hit this,” Yi Xiao frowned, reaching into her waist and pulling out a brocade pouch. She waved it at Xue Ying – it was the pouch containing the arrowhead.

“Then why were you rolling on the ground earlier?” Xue Ying chided. “You made me think something terrible had happened to you.”

“That’s unfair,” Yi Xiao grimaced, tossing a clod of dirt at her. “You try getting stabbed and see how it feels.”

Xue Ying, not to be outdone, picked up the dirt clod and threw it back. “Fine, let’s switch. Go wake him up, and we’ll do it again.” The two glared at each other for a moment before bursting into laughter.

Back at the camp, an enraged Feng Suige nearly executed the remaining three Yulin soldiers on the spot. It took Yi Xiao nearly half an hour of persuasion before Feng Suige reluctantly agreed to have the three escorted back to Shusha to await judgment.

After calming down a bit, Feng Suige briefly shared the information he had gathered, saying solemnly, “Everything is too quiet. It’s unnaturally calm. I can’t shake the feeling that something’s not right…”

Before he could finish, a commotion suddenly erupted from the perimeter. A Shusha guard came running, shouting, “Princess, someone has arrived outside…”

Yi Xiao rushed forward, asking immediately, “What’s happening?”

The guard pointed behind him, “Two men from the Holy City have come, saying they have urgent matters to report to the Princess.”

Yi Xiao hesitated for a moment, looking at Feng Suige. He nodded, “Bring them in.”

As the guard left, Yi Xiao asked Feng Suige worriedly in a low voice, “Could they be sent by the Holy Emperor?”

“It’s possible,” Feng Suige frowned. “We’re quite close to the Holy City now. He might have learned of our whereabouts…”

As they were speculating, two men dressed as civilians walked in behind the previous guard. Yi Xiao let out a small cry and ran towards them. “How is it you?”

Before the two could bow, Yi Xiao had already pulled them up, one in each hand. “Stand up and speak—” Before she could finish, one of them suddenly showed a pained expression. She quickly let go and asked in alarm, “What’s wrong? How are you injured? What happened?”

The soldier, rubbing his arm, said angrily, “The Holy Emperor fabricated charges and detained His Highness. We escaped through a secret passage, protecting Advisor Xiao…”

Yi Xiao’s whole body trembled. Before she could ask for details, the other man had already taken out a sealed envelope from his bosom and presented it to Yi Xiao. “This is a letter in Advisor Xiao’s hand. Please read it, Princess!”

Yi Xiao had barely read a few lines when Feng Suige suddenly snatched the letter from her hand. He quickly scanned the inked characters and said coolly, “The handwriting might be Xiao Weiran’s, but the person who wrote it isn’t him.”

As everyone was stunned, Feng Suige slowly asked Yi Xiao, “Have you forgotten how you and I were forced to jump into the river?” Yi Xiao’s mouth opened slightly, unable to answer. Feng Suige pulled her to his side with a sardonic smile, his finger tracing her lips lightly. “Besides, what does Xia Jingshi’s life or death have to do with us, right?” As Yi Xiao was about to protest, Feng Suige pinched her waist, causing her to swallow her words.

The soldier glared at Feng Suige. “When did Jinxiu’s affairs become Shusha’s business? You’re just hoping His Highness will be gone soon, so you’ll have one less obstacle when Shusha attacks Jinxiu!”

Feng Suige remained calm, smiling slightly. “She is my consort, so her affairs are my affairs. As for Xia Jingshi, you have a point. I’ll accept that.”

“Princess!” the other soldier pleaded in a low voice. “His Highness has always treated you well… Please, for the sake of your past relationship, help us rescue him…”

Feng Suige let out a cold laugh. “Haven’t I treated her well? You should leave. I won’t allow her to do such a thing.”

After standing for a while and seeing Yi Xiao remain silent, the soldier who brought the letter stomped his foot and pulled his companion. “Stop begging. Don’t forget her status has changed now. How could she remember any past relationships?” He glared at Yi Xiao resentfully. “Let’s go back. I refuse to believe Advisor Xiao can’t come up with a suitable plan!”

The two left like a gust of wind without saying goodbye. Yi Xiao didn’t wait for them to go far before snatching back the letter, saying angrily, “What do you mean by this?”

Feng Suige made a gesture for her to be quiet, then called two guards and instructed them softly, “Go, take a few men and follow them at a distance. Remember to leave markers along the way. Once you’ve seen where they’ve gone, report back as quickly as possible!”

In the countryside, several men dressed as household guards cautiously escorted an inconspicuous, simple horse-drawn carriage. The curtain of the carriage was suddenly lifted, revealing the slightly pale profile of the occupant. “Vice Commander Xue, please hurry our journey a bit more. I’ll be fine…”

“No,” Xue Vice Commander said firmly. “The brothers have already split into three groups to search as you instructed. No matter how fast we go, we can’t be faster than them. You should rest easy. I’m sure we’ll have news soon.”

Xiao Weiran sighed. “With the situation unclear, how can I be at ease? I just hope they don’t miss Yi Xiao.”

As they were speaking, the sound of horse hooves echoed from the forest path. Xue Vice Commander walked forward to look for a moment, then said joyfully, “It’s our people—they’re back!”

With a swish, Xiao Weiran immediately pulled open the carriage curtain and was about to jump down, holding onto the carriage wall. Xue Vice Commander quickly turned back to support him.

“They must have met Yi Xiao,” Xiao Weiran said with a look of joy. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t have returned so early.”

Xue Vice Commander, beaming, carefully supported Xiao Weiran, repeatedly agreeing, “I knew it! When has Advisor Xiao ever been wrong?”

Seeing Xiao Weiran coming to greet them, the two soldiers jumped off their horses from afar and prostrated themselves, calling out, “Advisor Xiao.” Xiao Weiran noticed their dejected expressions and felt a pang in his heart. He asked urgently, “Did you see Yi Xiao?”

The two soldiers looked at each other and then knelt before Xiao Weiran in unison. One of them sobbed, “We did see her, but… she refuses to help.”

Both Xiao Weiran and Xue Vice Commander were stunned, asking in unison, “How can that be?”

The other soldier, his face flushed, shouted, “She came with Feng Suige from Shusha. That Feng Suige, he… he can’t wait for His Highness to meet with misfortune…”

“What? Feng Suige came too?” Xiao Weiran exclaimed. “Tell me the details of what happened.”

The two, in their indignation, took turns narrating the events. As he listened quietly, Xiao Weiran’s furrowed brow gradually smoothed out, and towards the end, he was even smiling. Finally, he turned to Xue Vice Commander with a smile and ordered, “Change our route. Follow their path—Feng Suige’s involvement has greatly increased our chances of success!”
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“That stupid woman!” The Holy Emperor kicked over the low table in front of him in a fit of rage, startling the palace servants into kneeling. The golden plate that had held purple crystal grapes bounced across the stone floor, rolling to the corner where it finally tipped over. “Keep searching! If you can’t find them, come back with your heads!”

“Your Majesty…” The Empress Dowager looked quite haggard, apparently not having rested well for days. “If there are too many errors, perhaps we should pause for now. Pushing too hard will only make things worse. I fear we might lose any chance to turn things around.”

The Holy Emperor sneered, “Just because a dying Xiao Weiran escaped, Mother is starting to panic?”

“But…” Before the Empress Dowager could finish, someone came running with a report. “Your Majesty, reporting to the Holy Emperor, the relay stations have suddenly discovered a Shusha diplomatic mission. Our Princess Xingping and Shusha’s Prince Regent Feng Suige are among them, along with General Zhenyuan’s wife, Ling Xueying!”

“What?! Feng Suige has come too?” The Empress Dowager exclaimed, looking uneasily at the Holy Emperor. “Your Majesty, what do you think…”

“How… unexpected,” the Holy Emperor said through gritted teeth, his expression growing colder. “I underestimated Fu Yi Xiao.”

“Let’s stop here, Your Majesty,” the Empress Dowager sighed, saying bitterly, “What was originally a simple matter has become incredibly complex in an instant. Perhaps Xia Jingshi’s fate is not yet sealed…”

“Who says his fate isn’t sealed!” The Holy Emperor roared in anger. “Has Mother not considered the consequences of letting a tiger return to the mountain? Since everything is already in chaos, we might as well overturn it all and start anew. Guards, arrest Feng Xiyang as well! I want to see who Feng Suige will choose to save!”

Xia Jingshi sat cross-legged on a pile of withered grass, his eyes half-closed. His gaunt face looked even more emaciated in the faint light filtering through the skylight, but he maintained a slight smile.

There was no news of Weiran, but at this point, no news was good news.

As long as Xiao Weiran could escape, he would surely find Yi Xiao. If they could find Yi Xiao in time, the rescue she could bring would be everyone’s lifeline — this was why he had ordered his soldiers to send Xiao Weiran away that day.

If he had led his troops to fight their way out of the imperial capital, the charge of treason would have been confirmed that very day. Once labeled as rebels, they would face attacks from all sides, and in the end, no one would escape. But now, by calmly leaving himself in the Holy Emperor’s hands, not only could the Holy Emperor not easily harm him, but he would also have to divert his attention to explain the situation to the feudal lords — he didn’t believe no one would see through the oddity of it all.

“It seems you quite like it here,” the Holy Emperor said coldly, having arrived silently and seeing Xia Jingshi’s expression. His anger rose from within. “Don’t think that just because Xiao Weiran escaped, you can turn the tables. With his broken body, even if the Yulin camp can’t hold him, they can run him to the ground just by chasing!”

“This subject has never underestimated Your Majesty’s abilities,” Xia Jingshi replied slowly, opening his eyes which shone brightly. “Just as I don’t doubt whether Your Majesty can produce evidence of my guilt — Your Majesty has always been the most outstanding among your peers since childhood. These are mere trifles for Your Majesty, aren’t they?”

“You’re wrong,” the Holy Emperor laughed amid his fury. “I can’t produce evidence, so the evidence will be what you hand over yourself.” He looked down at Xia Jingshi haughtily. “Tell me, will you hand it over or not?”

Xia Jingshi stared at him for a while, then chuckled lightly. “If even you can’t produce it, how could I?”

Laughing loudly, the Holy Emperor turned to summon the jailer and whispered a few words, then turned back. “You’ve always been clever. You can guess what I’m going to do today — I’ll ask you one more time, will you hand it over or not?”

Xia Jingshi said firmly, “No!”

The sound of shuffling footsteps approached as several jailers arrived. The previous jailer brought an iron needle about a foot long and presented it to the Holy Emperor. He then took out the keys to open the cell door, and the rest immediately rushed in, firmly pinning the heavily shackled Xia Jingshi to the ground.

The Holy Emperor played with the sharp iron needle, slowly walking to Xia Jingshi’s front. He smiled wickedly, “I forgot to tell you, Fu Yi Xiao will be here soon. I’ve been thinking, if I were to pierce your shoulder blades with chains in front of her, break your limbs, and twist out your tongue, with your temperament, you’d only beg for a quick death, wouldn’t you?”

Hearing this, Xia Jingshi showed a mocking smile. “If you’re that stupid, I can only accept it.”

“Tsk, don’t be so cold when mentioning your old lover,” the Holy Emperor bent down, his slender fingers lightly tracing Xia Jingshi’s collarbone. “You’d better remember, if you can’t give me something satisfactory after Fu Yi Xiao arrives, I will torture you most cruelly in front of her — I promise, it will allow you to feel the pain more fully, yet not die too quickly!”

“You…” Xia Jingshi struggled angrily for a moment, then suddenly calmed down. “I can guarantee, that not only will you get nothing, but you’ll end up paying the price yourself.”

“Perhaps,” the Holy Emperor said casually, picking up an iron needle. He positioned the sharp tip vertically against Xia Jingshi’s left shoulder. “One last time, will you hand it over, or…”

“No,” Xia Jingshi spat out the two words decisively. At the same moment, the iron needle was deeply inserted into his shoulder socket.

Xia Jingshi’s entire body convulsed violently, his jaw arching stiffly in the air. The excruciating pain of the needle entering his flesh almost made him cry out. The Holy Emperor smiled, admiring his restrained expression, his hand still pressing down on the needle with increasing force. The tearing flesh and warm blood excited him immensely.

“Your body is as stubborn as you are. Whether it’s your muscles or your bones, they’re all desperately resisting me,” he said, his eyes flashing with curiosity, but his hand not relaxing at all. “Don’t you feel pain? Why don’t you scream? Why don’t you beg?”

“Would you let me go if I did?” Xia Jingshi’s lips were deathly pale, his eyes still filled with cold mockery.

“A long time ago, I thought you were born not feeling pain,” the Holy Emperor said softly, a strange smile playing on his lips. “It wasn’t until later that I realized you’re the person who fears pain the most in this world. You just endure it secretly, not telling anyone around you. Do you know? This only makes me want to torture you again and again because seeing you in pain brings me immense joy!”

Large beads of sweat rolled down Xia Jingshi’s forehead, but he clenched his teeth tightly without saying a word. The iron needle had already pierced through his body. The Holy Emperor reached out to grip his shoulder, slowly, no, gradually pulling the iron needle out of his body. “It’s not that I don’t care about brotherly affection, it’s just that you’re too stubborn. I gave you three chances, didn’t I?”

Blood dripped onto the dusty ground, trembling as it formed into beads. “Beg for mercy!” the Holy Emperor commanded viciously. “If you beg for mercy, I’ll kill you. Otherwise, more games are waiting for you.”
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Xia Jingshi couldn’t possibly beg for mercy, simply because he was Xia Jingshi.

Xia Jingshi smiled faintly, his lips still firmly pressed together—perhaps what the Holy Emperor wanted was precisely his determination. If he couldn’t force him to submit, then he would push him towards death.

The Holy Emperor smiled slyly, slowly moving the blood-dripping iron needle toward Xia Jingshi’s other shoulder. With a slight tremor of his wrist, a drop of blood fell, staining Xia Jingshi’s plain robe red. “Well then, let’s play once more!”

Night had fallen deep. In the campsite surrounded by covered wagons, Yi Xiao sat hugging her knees by the bonfire, staring blankly at the dancing flames. Feng Suige walked out of the tent, gazed at her back for a moment, and sighed. He quietly approached her, “Go back to the tent and rest. Worrying won’t help; what’s happened has happened. It’s better to conserve your energy to deal with what’s to come.”

Yi Xiao turned her head at the sound of his voice and glanced at him. “So you know what I’m thinking about again?” “What?” Feng Suige asked with a sly smile, sitting down beside her. “Do you know what I’m talking about?”

Resting her head on Feng Suige’s shoulder, no longer bantering with him, Yi Xiao closed her eyes wearily. “I feel so tired. I’m worried about His Highness, Ning Fei, Wei Ran, Xue Ying, and even about you and me.” “Silly girl,” Feng Suige gently chided, “Worrying about them is one thing, but why worry about us?”

“I don’t know,” Yi Xiao said heavily. “Perhaps this incident has shaken me too much. I still don’t understand why His Highness, who has devoted his life to serving the country, is now accused of treason by His Majesty the Holy Emperor, who wants to destroy him. Is being born into the royal family such a painful thing?”

“I wish I could tell you it’s not,” Feng Suige sighed. “You might be disappointed to hear this, but I was once part of that vortex too. Fortunately, I was the one who came out on top.” His gaze lingered on the dancing flames, his face filled with hidden pain. “I haven’t told you about my Imperial Consort Mother, have I? She was one of the victims…”

“What!” Yi Xiao exclaimed, sitting up straight. “You even… to your mother?” “Stop your wild imagination!” Feng Suige almost shouted. “My Imperial Consort Mother was murdered by someone else.” Yi Xiao shrank back, pouting, “Well, you didn’t explain it clearly.”

Feng Suige gave her a sidelong glance and continued, “It was very hot that day. I was playing in the garden with Xi Yang and other princes from different palaces. A palace servant brought me an iced lily and lotus seed soup, but I was busy playing, so I told him to leave it in the nearby pavilion.”

“A while later, my Imperial Consort Mother woke up from her afternoon nap and came to the garden looking for me. Seeing that I was happily playing, she sat in the pavilion watching us. She noticed the soup and casually picked it up to drink a few sips. I remember her wiping her mouth with a silk handkerchief and telling the maid beside her that the soup was still bitter despite having so much sugar added. She said some lotus cores must not have been cleaned properly. Then she asked the maid to throw it away and have the kitchen make a new batch…” His tone revealed a bone-deep pain, and Yi Xiao couldn’t help but lean closer, wrapping her arms around his, silently conveying her comfort.

“Who would have thought that not long after, my Imperial Consort Mother would be struck with excruciating abdominal pain, collapsing on the spot? My Royal Father brought many imperial physicians to attend to her for a day and a night, but they still couldn’t change her fate,” Feng Suige suddenly threw the small pieces of twigs he had been breaking into the fire. “The problem was in that soup. The palace servant who brought the soup had already committed suicide out of fear of punishment. The soup had been thrown away long ago, and even the porcelain bowl that held it had been sent back to the kitchen and washed clean. So, in the end, the matter was left unresolved.”

“On the day of my Imperial Consort Mother’s funeral, my Royal Father summoned me to his chambers and told me that only by becoming strong could one protect those they love most,” In the firelight, Feng Suige’s eyes seemed to dance with flames. “At that time, I didn’t know what love was, but I understood one thing: if I didn’t kill others, others would kill me. My Imperial Consort Mother died in my place. If I couldn’t avenge her, I wouldn’t even deserve to be human!”

“I spent four years gathering a group of royal relatives and nobles. I made them various promises and immediate benefits. When my brothers tried to harm me again, I took the opportunity to eliminate their support. By the time everything settled down, nearly six years had passed,” Feng Suige turned to look at Yi Xiao, smiling faintly. “Of those brothers, some died, some were demoted, and the luckiest ones were exiled to remote posts. So, the one sitting in the position of Regent Prince today is me!”

Hearing this, Yi Xiao let out a long sigh and smiled bitterly, “So all royal families are the same—Actually, I’ve never told you, but the further I get from Xi Sha, the less I want to return there. But I don’t want to go to Jin Xiu either. I keep thinking how nice it would be if we could just keep traveling like this forever, with no hidden daggers or false accusations, going when we want to go, stopping to rest when we’re tired—But I know I can’t be that selfish. You have things you must do…”

“I understand all of this,” Feng Suige threw another dry branch into the fire. “As long as you give me time, any problem can be solved eventually.” “Then, what about Marquis Jian Xin’s sisters…” Yi Xiao said awkwardly, but still brought it up.

“Don’t worry too much. She already has someone she loves, so before we left, Marquis Jian Xin promised to try to delay my Royal Father and mediate,” Feng Suige said helplessly. “I don’t know how it’s going now, but you must trust me. Even if I end up marrying someone else, you will always be the one I love most.”

“The one you love most?” Hearing this, Yi Xiao let out a cold laugh and pushed him hard. “Hmm! Of course, there are also the somewhat loved ones, the barely loved ones, the not-so-loved ones, the least loved ones, and the never-loved ones, right? In the end, the entire harem will be colorful and harmonious. Is that what you want?”

“Yi Xiao, be fair,” Feng Suige caught her wildly pushing hands. “Think about it. Which emperor in history didn’t have three palaces and six courts? This is not only to raise more and better royal heirs to inherit the throne but also to prevent noble families from monopolizing power, and even to win over capable officials…”

“I didn’t realize you were so capable,” Yi Xiao angrily shook off his hands and stood up. “Why don’t you say that as long as you marry enough to fill three palaces, six courts, and seventy-two consorts, Xi Sha will have peace throughout the land and bountiful harvests—Let me tell you, all that talk of inheritance, power balance, and winning people over means nothing to me compared to a small thatched cottage, a few close neighbors, and grandchildren around my knees. All these so-called royal traditions are just excuses for you shameless men!”

Feng Suige suddenly chuckled, “Ah, I seem to smell a strong scent of jealousy.” Yi Xiao glared at him for a moment before turning to leave. Feng Suige quickly got up from the ground and chased after her. “Hey, you’re angry again. I promise, okay? As long as you don’t agree… A promise isn’t enough? Then what do you want me to do?”

Yi Xiao suddenly stopped and turned around, hands on her hips. Feng Suige nearly crashed into her, quickly jumping aside and watching her warily. Yi Xiao’s face broke into a strange smile, and she said triumphantly, “How about this: you find one, and I find one. That way, neither of us loses out. How’s that?”

“You wouldn’t dare!” Feng Suige’s roar echoed throughout the camp. “Whoever dares to touch a single hair on your head, I’ll chop them to pieces!!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 99
As dawn broke, the troop should have been ready to depart immediately, but Feng Suige was nowhere to be seen. Yixiao searched around the camp puzzled, finally discovering Feng Suige leisurely bathing in the stream.

“Hey!” Yixiao rushed forward, grabbing Feng Suige’s upper garment from the rock and throwing it at him. “What time do you think it is? Why are you still dawdling here? Don’t you know everyone’s waiting for you?”

Feng Suige fumbled to catch the falling clothes, but one corner still dipped into the water. He sighed as he wrung out the dripping corner. “Weren’t you the one who said we could rest if we didn’t want to leave?”

“You…” Yixiao was so angry she stomped her feet. “Is that all you heard? Hurry up and get dressed! We need to get moving!”

Feng Suige draped the garment over his shoulder, grinning, “What’s the rush? I thought you wanted to rest for half a day too.”

“When did I ever say I wanted to rest?” Yixiao stepped forward, yanking the clothes off his shoulder and shaking them out before holding them up. “Put these on, quickly.”

Feng Suige slowly slid his arms into the sleeves, still questioning, “You don’t want to rest? Are you sure you don’t want to rest?”

“You’re so annoying!” Yixiao forcefully pulled the garment closed around him. “What exactly are you trying to do? I don’t think you just want to rest.”

“You’re right,” Feng Suige’s face lit up with a smile. “You’re getting smarter. Want to guess what I’m up to?”

Yixiao ignored him and turned to leave. Feng Suige’s smile froze on his face as Yixiao quickly walked away. He called out reluctantly, “Don’t you want to guess?”

Yixiao spun around, hands on her hips. “You! Take your time bathing then. I’ll tell the others to rest for now!”

Xue Ying sat lazily on a soft rug spread beneath a tree. Since her fall, everyone had been treating her like fragile porcelain, not letting her do this or touch that. It made her drowsy all day long. If she didn’t find some amusement soon, she’d go mad from boredom.

She scanned the people around her, her gaze settling on Fu Yixiao crouching not far away.

Ever since announcing they would rest for half a day, Yixiao had been acting a bit neurotic. Her large eyes darted about, fixated on Feng Suige’s every move. Feng Suige, on the other hand, seemed overly lively, joking with one person and playfully punching another, yet never exchanging a word with Yixiao.

Could it be…

“Yixiao,” Xue Ying beckoned to her, “Come here, I have something to ask you.”

Yixiao came over, and Xue Ying pulled her closer. “Did you and Feng Suige fight?”

“I couldn’t be bothered to fight with him,” Yixiao denied, glancing at Feng Suige and muttering, “I just want to see what trick he’s planning!”

Xue Ying curiously tugged at her sleeve, gesturing for her to sit beside her. She whispered, “You… um, last night I heard him shouting not to let anyone touch you. Could it be that you wanted to…”

Yixiao’s eyes widened. “What are you imagining?”

Xue Ying stuck out her tongue. “Just guessing. You don’t know how loud he shouted…”

Suddenly, a sharp whistle sounded from the perimeter. Yixiao sprang up, alert. “Stay where there are lots of people. Don’t wander off,” she said as she quickly walked towards the sound.

Feng Suige was already heading out. Yixiao caught up with him in a few strides. “Which direction did the warning come from?”

Feng Suige vaguely pointed out, “That way.”

Yixiao exclaimed, “Isn’t that the way we came?”

“Yes,” Feng Suige furrowed his brow, carefully hiding the amusement in his eyes from Yixiao. “Could someone be following us?”

As he spoke, a carriage appeared around the bend, with two riders in front and four bringing up the rear. Seeing the crowd of people ahead, they didn’t slow down but instead urged their horses on, speeding towards them.

The wariness in Yixiao’s eyes gradually turned to confusion. When the carriage curtain was lifted from inside, revealing a face she knew all too well, her expression finally settled on realization. She turned to look at Feng Suige, who had already stepped back a few paces, chuckling. She gritted her teeth, “You did this on purpose!”

On the sun-drenched stone road, the cart horses finally stopped, pawing at the ground. Yixiao rushed forward ahead of everyone else, clinging to the carriage shaft with tears in her eyes. “Weiran, Weiran, Weiran, Weiran—”

Xiao Weiran smiled, stopping her attempt to climb up. “Let me come down instead.”

“We were originally following the plank road to find you, but who knew you had changed course midway. After getting the news, we backtracked for several days before finally catching up…” Xiao Weiran apologetically explained to the physician hovering around him. “There’s no need…”

“No!” Yixiao, who had been standing beside him watching the physician bustle about, rarely put on a stern face. “After all that back and forth for so many days, you must let the physician examine you properly. How can you not take care of your own body?”

Xiao Weiran shook his head with a light laugh. “You’ve even learned to lecture people now.” He glanced at Feng Suige. “She must be quite a handful.”

Feng Suige nodded with a smile. “It’s manageable.”

After exchanging a few more pleasantries, as the physician was about to leave to fetch medicine, Xiao Weiran’s smile faded. He lowered his voice and recounted the events, concluding, “I had originally planned to send Yixiao back to Lu City for reinforcements, but your whereabouts have been exposed. Given Yixiao’s current status, it’s no longer advisable for her to make any big moves. We’ll have to think of another strategy.”

Feng Suige pondered, “It’s a pity we’re already so close to the Holy City. If we had more time, we could devise a better plan to deal with this.”

Xue Ying, standing nearby, had already turned pale with anxiety. “I should have known that Feng Xiyang was a muddle-head. Not only are those lies absurd, but if she had just told His Highness earlier, there wouldn’t have been so much trouble. Are there so many good people in this world? Couldn’t she use her brain a little?!”

Feng Suige glanced at Xue Ying with slight displeasure. “Although Xiyang’s handling of this matter was less than ideal, she has never been involved in any palace intrigues since childhood. Understandably, she was momentarily deceived. There’s no need to be so harsh.”

“I’m being harsh?!” Xue Ying immediately jumped up. “She thought of Ning Fei and Yixiao in such a way, and what I’m saying is already quite lenient. I have even harsher words if you want to hear them!”

“You…” Feng Suige also rose angrily but suddenly noticed Yixiao standing nearby with an unpleasant expression. Feeling apologetic, he sat back down. “I won’t argue with you now. The urgent matter at hand is to rescue the person first. Advisor Xiao, do you have any good suggestions?”

Xiao Weiran was lost in thought for a moment before shaking his head. “With His Highness in his hands, even if we want to make a move, we have to be cautious…”

Feng Suige smiled slightly. “Concern clouds judgment. His actions are all shady and can’t bear scrutiny. So, why don’t we drag him out into the sunlight? After all, rumors always spread the fastest in this world!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 100
A piece of news spread like wildfire throughout the Holy City—General Xia Jingshi, the King of Southern Pacification, had been detained by the Holy Emperor on charges of secretly hoarding weapons and troops. The Emperor planned to use the visit of the Xi Sha delegation to accuse him of colluding with the Xi Sha people in an attempt to rebel. Teahouses and taverns were suddenly filled with whispers in various accents, all discussing this suddenly hot topic. Even storytellers in the streets began recounting historical tales of how the Western Founder Emperor established the country by executing the Prince of Qi.

Court officials, always sensitive to rumors both inside and outside the palace, heard the widespread gossip in the streets. A group of elder statesmen from the previous dynasty immediately raised questions during the court assembly. They not only demanded that the Holy Emperor release Xia Jingshi before the truth was uncovered but also volunteered to participate in the investigation of the private weapons case.

After venting his anger in the court, the Holy Emperor stormed out. His first instinct was to find Xia Jingshi and vent all his fury on him, but halfway there, he suddenly stopped and turned towards Chongning Palace, where Feng Xi Yang was confined.

After several days, Feng Xi Yang had grown noticeably pale and thin. Dressed in plain white robes without makeup, her skin seemed so transparent that even the tiny blood vessels beneath were visible.

Suddenly seeing the Holy Emperor enter, the previously dejected Feng Xi Yang sprang up and rushed to him, clutching his elaborate sleeve. “Why have you locked me up? Where is my husband?” The Holy Emperor frowned and shook her off, coldly saying, “What was originally a simple matter has now been spread into chaos by you. The whole city is in an uproar. Do you think I should continue to let you cause trouble outside?”

Xi Yang had never been rebuked like this before. She stood dumbfounded for a moment as the Holy Emperor walked past her. “I came to tell you some news—your Imperial Brother and Fu Yi Xiao have arrived together.” “Imperial Brother?” Xi Yang exclaimed joyfully, “Really? Has Imperial Brother come?”

The Holy Emperor snorted, “He didn’t come to see you. Why are you so happy?” Xi Yang, filled with joy, smiled brightly, “Of course, I understand he didn’t come specifically for me, but it’s been so long since I’ve seen Imperial Brother, I’ve missed him so much.” “Such deep sibling affection,” the Holy Emperor coldly interrupted, “Even if you’ve forgotten our agreement, you should remember who he came with.”

“Doesn’t Your Majesty think this is perfect?” Feng Xi Yang’s face flushed with excitement. “We can expose her true nature in front of everyone.” “I need evidence,” the Holy Emperor said flatly. “Without evidence, no one will believe us. Besides, how easily would they suspect Fu Yi Xiao?”

“Evidence?” Xi Yang hesitated. “Although I don’t understand much about governing, Father King once said that internal strife easily shakes the foundation of a country. Does Your Majesty want to wait until they make a move before—” “That’s not what I meant,” the Holy Emperor said impatiently. “What I need are documents, such as correspondence or lists of rebel party members.”

At this point, a barely noticeable cold smile appeared on the Holy Emperor’s lips. “I’ll handle the investigation of these matters for now—Let me ask you, do you understand what you should do when they arrive?” Feng Xi Yang instinctively shook her head. The Holy Emperor sighed slightly, “Your husband is being held in my dungeon. Naturally, you should be very anxious to rescue him. So, when your Imperial Brother arrives in Jin Xiu, you should urgently ask him to help me clear up the facts as soon as possible and restore his innocence.” The Holy Emperor paused briefly, “Only by giving Fu Yi Xiao enough time to act alone will she gradually reveal her true colors, don’t you think?”

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to keep it from Imperial Brother for long,” Xi Yang said with some concern. “I’ve never hidden anything from him.” “It won’t be for too long,” the Holy Emperor smiled, lightly touching her cheek. His cold fingers made Xi Yang involuntarily step back. “But I must warn you, don’t cause any more trouble or disrupt my plans again. I will be angry if you do. This is Jin Xiu, not Xi Sha where you can act willfully!”

Banners fluttering, the delegation from Xi Sha slowly entered the Holy City, led by Jin Xiu’s Feathered Forest Cavalry. In the procession, Xi Sha’s Imperial Guards still wore red, while Jin Xiu’s guards wore black, but the clear division of red and black seen when they left Xi Sha was no longer apparent. Even Jin Xiu’s citizens curiously gathered at the city gates, pointing and discussing this mixed red and black procession. When the first grand carriage, pulled by eight fine horses, slowly entered the city gate, a burst of cheers and applause erupted from the crowd.

“Look, it’s our Princess General, and with her is the Crown Prince of Xi Sha!” someone shouted. Someone started it, and gradually the originally chaotic voices joined together, finally merging into a thunderous chant, “Princess General… Princess General… Princess General…”

Yi Xiao sat stiffly in the half-open carriage, her fists clenched tightly on her knees, motionless. She had seen such scenes before when returning victorious with the army, but then all the praise and admiration had been directed at Xia Jingshi. She had only ridden her horse closely behind him, watching him smile and wave to the people around…

Just as she was thinking this, Feng Suige’s hand affectionately rested on her waist, startling her. She turned to meet his smiling eyes. “It seems you’re very popular in Jin Xiu. How does it feel to be the center of attention?” Yi Xiao’s tense body relaxed a bit. “It’s alright.” “Feeling a bit awkward, not knowing where to put your hands and feet, right?” Feng Suige chuckled. “Relax, there will be many more occasions like this in the future. You’ll get used to it.”

Yi Xiao nodded helplessly. When she turned her gaze back outside the carriage, a slight smile had appeared on her face. But in an instant, her smile vanished, and she stood up abruptly. Feng Suige, quick-witted, grabbed her and stood up with her, asking in a low voice, “What’s wrong?” Yi Xiao’s eyes were fixed on a certain point in the distance, answering quickly and urgently, “One of Ning Fei’s deputy generals is disguised in the crowd—he deliberately let me see him!”

“Now is not the time for recognition,” Feng Suige said with a beaming smile, waving to the crowd while speaking softly, “He will surely find a way to contact you again. Come, follow my lead, smile.”

The wheels of the carriage rolled over the stone-paved palace road. The Princess General from the common people and her husband stood hand in hand on the carriage, smiling. The citizens of Jin Xiu’s Holy City cheered jubilantly, watching their carriage slowly move towards the royal city.

The dark reddish-brown gates of the royal city loomed ahead.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 101
As the sun rose behind the mountains, morning mist swirled through the bamboo grove behind Shu Xiang Temple. The wind rustled through the bamboo, alternating between clamor and stillness, accompanying the chanting from the temple and creating an otherworldly atmosphere.

A man and a woman stood before a newly completed grave. The man, tall with broad, sturdy shoulders, was Feng Suige. He silently observed Fu Yixiao standing beside him. After a long while, he advised softly, “The mist is so heavy, your outer robe is soaked. Why don’t you go back and change clothes before returning?”

Yixiao’s eyes remained fixed on the cold, damp paper ashes in front of the tombstone. She seemed to be in a trance, showing no reaction for a long time. Feng Suige sighed inwardly and gave up trying to persuade her.

The woman before him was a mixture of ice and fire. At this moment, the usually blazing fire was deeply buried beneath layers of ice, painfully suppressing her grief and refusing to let anyone share her burden.

“My mother was originally a maid in the Fu family,” Yixiao suddenly spoke. “Even after she married my father, she never had a good day. The concubines from powerful families often bullied her, and the First Madam treated her like a servant. My father was biased and joined in scolding her.”

“Later, when I joined the army and achieved military merit, His Highness granted me an independent courtyard. I was so excited I nearly went mad. I asked His Highness for leave and rushed back to the capital, wanting to bring my mother to Lu City.” Yixiao’s lips curved in a bitter smile. “But my mother said she had been taking care of my father’s daily needs for so many years, and she worried he wouldn’t be used to it if she left.”

“She thought of herself as the one irreplaceable person in my father’s life,” Yixiao’s voice lowered as if something was caught in her throat. “But in my father’s eyes, she was far from being the only one.” As she finished speaking, tears welled up in her eyes.

Since she was old enough to understand, no matter how great the setbacks or injustices she faced, no matter how desperate the frustrations and unfairness she encountered, she always reminded herself not to cry easily. Now, at her mother’s grave, the long-suppressed pain finally broke through like a flood. She still instinctively tilted her head back, trying to prevent the tears from falling.

Feng Suige listened quietly, his eyes full of understanding.

The mist permeating the bamboo grove seemed tinged with infinite sorrow. The morning light filtered through the dense bamboo leaves, casting a golden glow on the grave. A morning breeze blew through the grove, causing the nearly burnt-out white candles in front of the grave to flicker weakly before finally extinguishing. Feng Suige took out a tinderbox from his robe and crouched down to relight the candles.

Before he could fully stand up, there was a faint sound from behind the grave—footsteps lightly treading on fallen leaves. Feng Suige growled alertly, “Who’s there?” The footsteps paused briefly before continuing, and a voice cautiously called out, “Princess…”

Yixiao suddenly raised her head, looking around. “Who is it?”

Another cool breeze blew, and the corner of a cyan robe fluttered by the side of the tomb. Feng Suige had already pounced, grabbing the newcomer’s collar and pinning him against the stone wall. He demanded fiercely, “My men are all around. How did you get in here?”

The man didn’t resist, relaxing his limbs as Feng Suige pressed him against the cold tomb wall. He spoke calmly and deliberately, “I am Xing Ye, Deputy General to General Ning. I’ve been waiting here for the Princess for a day and a night.”

Fu Yixiao had wiped away her tears and rushed over. When she saw who it was, she exclaimed, “Deputy General Xing…”

Feng Suige slowly released Xing Ye, who immediately fell to his knees with a thud. His voice was filled with anguish, yet still unable to fully express his grief and anger. “Princess, General Ning, and His Highness have been detained by them. A few days ago, news came that Emperor Sheng is preparing to execute them on charges of treason…”

Yixiao and Feng Suige exchanged a glance before stepping forward to help him up. Yixiao spoke softly, trying to comfort him, “Don’t panic yet. The situation may not be entirely hopeless. Are you alone in the city?”

Xing Ye slowly shook his head. “There were originally five of us, including me. But a few days ago, when we heard the news about His Highness, Hong-Bo wouldn’t listen to reason and insist on going to the Department of Justice to argue. He never returned. So now, there are only three of us left.”

Yixiao pondered for a moment, then looked at Feng Suige. Seeing him shake his head slightly, she turned back to Xing Ye. “Go back for now and hide well with the other two. This matter is far-reaching. Don’t act rashly. One wrong move could endanger everyone. Rest assured, I will do my best to plead for His Highness and Ning Fei before the Emperor.”

Yixiao lay by the window, her gaze following a fallen leaf blown by the wind across the ground to the wall’s edge, where it finally came to rest. Lost in thought, she didn’t notice Feng Suige enter from the outer room. He knocked gently on the door and said in a low voice, “Princess, I have important matters to report…”

Without turning her head, Yixiao interrupted him, “Tell the Prince that the Princess has gone out.”

Feng Suige was startled, nearly stumbling over the threshold. He steadied himself by grabbing the doorframe. “Then who am I speaking to now?”

Yixiao turned her head, raising an eyebrow in imitation of his usual manner. “Wasn’t it the Prince himself speaking just now?”

“All right,” Feng Suige shrugged and turned to leave, muttering loudly as he went, “It’s not really that important anyway. Just a Mr. Fu requesting an audience with the Princess. Since the Princess isn’t here, then…”

“My father?” Yixiao’s whole body trembled as she rushed after Feng Suige like a gust of wind. “Where is he?”

“Oh, has the Princess returned?” Feng Suige smiled, gently pinching her nose. “Indeed, your father has arrived. But he seems to have something difficult to say. I wanted to have someone invite him to the main hall, but he refused. So he’s still waiting at the entrance of the guesthouse. You should go see him quickly.”

Yixiao stood dumbfounded for a moment before lifting her skirt and running outside.

On the bustling palace road in front of the guesthouse, a blue silk sedan chair, symbolizing an official’s status, was parked. Fu Sijun, his hair now completely white, was pacing anxiously beside it. Yixiao, out of breath from running, caught sight of him and couldn’t help but call out, “Father!”

Fu Sijun, who had started to respond instinctively, suddenly realized his mistake. He hurriedly knelt, “Your subject, Fu Sijun, pays respects to the Princess. Long live the Princess, long live, long, long live—”

The clamor around them suddenly seemed very distant. Yixiao stared blankly at Fu Sijun’s back, lost in a daze. After an unknown length of time, a warm hand gently supported her elbow. She heard Feng Suige ask softly, “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” she heard herself answer.

“Please rise, Lord Fu,” Seeing that Yixiao was still in a daze, Feng Suige quickly stepped forward to help the now somewhat flustered Fu Sijun to his feet. “It’s noisy and crowded here. Why don’t we go inside…”

“No, no, no,” Fu Sijun took half a step back, unable to resist stealing another glance at Yixiao. Gritting his teeth, he said, “The weather in Jinxiu has been unpredictable lately. Please take good care of your health, Princess. This old servant will regularly send people to clean Madam’s grave. Please don’t worry about it, Your Highness!”

With that, he bowed deeply to Fu Yixiao and Feng Suige, then turned and climbed back into the sedan chair without looking back. Amidst the shouts of the bearers, the blue sedan chair weaved through the crowd, gradually disappearing into the distance.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 102
Yi Xiao didn’t know how she had returned to the inner court. When she fully came to her senses, only Feng Suige stood before her, his face full of concern. She looked around in confusion and asked softly, “Has he left?” “Yes,” Feng Suige nodded in response. Yi Xiao remained silent for a long time, then suddenly laughed, “Did you see? He was in such a hurry to distance himself from me.”

Feng Suige drew her into his arms, comforting her gently, “Don’t think too much about it. After all, he still cares about you, doesn’t he? Otherwise, he wouldn’t have told you to take care of yourself—Perhaps he truly has some difficulties, or maybe he knows that the Holy Emperor has sent people to secretly monitor the guest house.”

“I understand,” Yi Xiao replied woodenly. “If I were in his position, I might not sacrifice my career for an insignificant daughter either.” “Yi Xiao…” Feng Suige sighed. Yi Xiao vaguely interrupted him, “This is for the best. It removes many concerns. We didn’t plan to involve too many people anyway, did we?”

“Ah! Who are you…” A maid’s sudden cry came from outside. The door panel trembled slightly, making a creaking sound. Yi Xiao’s words stopped abruptly, her gaze sharp as she looked towards the doorway. Feng Suige released Yi Xiao and rushed over, his face ashen. But when he saw who had arrived, his expression suddenly changed to one of joy, “Xi Yang?!”

“Imperial Brother,” Feng Xi Yang only called out once before bursting into tears, throwing herself into Feng Suige’s arms and sobbing. Tears fell like broken strings of pearls, quickly soaking Feng Suige’s front. Filled with distress, Feng Suige asked her repeatedly, “Why have you become so thin? Are you ill, or has someone bullied you…”

Suddenly, Feng Suige realized that Fu Yi Xiao, who had followed him out of the room and stopped not far away, had disappeared without a trace. He looked around but couldn’t see her. However, Xi Yang in his arms was still crying uncontrollably. Despite his anxiety, he had to set it aside for the moment. Gently patting Xi Yang’s shoulders, he coaxed softly, “Don’t cry. Come, tell Imperial Brother what happened. I’ll make it right for you.”

“…Everything was fine before, but a few days ago, the Holy Emperor received a secret report from someone accusing my husband of privately manufacturing military equipment. He imprisoned my husband in the Imperial Prison,” Xi Yang sobbed, taking the handkerchief Feng Suige offered and wiping her face. “I’ve heard that if we can’t find evidence to prove my husband’s innocence, the charge of treason will be confirmed—Imperial Brother, my husband is truly being framed. Please help him!” At this, she began to cry again.

Feng Suige listened quietly, his mind turning over countless thoughts. Seeing her emaciated and timid appearance, he finally couldn’t bear it and tentatively asked, “Xi Yang, is there anything else you haven’t told Imperial Brother?” Feng Xi Yang trembled, instinctively straightening her back and clutching the handkerchief tightly. “Why does Imperial Brother ask this?”

“I’m just asking,” Feng Suige sighed. “Xi Yang, your nature is pure and kind, which is a good thing, but sometimes you need to be more cautious. Don’t let yourself be used by those with ulterior motives.” Feng Xi Yang seemed to want to speak but hesitated. After a while, she asked hesitantly, “Imperial Brother, do you care about Fu Yi Xiao?”

Feng Suige nodded, “She’s the first woman who made me want to approach and cherish…” “Do you love her?” Feng Xi Yang felt the question was difficult to ask. “Yes,” Feng Suige answered without hesitation. Feng Xi Yang asked again, “How much do you love her?” Feng Suige was surprised by her question but still thought seriously for a moment before slowly answering, “I don’t need her to promise me anything, and she doesn’t need to do anything for me—as long as she’s by my side, that’s enough.”

Feng Xi Yang was momentarily lost in thought. For an instant, it seemed as if the Feng Suige before her had become another version of herself, speaking candidly to her. She couldn’t help but continue to ask, “Then if she’s only using you now, and her heart truly belongs to someone else, Imperial Brother, would you still treat her the same way?” Feng Suige didn’t hesitate, answering decisively, “Yes, and I believe she’s not that kind of person.”

In the silence, Feng Suige thought he heard the faint sound of tears falling on silk. Feng Xi Yang sat with her head lowered for a while, then stood up shakily. “Imperial Brother, I’ll go back now.” Feng Suige stood her at the door, unable to resist advising her once more, “Xi Yang, if there’s anything you can’t figure out, come to me. No matter how difficult it is, Imperial Brother will bear it for you. Don’t try to endure it alone.”

Feng Xi Yang didn’t answer but quickened her pace and left.

“Finished talking so quickly?” Yi Xiao stood on the swing in the courtyard, swaying back and forth leisurely. She turned her head to look at Feng Suige as he approached quietly. “I thought you would ask her to stay for a meal.” Feng Suige’s lips pressed into a line as he stepped forward to push the swing for her, saying softly, “She’s suffering inside, but for some reason, she won’t reveal anything.”

“What I don’t understand is why she would believe the Holy Emperor’s lies,” Yi Xiao’s smile concealed anger. “I also don’t understand why she would sneak in without announcement and hide by the door to eavesdrop on our conversation instead of entering openly. What I understand even less is why you knew she was eavesdropping but showed no intention of confronting her—Feng Suige, we don’t have much time. We can’t afford your wavering and indecision. If you’ve changed your mind, remember to tell me as soon as possible…”

“Can’t you be a little fair?” Feng Suige’s hand stopped, suppressing a low shout. “The one you want to save is your close friend, but she is my closest kin!” Yi Xiao nimbly jumped off the swing, looking at him with a cold smile. “Don’t talk to me about fairness. If there were truly fairness to speak of, whether commoner or king, anyone who does wrong should be punished for their actions, regardless of their special status!”

Feng Suige was speechless.

Indeed, in this chaotic world, how many people or things could truly be called fair?

He couldn’t even achieve it himself, so how could he demand it from others?

Seeing his silence, Yi Xiao’s emotional state gradually calmed. After a long while, she said flatly, “People say, ‘When the heart is Buddha, the world is Buddha,’ but she only has herself in her heart—I can forgive her ignorance, but I cannot forgive her inability to distinguish right from wrong!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 103
The night was chaotic and filled with an unsettling atmosphere.

“Truly a lovely, beautiful airhead,” Emperor Sheng said coldly after listening to his subordinate’s description. He casually opened a thin sheet of paper, scanning the densely written characters. The icy expression on his face slowly melted like snow, replaced by an eerie smile. “Prepare the carriage. We’re going to Chongning Palace.”

Feng Xiyang, hearing the announcement, had already been waiting outside the palace. Seeing Emperor Sheng enter with light steps, her heart skipped a beat, and she blurted out, “Has Your Majesty received some good news?”

After dismissing the attendants, Emperor Sheng pulled out a scroll from his sleeve and handed it to Feng Xiyang. “Everything is now in place. We’re just waiting for the right moment.” Feng Xiyang took it and quickly scanned its contents, exclaiming joyfully, “The list of rebels! Your Majesty, can we finally close the net?”

“Don’t be so hasty,” Emperor Sheng said leisurely. “Didn’t I say we’re still waiting for the right moment?” Feng Xiyang clasped the paper in her hands, her eyes gleaming brightly. “Your Majesty means…”

Emperor Sheng smiled and took a few paces. “What I want is an isolated Fu Yixiao. Tomorrow, it will depend on you!”

The argument from the previous day had ended with Feng Suige conceding. Since then, he had been mediating between the Jinxiu officials presiding over the private armament case. With Xiao Weiran’s situation unclear, he needed to do his utmost to delay these officials and even Emperor Sheng.

After completely disrupting Emperor Sheng’s plans, everyone had to start anew. At this point, besides human effort, what they needed to strive for was time. If they could uncover doubts in the private armament incident, that would be ideal. If not, they could only observe quietly and try to protect everyone as much as possible.

Feng Suige understood the undercurrents between Yixiao and Xiyang, but one was his beloved, and the other his closest kin. No matter which side he leaned towards, he would inevitably fall into a trap. Yet he couldn’t reveal all the inside information to Xiyang…

He couldn’t gamble everyone’s safety on Xiyang’s sudden enlightenment, but he also couldn’t watch Xiyang drift further and further down this path of no return.

“Hey,” Yixiao appeared at the door of the flower hall, her expression unpleasant as she called out to him. “She’s looking for you, in the front.” Feng Suige pulled back his wandering thoughts and called out to Yixiao, who was about to leave. “Why don’t you come with me?”

“No,” Yixiao refused outright, though her expression improved slightly. “You siblings must have private matters to discuss. There’s no need for an outsider like me to interfere.”

“Silly,” Feng Suige casually picked up a paperweight to hold down the documents he had been reading, then walked over and took Yixiao’s hand. “How did you become an outsider again? Come on, try talking to her alone. Who knows, things might take a turn for the better?” Yixiao thought for a while before reluctantly nodding.

So, the two made their way to the front courtyard, awkwardly pulling and pushing each other along. Feng Xiyang, seeing their intimacy, felt displeased. She stepped forward and gave Feng Suige a perfunctory bow. “It seems I’ve come at an inconvenient time. I’ll come back later.” Despite her words, she showed no intention of leaving, her eyes fixed on Fu Yixiao.

Yixiao scoffed, “That’s fine. The doors of this guesthouse are always open.” Feng Xiyang was momentarily at a loss for words. Embarrassed and angry, she stamped her foot. “You’re trying to drive me away, but I won’t leave!”

“Tch,” Yixiao laughed instead of getting angry, leaning into Feng Suige’s embrace. “I was talking about welcoming guests. How did you turn that into refusing guests?”

“You two…” Before Feng Xiyang could speak again, Feng Suige intervened helplessly. “Stop arguing… Yixiao, keep Xiyang company in the hall for a while. I’ll be right back.” With that, he pushed Yixiao towards Xiyang and turned to leave.

“Where are you going?” Xiyang and Yixiao asked in unison. Feng Suige waved his hand without turning back. “Those documents I was looking at earlier, I need to find a place to put them away.”

In the flower hall, the two women sat in opposite corners, each lost in their thoughts.

After sitting down, Yixiao felt calmer. Based on her understanding of Xia Jingshi and his soldiers, along with Xue Ying’s account, she had some idea of Feng Xiyang’s situation in Jinxiu. This somewhat lessened her dislike for Feng Xiyang, replaced more by sympathy. She picked up a porcelain cup, skimmed off the foam with the lid, took a sip, and smiled. “I always feel the tea in Jinxiu is more fragrant. I suppose Xiyang might find the water in Su Sha sweeter.”

“Yes…” Xiyang responded instinctively, then immediately caught herself. She composed herself and replied coolly, “There’s an old saying: ‘A married woman follows her husband.’ Since you’ve entered the imperial family and become my royal brother’s consort, you should behave yourself and not keep thinking about Jinxiu…”

Hearing the contempt in her voice, Yixiao felt annoyed but maintained her smile, saying leisurely, “Although I’ve entered the imperial family, my humble origins make it difficult for me to speak such lofty words. However, I’ve always admired Princess Xiyang’s conduct—marrying well and following even better!”

“Fu Yixiao,” Feng Xiyang’s expression changed almost instantly as she stood up abruptly. “Don’t push your luck!”

“I’m pushing my luck?” Yixiao finally dropped her smile. “Let me give you a warning: stop this foolishness. Otherwise, in the end, even Feng Suige won’t be able to save you!”

Their gazes met, almost sparking a fire.

From a distance came the sound of servants greeting Feng Suige. Feng Xiyang glared at Fu Yixiao hatefully, gritting her teeth. “If you don’t want others to know, then don’t do it. Don’t be so smug. You won’t have a good ending.”

Yixiao laughed derisively. “Fine, let’s see who doesn’t have a good ending.”
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As Feng Suige’s voice drew nearer, Feng Xiyang, trembling with anger, suddenly curved her lips into a strange smile. She said softly, “You’re so fearless because you have the Imperial Brother backing you up, aren’t you?” Before Yi Xiao could grasp the meaning of her words, Xiyang lifted her skirt and swept out like a gust of wind.

At the doorway, Feng Suige nearly collided with Xiyang as she rushed out like a headless fly. He let out a short “Ah!” and instinctively stepped aside. In that moment of surprise, Feng Xiyang had already run far, and Yi Xiao also walked out with a puzzled expression. As they looked at each other, they both began to speak, “She…” Almost simultaneously, accompanied by the servants’ cries of alarm, a loud splash of something heavy falling into the water came from the front courtyard.

“Princess Consort!!!”

“Princess Xiyang…”

“Someone… the Princess Consort has thrown herself into the water…”

“Xiyang!?” Feng Suige’s face turned pale, and he instinctively roared at Yi Xiao, “What did you do?!”

In an instant, Yi Xiao understood the deeper meaning behind Feng Xiyang’s smile.

As night fell, the guest house was still bustling with activity. Maids and eunuchs rushed about like weaving shuttles, carrying basins of hot water into the bedchamber one after another. Several physicians were murmuring in low voices in the outer room.

Feng Suige’s shouts reverberated through the rear hall, “Doesn’t Jinxiu have a single trustworthy physician?” The chastised eunuch replied meekly, “Upon hearing of the Princess Consort’s fall into the water, His Majesty the Holy Emperor has already sent the best imperial physicians from the inner court…” “Then why is she still unconscious?!” Feng Suige paced anxiously in the room for a few steps. “What about the civilian sector? Send someone to the largest medical hall in the Holy City immediately and invite their best doctors.” The eunuch complied and hurriedly withdrew.

Feng Suige frustratedly punched the curio shelf and quickly walked into the room where many physicians were gathered. Suppressing his temper, he asked, “Is there anything lacking in terms of medicinal ingredients?” The physicians looked at each other and finally shook their heads. After a moment of silence, one of the older physicians stepped forward half a step and hesitantly reported in a low voice, “Prince Feng… the Princess Consort of Zhennan merely suffered from cold qi invading her internal organs after falling into the water, causing an imbalance in her five viscera…”

“Enough,” Feng Suige waved his hand impatiently. “Don’t give me flowery language, speak plainly.” The physician responded nervously, then after some consideration, slowly said, “Earlier, we inquired with the Princess Consort’s attending maid. She said the Princess Consort had been slightly unwell before coming to the Holy City, and her rest and diet were irregular. So, the high fever and unconsciousness are normal. Therefore, please don’t worry, Prince Feng. As long as the fever subsides within three days, the Princess Consort will be fine.”

Hearing this, Feng Suige felt slightly relieved, but then furrowed his brow again, holding back unspoken words. He nodded to the group of anxious-looking physicians, then turned to see Fu Yi Xiao standing in the corridor. She was half-hidden in the darkness like a night-blooming cereus silently blooming in the lifeless night.

“Do you hate her that much?” Feng Suige’s voice was weary. “I’ve done so much, can’t you treat her a little better for my sake?” “Didn’t you ask me what I did?” Yi Xiao turned her face away, her expression unseen, but her voice calm. “If I tell you I did nothing, that she suddenly ran out on her own, would you believe me?”

Feng Suige was stunned. He never expected such an answer.

If what Yi Xiao said was true, then Xiyang…

If…

Suppressing the sudden turmoil in his heart, Feng Suige said decisively, “Alright, now is not the time to discuss this. I…” “You don’t believe me,” Yi Xiao’s nails dug deep into her palm as she tried to state this painful fact in a calm tone. “You’d rather believe that I said or did something to make her feel so ashamed she wanted to die than believe she’s putting on an act.”

“No, it’s not like that. I’m just more concerned about Xiyang’s condition,” Feng Suige’s voice sounded a bit muffled. He took a few steps closer and embraced Yi Xiao. “Can we discuss this issue after she recovers?” Yi Xiao smiled faintly, imperceptibly pulling away his hands and taking a step back. “You want to confront us, is that it?”

Feng Suige hurriedly grabbed her, “I didn’t mean anything else.” “I didn’t mean anything else either,” Yi Xiao broke free, her flowing robes tracing a cold, yet passionate arc in the night. “I’m tired and need to rest. The Prince may do as he pleases!”

Feng Suige watched Yi Xiao’s figure gradually disappear into the darkness and frustratedly punched the corridor pillar. Yi Xiao heard the dull thud, but she didn’t look back.

Without trust, without dependence, without hope, there’s no need to be disappointed, right?

But why hadn’t she realized this all along?

“Princess,” someone called out clearly from the side. “Please wait.” Yi Xiao stopped in her tracks and looked towards the voice. By the light of the corridor lamps, she vaguely saw a maid standing not far away, her eyes downcast, but with an inexplicable smile on her lips.

“What is it?” Yi Xiao asked briefly. “This servant has come to deliver a message,” the maid curtsied slightly. “Please don’t alarm others, Princess. Follow this servant quietly to a place where you will meet the person you most want to see.” Yi Xiao’s heart skipped a beat. “Who am I going to see? And who sent you?” The maid chuckled softly, “Who sent me is not important. What’s important is whether the Princess wants to see him—there’s only one chance, Princess. You’d better think carefully before answering.”

Yi Xiao pondered for a moment. “How do I know you’re not deceiving me?” The maid replied nonchalantly, “For his sake, what’s wrong with taking a risk? Has Fu Yi Xiao who once put him first in everything become a timid coward after enjoying enough wealth and glory?”

How could this lowly maid with such a humble expression say such cutting words?

Yi Xiao stared at her intently, her eyes gleaming like a beast’s in the night until the maid’s originally smug expression turned to fear and her slender body trembled uncontrollably. Only then did Yi Xiao slowly open her mouth, “Lead the way!”

Everything in darkness is unknown, containing all possibilities and impossibilities, filled with mysterious scents. Night is the origin point of all creatures. At night’s boundary, all norms of light are obscured by chaotic darkness, forming another state that encompasses all truths and the inner nature of certain things, which cannot be ignored.

Stepping down from the tightly sealed black carriage, Yi Xiao looked up at the golden-glazed tile roof of the building before her. No doubt, it must be him.

A eunuch respectfully ushered her into a magnificent yet exquisite room and gently closed the door. Yi Xiao strolled to one end of the room and casually plucked at a gold-inlaid six-stringed zither made of carved purple sandalwood on the table, softly praising, “A fine zither.”

“If you like it, I shall bestow it upon you,” the Holy Emperor smiled as he emerged from the inner room, approaching step by step. “Fu Yi Xiao, after years apart, you’re still the same. At the mere mention of Xia Jingshi’s name, you disregard everything else!”

Yi Xiao didn’t look up, her fingertips gliding over the zither strings. “It’s a pity it’s too ornate, losing the elegance a good zither should have,” she said, finally turning to bow gracefully to the Holy Emperor. “Your subject, Fu Yi Xiao, pays respects to Your Majesty the Holy Emperor. Long live the Emperor, long live!”
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Emperor Shengdi casually waved his hand, saying, “Rise.” He then summoned the palace attendant waiting outside, “Go find out who presented that zither to me. Forty lashes for them.” The attendant acknowledged and swiftly retreated.

Seeing Yi Xiao’s stunned expression, Emperor Shengdi smiled and gestured for her to sit down. “I heard earlier today that you angered the Princess Consort of Zhennan to the point of drowning herself. The grudge between you two must have a long history…”

Yi Xiao gathered herself and spoke directly, “Forgive my bluntness, Your Majesty. Didn’t you summon me to discuss the matter of His Highness the Prince of Zhennan?”

“You’re always so impatient,” Emperor Shengdi said leisurely as he stood up. “Very well, you two should meet sooner or later anyway.”

After the announcement, the jailer quickly rushed out, “Greetings, Your Majesty…” Emperor Shengdi didn’t respond. Using the dim light from the oil lamp along the corridor, he watched Yi Xiao’s suddenly frozen face with great interest. “What’s wrong? Don’t you want to see him anymore?”

Yi Xiao stood stiffly. Her natural night vision allowed her to easily see Xia Jingshi sitting against the wall behind two iron bars at the end of the corridor. His white clothes were stained with what could be either dirt or blood. His black hair, always meticulously tied up in her memory, now hung in loose strands, half-covering his gaunt face and those eyes… He was awake!

When Yi Xiao didn’t answer, Emperor Shengdi curiously stepped closer to see her expression. Almost simultaneously, Xia Jingshi’s low voice came from the end of the corridor, “You’ve come.” The emperor’s attention was immediately drawn to him. Before he could respond, Yi Xiao had already started running forward, “Your Highness…”

In an instant, only the pattering sound of Yi Xiao’s footsteps echoed through the dark dungeon.

“Yi Xiao?” An uncertain voice escaped from Xia Jingshi’s cracked lips. The next moment, he struggled to get up and stumbled to the iron bars. The chains clashed against the bars, making a clanging sound. “Yi Xiao, is that you?”

“Your Highness!” Yi Xiao threw herself against the chained iron door, shaking it with all her might. “Your Highness, how are you…”

“How did you end up here? What about Weiran? Weiran, he…” Xia Jingshi glared fiercely at the emperor standing not far away. “You despicable scoundrel! Is this the only kind of filthy, lowly thing you can do?”

“Tsk, a reunion of old lovers, and instead of exchanging sweet nothings, you turn your anger on me,” Emperor Shengdi stood at a distance, chuckling softly. “Fu Yi Xiao, do you want to go in?”

“Open the door!” Yi Xiao shouted.

“Get out!” Xia Jingshi roared. “What are you doing here!”

Emperor Shengdi gestured to the jailer standing behind him with his hands down. The jailer hurriedly stepped forward to open the first door. As Yi Xiao was about to follow him to the second door, there was a loud “clang” as Xia Jingshi’s shackled hand grabbed the iron bars. “Fu Yi Xiao, this is between him and me. Who asked you to meddle!”

The jailer stood awkwardly holding the keys, looking from Xia Jingshi to Yi Xiao, then to Emperor Shengdi. The emperor stood with his hands behind his back, staring intently at Yi Xiao.

“Open the door,” Yi Xiao said, enunciating each word.

“No,” Xia Jingshi barked. The usually calm and unblemished eyes now danced with star-like flames. Looking deeply at Yi Xiao, his voice gradually lowered, “Please, I’m begging you… Go back, return to his side…”

Suddenly, crisp applause came from behind. Emperor Shengdi approached the cell, clapping his hands one by one, his features twisted with rage. “Xia Jingshi, this is the first time in your life you’ve begged someone, and it’s a woman… Don’t you… don’t you feel humiliated?! What do you think you’re doing? Are you planning to use your pride or your life to repay her debt to me?!”

“Yes,” Xia Jingshi answered frankly and briefly.

“You… Fine, I want to see if this woman you’re willing to protect with your life will make the same choice when faced with the same problem,” Emperor Shengdi said angrily. He turned and summoned a jailer standing nearby, “Soak a torture whip!”

After a long silence, Xia Jingshi spoke, “What do you want?”

“It’s simple,” Emperor Shengdi said coldly with a slight curl of his lips. “Fu Yi Xiao, at most only one of you can come out alive. Either you whip him to death, or he whips you to death. If you can’t bear it, then you both die in there. Fu Yi Xiao, you better think it through.”

“Let me in,” Yi Xiao said calmly once again.

“Yi Xiao!” Xia Jingshi shouted, both angry and anxious. “Have you gone mad? I don’t need your help. Leave!”

“Even if you don’t want my help, I won’t leave you behind,” Yi Xiao’s eyes shone brightly. “I’m not leaving!”

The iron door quickly closed behind Yi Xiao and was locked. A soaked torture whip was thrown in from outside, landing with a thud on the dusty ground. Emperor Shengdi sat down on a large chair brought by the jailer and said with a sneering smile, “I’ll give you the time it takes for an incense stick to burn to say your intimate words before making a decision.”

Xia Jingshi’s earlier struggle had reopened all his wounds. The skin stuck to the inside of the iron shackles had also been torn open. Fresh blood flowed down his arms, falling to the ground and forming a clear spring. Now, he leaned weakly against the iron bars, quietly gazing at Fu Yi Xiao, who had crouched down in front of him.

He had never imagined he would see her here. Although he no longer feared death, when he thought about never seeing her again, there was still a sadness in his heart.

“Does he treat you well?” he finally spoke, but these were his words. “Very well,” Yi Xiao nodded without hesitation. “Your Highness, can you still walk…”

Xia Jingshi smiled, “Then I can rest easy. Go, pick up that whip.”

Yi Xiao hesitated for a moment, then went forward to pick up the torture whip before returning to Xia Jingshi’s side.

“You’re a princess of the imperial lineage, and the wife of Susha’s prince. He won’t make things difficult for you,” Xia Jingshi glanced at Emperor Shengdi outside the cell, who was listening intently to their conversation with his fist propping up his chin. He said calmly, “The only people I’m worried about are the others.”

“Your Highness…” Yi Xiao exclaimed softly. Xia Jingshi continued as if he hadn’t heard, “After I die, he’ll have no reason to target others. The future matters, I’ll leave them to you…”

“Xia Jingshi!” Emperor Shengdi stood up abruptly, shouting angrily, “Do you think everything will be solved just by your death?”

“Isn’t it my life you’ve always wanted? I’ll give it to you,” Xia Jingshi said without turning back, speaking gently to Yi Xiao, “Don’t hold back. The lighter you hit, the longer it will take, and the more pain I’ll suffer. Promise me, from now on, whether you remember me or forget me, you must live happily.”

Yi Xiao was bewildered for only a moment. When her eyes met Xia Jingshi’s burning gaze, she saw only determination and confidence in his eyes, not a death wish!

Even though he was imprisoned, even though his enemy could turn the tables, he was still Xia Jingshi. He wouldn’t die, nor would he let her die!

Just like before!!

“I promise,” Yi Xiao stood up, her voice clear and strong. “Your Highness, I’m sorry.”

“Silly girl,” Xia Jingshi smiled slightly, leaning back against the iron bars with his limbs spread.

Fu Yi Xiao took a deep breath. The torture whip in her hand traced a perfect arc in the air, breaking through with a whistling sound, and landed heavily on Xia Jingshi’s body. The whip tore through his already tattered clothes, leaving a deep mark from his right shoulder to his left waist.

Xia Jingshi’s face still wore a smile, but his fingers dug deeply into the ground, leaving several bloody marks.

“Are you mad? Stop!” Emperor Shengdi rushed to the bars, ordering loudly. Yi Xiao’s eyes flashed, but she ignored him and swung the second lash. The whip marks overlapped, immediately drawing blood.

“Hurry and open the door,” Emperor Shengdi shouted angrily. The jailer fumbled with the keys and opened the iron bars. Emperor Shengdi rushed into the cell, about to snatch the whip from Yi Xiao’s hand.

In a flash, Xia Jingshi shouted, “Now!” At the same time, Yi Xiao’s body twisted. Amidst the shocked cries of the onlookers, the torture whip contracted and sprang like a venomous snake in the air, coiling around Emperor Shengdi’s neck.
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“Where has the Junior Consort gone?” Feng Suige rushed to the front gate and immediately questioned the Shusha Guard Captain on duty. A quarter of an hour ago, he had left the room where Xiyang was resting, intending to return to his chambers for rest. But upon opening the door, he found only a cold bed and dying candles—Yi Xiao was not in the room, and even the maids couldn’t say where she had gone.

“Ah… Prince,” the Guard Captain hurriedly bowed. “Earlier, the Junior Consort said she had urgent business. She took only one maid from Jinxiu and left in a large carriage towards the inner city. Before leaving, she instructed that if she hadn’t returned by the Hour of the Ox, I should go to the inner residence to find the Prince…” Feng Suige had an ominous feeling and urgently asked, “Did she leave any message? Speak quickly!”

“Yes! The Junior Consort said that if she hadn’t returned by that time, I should inform the Prince not to act rashly no matter what rumors he might hear. He should delay and postpone as much as possible, and must wait for Colonel Xiao to arrive at all costs,” the Guard Captain looked around vigilantly and lowered his voice. “But if there’s no news, he should find an excuse to leave Jinxiu immediately after daybreak, without concern for her.”

“What does she mean by ‘without concern’?” Feng Suige clenched his fists and cursed under his breath. “What is that foolish woman thinking?” He looked up at the moon just beginning to tilt westward and ordered grimly, “Pass down the order: report any developments immediately, without fail!”

Despite the sudden turn of events, the Holy Emperor didn’t panic. After failing to break free on the first attempt, he took advantage of the moment when Fu Yi Xiao tightened the whip to subdue him. He reversed his outward struggling force and lunged forward with all his might. Yi Xiao caught off guard, was knocked to the ground by him, nearly losing her grip on the whip. As Xia Jingshi pounced forward to join the fray, the prison door clanged loudly, and the jailers who were a step too late rushed in.

“Anyone who comes a step closer, I’ll gouge out his eyes,” Xia Jingshi, entangled with Fu Yi Xiao and the Holy Emperor, growled breathlessly. Though in an awkward position, he not only pinned down the Emperor’s still-struggling limbs but also accurately placed his fingers on the Emperor’s eye sockets. The warden and several jailers froze in place.

“Xia Jingshi, I will have you torn to pieces,” the Holy Emperor, his forehead veins bulging from Yi Xiao’s chokehold, had no room to move under the joint restraint of Yi Xiao and Xia Jingshi. With his eyes painfully poked by Xia Jingshi, he tried to struggle a few more times before finally relaxing his efforts. He managed to squeeze out a few words through gritted teeth, “I will make you taste what it’s like to wish for death…”

“Stop!” Xia Jingshi shouted at a jailer who was about to run outside upon seeing the situation deteriorate. “Take another step forward and see what happens.” The man immediately stopped, frozen like a clay statue.

Xia Jingshi coldly surveyed the few people crowded in the narrow prison cell, quickly calculating in his mind. With just him and Yi Xiao, it was impossible to break out of this forbidden palace, especially with his severe injuries. Fresh and old wounds on his body were constantly oozing blood, and his physical strength wouldn’t allow him to drag this out much longer.

“Throw your sword in here,” he commanded the warden. The warden hesitated briefly, but Xia Jingshi had already made a motion to press down on the Emperor’s eye socket. The Emperor groaned in pain, startling the jailers into fearful exclamations. The warden hastily unfastened his sword and threw it in with a clang. “Back out,” Xia Jingshi said curtly.

Yi Xiao was both tense and exerting herself, her palms completely sweaty. Seeing the sword thrown in, she instinctively transferred the whip from her right hand to her left, preparing to pick up the sword. At that moment when her grip loosened slightly, the Holy Emperor summoned all his strength, enduring the choking sensation of the whip digging into his neck, and flipped Xia Jingshi over, reaching for the nearby sword.

In a flash, the Emperor’s hand had already touched the scabbard.

Yi Xiao, with unexpected quickness, lunged forward with the momentum from the Emperor’s movement and grabbed the sword hilt first.

With a “clang,” the cold gleam of the blade reflected on the Emperor’s pale face. Yi Xiao steadily pointed the sword tip at his throat, grimacing. “Your Majesty’s martial skills are quite impressive.” The Emperor snorted but dared not move rashly. “Fu Yi Xiao, do you understand the gravity of the crime of holding the Emperor hostage?”

“Of course I do,” Yi Xiao smiled in response, but her hand didn’t loosen at all. “But I’m also forced by circumstances, aren’t I, Your Majesty?” “What about Feng Suige? Don’t forget your current identity. If because of you, Shusha gets involved…” Before the Emperor could finish, he was forced to take a step back by Yi Xiao’s slightly advancing sword tip. “Identity?” Yi Xiao stepped closer. “Moreover, at this moment, shouldn’t Your Majesty be more concerned about yourself?”

Xia Jingshi, who had rested for a few breaths nearby, stood up again and commanded in a low voice, “Warden, lock all the others in the empty cells and give the keys to me.” The warden hesitated and stammered, “Your Highness… in my humble opinion, no matter how great the injustice, you shouldn’t escalate the situation… uh… His Majesty is merciful and surely won’t mind…”

“Do as I say,” Xia Jingshi interrupted him. “This matter has nothing to do with you. If you don’t want to be implicated, stay here quietly. Someone will come to release you at daybreak.” He turned to glance at the Holy Emperor. “Your Majesty is merciful and surely won’t mind this small arrangement of mine?”

The Emperor coldly looked at him. “You won’t escape—if you kneel and admit your fault now, I can spare your life.” Xia Jingshi smiled slightly, “I appreciate Your Majesty’s kindness, but I must decline.”

Though winter had not yet arrived, two braziers of charcoal were already lit by the bed. Even the maid quietly serving nearby was sweating profusely, but Feng Xiyang, tightly wrapped on the bed, showed no sign of perspiration. Her thick, black eyelashes contrasted with her face, as red as the evening glow. In the flickering lamplight, it seemed as if her soul might leave her body with the shifting shadows.

The room was unbearably stuffy, and Feng Suige in the outer room felt even more anxious. Xiyang was still unconscious, and Yi Xiao’s fate was unknown. But what if Xiyang woke up? Emotionally, he hoped Xiyang hadn’t deceived him; rationally, he was more inclined to believe Yi Xiao’s frankness. And what would happen when Yi Xiao returned? Everything that might happen in the future could take an unexpected turn at any moment, and his intense worry was driving him nearly mad.

Suddenly, the sound of hurried footsteps came from the corridor. Feng Suige darted to the door and yanked it open forcefully. “Any news?” The Guard Captain rushed forward and reported with a grave expression, “Prince, the Holy Emperor has arrived.” “Why has he come…” Feng Suige narrowed his eyes sharply. “How many people did he bring?” The Guard Captain hesitantly replied, “It seems… only one carriage and a driver.”

Feng Suige was stunned. “Are you sure it’s the Emperor himself?” The Guard Captain shook his head. “I can’t be certain, but when we went to inquire, they handed down an imperial gold token from the carriage. I’ve examined it, and there’s no mistake.” “I’ll go see,” Feng Suige responded briefly.

The sound of hurried footsteps echoed in the corridor. As the lights at the main gate of the guest house grew closer, Feng Suige’s heart began to race. The moment he stepped over the threshold, his heart leaped to his throat—in the bright lamplight, the face revealed behind the half-lifted curtain of the carriage was none other than the Holy Emperor.

“Your Majesty is in a poetic mood, emulating the ancients with a night tour by candlelight?” Feng Suige said lightly, seemingly casually glancing around.

Empty.

“Prince Feng,” the carriage driver called out timidly, breaking through his confusion. “His Majesty wishes to speak with the Prince alone.”
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As Feng Suige stepped onto the carriage, the evening breeze brought a faint scent of incense mixed with the smell of blood through the swaying curtains. His heart tightened, and he forcefully pushed aside the curtains. Before he could see inside, Yi Xiao’s familiar voice came from within, “Quick, come in!”

Feng Suige instinctively let go, and the heavy curtains fell behind him. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light inside, he suddenly exclaimed, “Xia Jingshi!” Xia Jingshi, dressed in Emperor Shengdi’s attire, was leaning wearily against the carriage wall, nodding in greeting.

Yi Xiao, having completely forgotten about their earlier quarrel, sprang forward and wrapped her arms around Feng Suige’s, chuckling, “Look, doesn’t His Highness look just like the emperor? Even the imperial guards didn’t recognize him. We’ll go rescue the others soon. With the emperor’s token in hand, we can leave here at dawn…”

Seeing her covered in blood, Feng Suige didn’t bother listening to her chatter. He quickly pulled her close to examine her carefully, “Why are you covered in blood? Are you hurt?”

“I’m not hurt at all,” Yi Xiao tugged at her clothes, “It’s all His Highness’s blood.”

Slightly relieved, Feng Suige asked, “How did you two escape?”

Yi Xiao pointed to the shadows in the carriage, “We took the emperor hostage, knocked him out, and tied him up as soon as we got in the carriage. He hasn’t moved at all this entire time… You weren’t here earlier, you don’t know how dangerous it was…”

“There’s no rush to explain everything now,” Feng Suige interrupted her, taking off his outer robe and draping it over Yi Xiao’s shoulders. “We don’t have much time. Go inside and change into something easier to move in, and find some medicine to stop the Prince of Zhennan’s bleeding. Be quiet, don’t alert anyone.”

Yi Xiao agreed and quickly jumped off the carriage, running into the residence.

Inside the carriage, only Feng Suige and Xia Jingshi remained.

“I didn’t expect you to come,” Xia Jingshi broke the silence first. “You’ve taken good care of her. She’s much more composed than before.”

Feng Suige smiled slightly, “People always grow up. Can you hold on?”

“Of course,” Xia Jingshi exhaled. “Thank you both.”

“If you want to thank someone, thank her. I’m doing this for my reasons,” Feng Suige’s lips twitched. “Tell me about your escape. Then we’ll discuss how to get everyone safely out of the imperial city!”

In the western part of the imperial city, a heavily fortified stone prison was the place where important prisoners had been detained for generations. The entire prison was deeply embedded in the mountain, with a rushing river in front, connected only by an iron chain bridge.

In the night, a group of soldiers dressed as imperial guards escorted a carriage slowly approaching.

“Halt! Who goes there?” With a shout, a heavily armored guard strode forward to inspect. The carriage driver hurriedly pulled the reins tight, and the stallions impatiently stamped their hooves, snorting loudly.

“How dare you!” A sharp rebuke came from the carriage. Yi Xiao raised the side curtain, “This princess is here on Emperor Shengdi’s orders to interrogate important prisoners. I have the emperor’s token as proof. Who dares to stop us?” As she spoke, a gleaming imperial gold token dangled from her hand resting on the window frame, clanking against the carriage.

“Ah! It’s Princess Xingping!” The guard hurriedly knelt. “This servant didn’t know the princess was here in person. I’ve offended the princess, please forgive me.”

“Never mind,” Yi Xiao coldly pulled back the token. “His Majesty wants to personally interrogate all the prisoners in the private weapons case. Hurry and bring them out!” The guard repeatedly agreed and began to retreat.

“Wait!” A simply dressed military officer approached, stopping the guard. He bowed to Yi Xiao before continuing, “His Majesty gave orders earlier that this case is of great importance. Without His Majesty’s written decree, no one, regardless of who they are, can…”

“Nonsense!” Yi Xiao’s face darkened. “This princess is acting on orders. You’re here obstructing me. Are you trying to brush me off, or are you questioning His Majesty’s imperial edict?”

“I wouldn’t dare,” the officer said respectfully but didn’t budge an inch. “It’s just that this matter is of utmost importance, I must be extremely cautious. Please wait a moment, Your Highness, while I send someone to request His Majesty’s written order. Then we can respectfully escort Your Highness back to the inner city…”

Yi Xiao lifted the curtain and stepped out, her face ashen. She quickly strode forward from the carriage step and swiftly slapped the officer, causing him to stagger. She coldly rebuked, “Is it because this princess is not of the direct imperial lineage that you look down on me and disrespect my orders?”

“I do not…” The officer, angered by the slap, raised his voice, “Princess, you also come from a military background. You should understand…”

The sound of their argument carried far in the quiet night. Gradually, several guards on duty walked out to observe from a distance. Yi Xiao grew anxious, her face suddenly darkening, “Today, this princess will teach you how to write the word ‘obey’!” Before she finished speaking, with a sweep of her sleeve, Yi Xiao quickly closed in, reaching for the officer’s sword at his waist.

The officer’s reaction was a step too slow. As he reached out to stop her, Yi Xiao had already grasped the sword hilt. She pressed the mechanism, and retracted the spring, all in one fluid motion. With a clang, the steel blade was drawn, slashing like lightning into the officer’s throat. Fresh blood immediately splattered like blooming roses.

“It’s just one stroke. You’d better remember it well,” Yi Xiao sneered, turning her cold gaze to the stunned guards. “What are you staring at? Hurry and bring out the prisoners!”

“Yes… yes…” The guards hastily agreed, turning to run inside.

“Stop,” Yi Xiao called out again. The pale-faced guard quickly turned back and knelt. Yi Xiao hesitated for a moment, then slowly said, “Have someone take care of his body later. I will report this matter to His Majesty myself. Until new appointments are made, you will temporarily take over all matters under his jurisdiction.”

Watching the guard run into the stone prison, Yi Xiao, her palm still clammy with cold sweat, looked back at the imperial guards disguised as Susha soldiers. She let out a long breath, “It’s done.”

Meanwhile, Feng Suige and Xia Jingshi were waiting for Yi Xiao’s return to the residence. The jailer of the inner palace prison was bound with his hands behind his back, his mouth stuffed with sesame seeds, locked in the adjacent flower hall with the still unconscious Emperor Shengdi, closely guarded by four Susha guards.

Xia Jingshi’s wounds had been cleaned and bandaged, and he had changed into a clean inner robe. He was still wearing the emperor’s outer robe, sitting under the lamp, quietly gazing at the flickering candle flame. Feng Suige stood by the door with furrowed brows, seemingly lost in thought, also silent.

“You…” Suddenly, both spoke at the same time, then stopped, seeing the other had something to say. After a moment of eye contact, Xia Jingshi inquired first, “Besides doing it for her, what else are you doing this for?”

Feng Suige raised an eyebrow, “If I say it’s only for her, would you believe me?”

“I believe you,” Xia Jingshi simply uttered one word.

“You shouldn’t believe me,” Feng Suige smiled, turning to pace a few steps in the room. “What I wanted to ask earlier was, if my Susha puts all its effort into helping you, would you be willing to raise the banner of rebellion and take the throne?” He glanced back at Xia Jingshi, “This is my other private reason besides her. My conditions are simple: after you ascend to the throne, make Xi Yang the empress, and… treat her well!”
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Xia Jingshi remained silent. Seeing his silence, Feng Suige’s brow gradually knotted. “What’s wrong? You don’t want to?”

“I… am tired of these struggles,” Xia Jingshi finally spoke. “I just want to live an ordinary life.” “Are you planning to let Xiyang follow you into the deep mountains to be a rural farmwife?” Feng Suige couldn’t help but feel annoyed, pointing towards the direction of the flower hall. “Have you thought about whether that person will let you go?”

“Him?” Xia Jingshi smiled faintly. “As long as I’m no longer a threat to him, what reason would he have to keep pursuing me? At worst, we’ll leave Jinxiu and go somewhere else.” “Naive,” Feng Suige snorted coldly. “If I were him, after all these events, with old grudges and new humiliations, I would not rest until I had torn you to pieces…”

Xia Jingshi just smiled slightly, not arguing. At this moment, a guard rushed in, “Prince, the Holy Emperor has awakened.” Before Feng Suige could speak, Xia Jingshi stood up and said, “It’s not convenient for you to appear. I’ll go alone.” Feng Suige paused mid-step and chuckled lowly, “You think by not letting him see me, I can stay out of this?”

Xia Jingshi seemed not to hear and quickened his pace as he walked out.

The Holy Emperor woke up groggily to find himself bound in an unfamiliar small hall. He immediately began to struggle. The few strong men guarding him quickly pounced forward, easily subduing him. After the scuffle, the Emperor’s clothes were disheveled, his hair slightly loosened, looking quite a mess. Seeing Xia Jingshi enter, the Emperor stopped struggling and glared at him fiercely.

Xia Jingshi stood at the door for a while before slowly sitting down on a chair in the corner of the room. “We were at peace. Why did you have to create so many incidents?” The Emperor spat at him. “Stop pretending. I know very well what you’ve been plotting all these years. If you hadn’t miscalculated about Feng Suige, your head would have already fallen, and you wouldn’t be here spouting these hypocritical words!”

“I’ve never intended to contend with you. This time, I was truly forced,” Xia Jingshi frowned. “Whether you believe it or not, as long as nothing else happens, I’ll set you free once I leave Jinxiu’s borders.” The Emperor stared at him for a while, then snorted lightly and turned his head away.

As he came out, Xia Jingshi almost bumped into Feng Suige, who was leaning against the doorframe.

Seeing him emerge, Feng Suige curled his lips. “I still don’t understand why you’ve been content to remain subordinate all these years. If I were you, I absolutely wouldn’t let the tiger return to the mountain.” Xia Jingshi smiled and turned his head to look at the gradually closing door, saying softly, “You’re not me, so you’ll never understand.”

Feng Suige exchanged a glance with him and chuckled lowly, “Perhaps you haven’t realized, this time, you have no choice but to take his place!”

“Your Majesty, be careful!!” A shrill cry came from behind the brocade curtains. The Empress Dowager, wrapped in her quilt, sat up abruptly, awakened from her nightmare. Panting, she pushed away the palace maids crowding around her. “The Emperor… where is the Emperor? I dreamed he was assassinated…”

A lead maid came forward, dispersing the other bewildered palace maids, and comforted her softly, “Please be at ease, Empress Dowager. It was just a nightmare. His Majesty is blessed with great fortune and protected by the gods. Surely nothing will happen to him. Perhaps this servant should light some calming incense…” “No,” the Empress Dowager composed herself and moved to get up. “I still feel uneasy. What if something happened? Send someone to check on the Emperor, quickly, go!”

The maid had no choice but to summon two eunuchs and order them to inquire at the Emperor’s sleeping palace. The Empress Dowager sat for just a moment before repeatedly urging the maid to wait for news in the front hall.

Before even an incense stick could burn down, the maid returned hurriedly with one of the eunuchs. As soon as they entered the front hall, the eunuch knelt and reported, “Your Highness, the Holy Emperor is not in his sleeping palace at the moment. The guards there said His Majesty received a secret memorial and issued an edict to summon the executioner. It seems he went to the Imperial Prison, perhaps to conduct a night trial. We’ve already sent people to check the prison and will report back shortly…” “The Imperial Prison… so late, why is he still conducting trials?” The Empress Dowager paced anxiously for a few steps, then turned and ordered, “Continue to wait out front. If there’s no news after a quarter-hour, send someone to inquire again.” The eunuch responded obediently and backed out.

Seeing the Empress Dowager staring blankly at the lamp flame, the maid couldn’t help but advise, “Your Highness, the night is cool. You should rest in the inner chamber. As soon as someone returns, this servant will immediately report to you. We won’t miss any news.” But the Empress Dowager just shook her head, refusing to leave the front hall even a step.

“Report—” Not long after, a guard from the outer hall tumbled in, “Your Highness, terrible news!” The Empress Dowager jumped in shock. The maid standing beside her quickly rushed forward to support her, turning back to lightly scold, “Speak properly, don’t startle the Empress Dowager!”

“Yes, yes,” the guard knelt crookedly, hastily kowtowing and reporting incoherently, “News just came in, the Imperial Prison doors have been locked from the inside. All the brothers on duty and the night jailers are trapped inside. Without the key, the door can’t be opened quickly…” “Who asked you about that!” the Empress Dowager shouted sternly. “I want to know where the Emperor is!!” “The Emperor, yes, the Emperor,” the guard, startled, blurted out in one breath, “The Emperor has been abducted by the King of Zhennan and Princess Xingping!!”

At these words, a chorus of shocked exclamations arose from the maids and eunuchs in the hall.

The Empress Dowager stood dumbfounded for a moment, her face ashen, then muttered, “Quickly, bring my command token. Order all city gates to be sealed, urgently summon the Yulin Guards to enter the city and protect the Emperor…”
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After sitting in silence for a while, Feng Suige spoke, “Xi Yang caught a chill from falling into the water earlier today and has fallen ill. When we leave later, please take extra care of her. The physician said her body is very weak and she can’t risk getting chilled again.”

“Fell into the water?” Xia Jingshi frowned.

Feng Suige sighed helplessly, “I’m not entirely clear on the details myself. Perhaps she and Yi Xiao argued… I was only gone for a moment, and when I returned, everything was in chaos. We still have some time now, do you want to go see her?”

Xia Jingshi just pondered, showing no intention of getting up. Feng Suige added patiently, “This time, she was indeed at fault initially, but she was only being used by others…”

“I understand,” Xia Jingshi interrupted him. “Let’s go see her together.”

In her feverish haze, Feng Xi Yang felt as if she was being roasted over a fire, her body burning hot. The next moment, she was plunged into an icy pit, cold to the bone. Between hot and cold, it felt like a thousand small knives were carving into her limbs and body.

Suddenly, a warm palm rested on her forehead. “How did her fever get so high?”

Xia Jingshi!

Like a drowning person grasping at a willow branch skimming the water’s surface, she had never been so desperate to break free from this void, yet she felt as if she were trapped in a pile of cotton, unable to move.

“The physician said her body is quite weak,” Feng Suige’s voice sounded nearby. “After she recovers, she’ll need a good period of recuperation.”

Xia Jingshi made a sound of acknowledgment and withdrew his hand. “Once everyone is out of danger and settled, I will arrange it.”

As footsteps began moving towards the door, Feng Xi Yang wanted to call out. Using all her strength, her voice reached her throat but only came out as a low sob, “Husband…”

“Xi Yang!” Feng Suige rushed back to the bedside from the doorway, overjoyed. “You’re awake.”

Feng Xi Yang slowly opened her eyes, calling out in a hoarse voice, “Royal Brother.” Her gaze wandered to Xia Jingshi standing at the door, becoming intense. “Husband, you… you’ve come back.”

Xia Jingshi merely nodded in response. Even so, Feng Xi Yang’s eyes were filled with joy. “Indeed, he didn’t lie to me.”

As Feng Suige was stunned, Xia Jingshi spoke, “No, we took the emperor hostage to escape from the palace.”

Hearing this, the smile in Feng Xi Yang’s eyes instantly froze. “Took hostage… why did you need to take hostage…”

“Xi Yang,” Feng Suige coughed awkwardly, “The emperor was just using you to eliminate the Prince of Zhennan. You were too trusting.”

“How could that be!” Feng Xi Yang struggled to sit up. “His Majesty promised me, he just wanted to eliminate the traitorous Fu Yi Xiao and Ning Fei. He even gave me a golden token of immunity as proof.” She began frantically searching her body and pillow, panting, “I’ve always kept it with me, where did it go…”

Seeing her so anxious that even her ears turned red, Feng Suige finally couldn’t bear it. He stepped forward to support her, gently comforting them, “Lie down and rest for a while. Perhaps the servants put it away when changing your wet clothes. Your royal brother will find it for you later.”

“What use is it to find it now?” Xia Jingshi, who had been silent, suddenly spoke. “Given the situation, don’t you think you should tell her?”

Feng Suige paused, refusing without turning back, “We’ll talk about it later. She’s still ill and needs to rest.”

“No, I don’t want to sleep anymore,” Feng Xi Yang weakly clung to Feng Suige’s arm. “Royal Brother, I want to hear it.”

Feng Suige helplessly helped her sit up, carefully wrapping her in a brocade quilt. He said softly, “Xi Yang, you should rest for a while. When Yi Xiao returns, we’ll need to find a way to leave the city.”

“Fu Yi Xiao?” Xi Yang exclaimed softly. “Royal Brother, didn’t I tell you? She and Ning Fei conspired to deceive everyone. They’re planning a rebellion…”

“Answer me first,” Xia Jingshi’s gaze caught hers. “Why do you believe the emperor’s words so readily? What makes you so certain that Yi Xiao is a bad person?”

Feng Xi Yang was stunned. After a long while, she managed to answer, “The emperor is the ruler of the Jin Xiu Dynasty. His word is law. How could he falsely accuse a commoner… Moreover, I’ve seen secret correspondence between her and Ning Fei. Although I don’t understand matters of state and military, those lists of generals to be used in the future uprising are all concrete evidence!”

Xia Jingshi smiled slightly, “Then, aren’t the newly forged weapons found in my military camp also evidence? Does that mean the charge of privately manufacturing weapons that he pinned on me is also true?”

“This isn’t true…” Feng Xi Yang murmured in a daze. “These were all tactics used to force out Fu Yi Xiao. Besides, I believe my husband wouldn’t do such things.”

Feng Suige’s brow furrowed deeper, several times on the verge of speaking but stopping himself. Xia Jingshi glanced at him and pressed further, “Then how do you know that those so-called secret letters and name lists aren’t the emperor’s tactics?”

“It can’t be!” Feng Xi Yang suddenly burst out, “You like her so much, of course, you’ll make excuses for her. Why won’t you believe me?!”

“Xi Yang!!” Feng Suige suppressed a low shout. “Can’t you be more clear-headed?”

“I am clear-headed!” Feng Xi Yang retorted, struggling slightly to free herself from his embrace. “Royal Brother also likes her, so he won’t believe me either, right?!”

“This isn’t a matter of belief,” Xia Jingshi sighed. “Your royal brother is here today, so I might as well speak plainly. I know you love me very much, and I can guess that the emperor promised you he wouldn’t kill me, likely giving you a very tempting hope.”

Feng Xi Yang gradually stopped struggling, leaning quietly on Feng Suige’s shoulder, her eyes welling up with tears.

“I also know that you very much hope I could fall in love with you, to give you the beautiful life you desire. If people had many reincarnations, I would be willing to spend one lifetime accompanying you, being a good husband. Unfortunately, in this life, I am Xia Jingshi.” Xia Jingshi spoke slowly, his gaze calm and profound. “So, I can only promise you a peaceful life for the latter half of your life, just as I promised before. You will be my only wife.”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 110
As Xia Jingshi stood with a solemn expression, Feng Suige was deeply shaken. He understood that this was the greatest tolerance and concession Xia Jingshi could offer. Just as he thought Xiyang would readily agree, Feng Xiyang, leaning against him, shifted uneasily and raised her face, saying, “Then, can my husband first promise Xiyang one thing?”

“What is it?” Xia Jingshi asked. “Tell me, if it’s possible, I’ll do my best.”

“Please promise me first,” Feng Xiyang insisted stubbornly. “It’s a simple thing, my husband can certainly do it.”

Xia Jingshi frowned imperceptibly. He didn’t refuse outright but didn’t agree either. Seeing this, Feng Suige quickly interjected with a smile, “After not seeing you for so long, Xiyang, why have you become so fussy? Just say it first, let Royal Brother hear what kind of simple thing is so important to you.”

Xiyang pondered with a worried expression for a moment before lowering her head and saying softly, “Please, husband, don’t ever meet with Fu Yixiao again, nor have any contact with her…”

“Xiyang,” Feng Suige lightly rebuked, “you’re being too willful.”

“I’m not!” Feng Xiyang sat up straight suddenly, exclaiming, “Don’t you think all the hardships everyone has endured are because of her?”

Before Feng Suige could answer, Xia Jingshi spoke coldly from the side, enunciating each word, “You’re wrong. Everything is because of you.”

Feng Suige was stunned, and Xiyang stared with disbelief, her eyes wide. After a long while, she asked with a trembling voice, “Why is it me?”

Xia Jingshi looked at her for a moment, then smiled, “There’s no use saying more now. You can take what I said as words spoken in anger, but I cannot agree to your request.” He paused briefly, then continued, “Besides, don’t you think saying such things is very disrespectful?”

For a moment, the air in the room seemed to freeze.

“They’re here, they’re here!” With the sound of hurried footsteps approaching, the guards waiting outside the residence rushed in. “The Junior Consort has returned safely.” Xia Jingshi said nothing, turning to walk out directly. Feng Suige patted Xiyang’s shoulder comfortingly and stood up. “You’d better rest a bit more. We’ll be leaving soon.”

“Royal Brother,” Feng Xiyang called out, dazed, “I just…” Feng Suige paused in his steps and sighed, “Talk to him properly after we leave Jinxiu. In this matter, Royal Brother can’t help you.”

“Your Highness!” As Xia Jingshi arrived in the front courtyard, Ning Fei, who had just been released from the prisoner’s cart, joyfully ran towards him. Just as he was about to kneel, Xia Jingshi stepped forward to support him, smiling, “No need to bow, save your strength.” Ning Fei grinned widely, looking him up and down, and casually patted Xia Jingshi’s shoulder where his hand rested. “Your Highness looks very suitable in these clothes!”

Feng Suige, following closely behind, couldn’t stop him in time. Ning Fei’s large hand had already landed firmly on Xia Jingshi’s body. Perhaps it jarred his injury, causing Xia Jingshi to cough lightly, covering his chest with his hand and stepping back half a pace.

“Ning Fei!” Yixiao, pale-faced, ran up from behind. “How can you be so reckless…” Xia Jingshi quickly raised his hand to stop her unfinished words. “It’s nothing, just caught my breath,” he said, looking towards his subordinates gathering around. After being imprisoned for these days, apart from their disheveled clothes, their spirits seemed robust. He felt relieved and said, “Take some time to rest and prepare. We’ll be leaving soon.”

The night watch on the city wall had just changed shifts. The newly arrived soldiers were grumbling as they walked towards the windbreak corner of the city gate. “Damn bastards, thinking they can bully me because I’m new, huh? Ptui! Just wait till I get the chance to be promoted, I’ll make you eat your words—Hey, if you can slack off, so can I.” He angrily squeezed into the shadows, finding a comfortable position. Just as he was about to close his eyes, he was startled awake by sounds coming from the palace road. Confused, he opened his eyes.

Along with the noise, two palace lanterns appeared at the dark end of the street, leading a procession of carriages and horses drawing closer. The soldier squinted at the person holding the leading lantern for a long while, rubbing his eyes in disbelief, then rubbing them again. He couldn’t help but exclaim softly, “A eunuch?” A thought flashed through his mind, and he suddenly jumped up, running out from the shadows of the city gate to kneel by the side of the palace road.

A sturdy horse carrying a military officer leaped out from the crowd, clip-clopping to his side. The officer on horseback spoke arrogantly, “What’s going on? Didn’t we say earlier that His Majesty would be leaving the city, and you were to open the city gates and wait at this time?” Hearing the Emperor’s name, the soldier felt a chill, but he truly didn’t know the details. He could only reply with a bitter face, “This subordinate truly knows nothing about this. Perhaps the previous shift forgot to inform us. This subordinate…”

The officer snorted, “Stop babbling. Quickly open the city gate, and that’ll be the end of it. If you keep dawdling and displease His Majesty, when it’s investigated, you’ll be the first to be punished!” “Yes,” the soldier responded respectfully, kowtowing loudly before standing up and running a few steps. Suddenly, he stopped and turned back, examining the officer carefully. “Sir, you seem unfamiliar. Are you also newly promoted? Isn’t Commander Miu of the Imperial Guard supposed to be on duty in the inner city tonight? Why isn’t Commander Miu escorting His Majesty?”

“How dare you!” the officer reprimanded. “The inner city’s defenses are none of your concern!” The soldier felt increasingly uneasy, but still felt something was amiss. He bowed with a placating smile, “Please calm your anger, sir. Opening the city gates at night is a major event. I’m too low-ranking to make this decision. Uh, please wait a moment, sir. I’ll go up to the city wall to…”

“Why is there such a delay?” A displeased voice came from the carriage procession behind, interrupting the soldier’s words. As the soldier stood dumbfounded, the officer quickly jumped down from his horse, ran to the first large carriage, and knelt, replying, “Your Majesty, there was a problem with the outer city’s shift change, and the night watch soldier is reluctant to let us pass…”

“Oh?” The sound of rustling clothes came from inside the carriage. The agile attendant had already stepped forward to lift the carriage curtain. The warm yellow lamplight from inside immediately spilled out, illuminating the soft yellow silk robe of the person emerging from the carriage, making it shimmer and shine.

“Ah, Your Majesty!” All doubts in the soldier’s mind instantly vanished along with his wits. His knees weakened, and he fell to the ground. “I… I pay my respects to Your Majesty, long live Your Majesty, long live!”

“Quite bold, aren’t you?” Xia Jingshi said coldly in a low voice. “You dare to obstruct even the Imperial procession.” The soldier was so frightened that he lay motionless on the ground, repeatedly saying, “Your Majesty, have mercy. This subject knows his crime…” Xia Jingshi snorted lightly, “Enough, you were at least diligent in your duty.” After a pause, he ordered the officer below, “Go.” With just this simple word, Xia Jingshi retreated into the carriage.

The soldier lay there helplessly, cold sweat pouring down. It seemed like a century had passed before the entire procession began to move again. The sounds of carriage wheels, horse hooves, and hurried footsteps passed by him one by one, but he still didn’t dare to raise his head.

Suddenly, a sharp whistle came from the direction of the inner city. Several fire arrows exploded in the deep blue sky, turning the heavens and earth a fiery red.

This was the urgent signal to summon the Yulin Army into the city!

Inner city emergency!?
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As the fireworks burst in the sky, shouts erupted from the front of the procession leaving the city. Those still within the walls hastened their pace. The soldier got to his feet and, after a brief pause, rushed forward in pursuit. “Your Majesty, there’s unrest in the inner city. Please return to take charge…” But no one paid him any heed.

Lanterns began to light up along the city walls, one by one. Hurried shadows darted back and forth atop the ramparts, and voices called out his name. A wave of terror washed over the soldier as he realized he might have made a grave mistake. Suddenly, he gritted his teeth and drew his sword, slashing his arm and thigh. As he fell, he used his last ounce of strength to cry out, “Help!”

As soon as they left the city, Xia Jingshi swiftly led the group into the dense forest near the walls. He dismounted from the carriage and urgently ordered his subordinates to remove the horses from the wagons and saddle them. Feng Suige and Fu Yixiao, who had also escaped the city, helped Emperor Sheng and Feng Xiyang out of their carriages respectively.

Once Feng Xiyang found her footing, she shook off Fu Yixiao’s support. Yixiao didn’t bother with her, allowing her to stumble back a few steps until she collided with a nearby carriage that was being unhitched. Feng Xiyang winced in pain but still managed to look haughtily at Yixiao. “I can walk on my own. I don’t need your help!”

Yixiao’s lips curled into a smile. “Can you ride a horse? This isn’t a leisurely outing; we’re fleeing for our lives.”

“That’s none of your concern,” Feng Xiyang retorted, beginning to wobble forward. “My husband will take care of me.”

“You’ll only slow him down,” Yixiao coldly replied. “You’ve caused him so much suffering, such grievous injuries. Do you want to cost him his life as well?”

Feng Xiyang hesitated, stopping in her tracks. “My husband is injured?”

“You didn’t know?” Yixiao raised an eyebrow. “No wonder you treat that black-hearted Emperor as your savior. His Highness is severely wounded, which is why he entrusted you to my care. Wait here while I find a steady horse for you.”

Meanwhile, Feng Suige held Emperor Sheng firmly. The Emperor looked up at the lingering smoke in the sky and laughed loudly. “My Yulin Imperial Guard will arrive soon. You’d better surrender now!”

Feng Suige joined in the laughter. “With you as our hostage, why would we need to surrender?”

The Emperor snorted and turned his head, his gaze meeting Feng Xiyang’s peculiar expression. Feng Suige noticed her too and asked with concern, “Weren’t you supposed to stay with Yixiao?”

Feng Xiyang stared at the Emperor for a moment before speaking. “I heard my husband is gravely injured.”

Before Feng Suige could respond, Emperor Sheng chuckled. “Weren’t you the one who delivered him to me? If you were clever, you should have guessed the consequences.”

Feng Xiyang shuddered violently. “But you promised me…”

“I only promised not to take his life. I never promised…” The Emperor’s smug words were cut short by Feng Suige’s fist to his stomach.

“If I were you, I’d be very quiet right now,” Feng Suige said, his eyes narrowing dangerously as he leaned in close to the Emperor. “Don’t forget, your life is only temporarily in your possession!”

Xiyang stood motionless as if still waiting for the Emperor to finish his sentence. Fu Yixiao rode up beside her and extended a hand. “Come on, there will be time for remorse once everyone is safe.”

“Yixiao,” Feng Suige sighed wearily, “couldn’t you…”

“Fine, fine,” Yixiao shrugged nonchalantly. “Please mount the horse, Princess.”

“The Yulin Imperial Guard must be mobilizing by now,” Xia Jingshi said, anxiously glancing at the sky. “If we’re pressed for time, the guard’s 3,000 elite cavalry can reach the inner city in less than 45 minutes. Add the time it takes to enter the city and receive orders, we have just over an hour.”

Feng Suige pondered, “We don’t have enough horses, and half of our people will have to go on foot. It might be better to split up; it’ll be easier to escape that way.”

“Your Highness,” Ning Fei, who had been listening intently, stepped forward and spoke loudly. “The Prince is right. If we force ourselves to stay together, we’ll only hinder each other in the end. Our men are more familiar with Jinxiu. Why don’t we give all the horses to the Susha military officers? We can divide it into two groups. Those without mounts can follow me through the forest. This way, we can divert some of the pursuers and avoid slowing each other down.”

Xia Jingshi nodded. “That could work.”

Feng Suige didn’t hesitate. After a moment’s thought, he turned to Ning Fei. “Very well. We’ll head towards Lu City first. You catch up as quickly as you can.”

Xia Jingshi and Ning Fei both looked surprised. “Lu City?”

“That’s right,” Feng Suige smiled. “I had an agreement with Xiao Weiyan. Once he returned to Lu City, he was to immediately gather the stationed troops and march towards the Holy City. This would not only put pressure on the Holy City but also handle unexpected situations like this one.”

Xia Jingshi frowned. “Once we use Lu City’s military, outsiders will surely see it as an act of rebellion. Then…”

“The Emperor is foolish and jealous of capable men,” Ning Fei clenched his fists angrily. “Your Highness, why not take his place now and eliminate future troubles?”

Before Xia Jingshi could speak, Feng Suige calmly said, “If you only want to retire, have you found a way out for all your subordinates? After we escape and release the Emperor, he won’t swallow this insult. He’ll break the peace treaty and go to war with Susha. But who in Jinxiu, besides you, can withstand my Susha iron army? Even if you’re willing to put aside past grievances and return to lead the army into battle, will he accept you?”

Seeing Xia Jingshi’s silence, Feng Suige stretched lazily. “You can call me despicable or say I’m taking advantage of the situation if you like. There was another reason I didn’t tell you that day – if the Jinxiu Dynasty were under your rule, I’d have more confidence in the continued good relations between Jinxiu and Susha… Think it over. We don’t have much time.”

With that, he patted Ning Fei’s shoulder. “Let’s leave the King of Zhenna alone for a moment. Come with me to arrange the troops.”

Xia Jingshi’s entire body was hidden in darkness, only his eyes reflecting complex emotions under the starlight. After a long while, he sighed softly. “Father, your son is not unwilling to take on this great responsibility… Perhaps your son has indeed been too selfish…”
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Yixiao wrapped Feng Xiyang in a cloak and secured her tightly to her back, riding close to Feng Suige’s side. Despite being in flight, Feng Suige seemed quite relaxed, even wearing an inexplicable smile. Xia Jingshi, two horse lengths behind them, had a slight frown. Seeing Yixiao look back at him, his worried expression eased slightly, and he returned a smile.

Feng Suige whistled, and a Su Sha guard responded by spurring his horse out of formation, galloping ahead at full speed. Before Yixiao could ask, Feng Suige turned his head to explain, “We’ll change horses at the next large town. Otherwise, not only will the horses be exhausted, but our travel speed will also be affected.”

“But where can we find so many horses at once?” Yixiao worried. “Farm horses can’t handle long journeys.” “If I need them, they’ll be there,” Feng Suige boasted, cracking his whip. “The secret relay stations I’ve painstakingly established over the years aren’t just for show.” Yixiao rolled her eyes at him, deciding to ignore him. She turned to look at the Emperor, whose limbs were bound to the horse’s tack. His face was pale, but his expression remained haughty. Several times along the way, he had tried to break away from the group using the terrain but was always forced back by the Su Sha guards flanking him.

Before she could turn back, a light snort came from behind. “How frivolous.” Yixiao chuckled, “It’s precisely because neither of us is heavy that we’re sharing a horse.” “You!” Feng Xiyang didn’t know how to respond and called out angrily, “Royal Brother, look at her…”

Hearing the two bicker, Feng Suige could only pretend not to hear. Emotionally, he hoped Yixiao would take better care of the frail Xiyang, but rationally, he couldn’t bring himself to side with Xiyang. With Xiyang’s spoiled nature and Yixiao’s fiery temperament, favoring either was impossible.

After midday, they finally reached the town. As everyone was changing horses to continue their journey, Xiyang refused to ride with Yixiao again. Feng Suige had to acquire another gentle mare for Xiyang to ride. Fortunately, Xiyang was strong-willed and followed Xia Jingshi without complaint, even on the bumpiest roads. Only then did Feng Suige feel at ease to quicken their pace.

The Empress Dowager, pale-faced, was assisted by her ladies-in-waiting to sit on the main seat in the Luan Hall. The red-eyed Empress sat below her. Every summoned official in the hall carried their concerns, and a deathly silence filled the room.

“I’ve gathered all of you officials today regarding the matter of His Majesty’s abduction… The Yulin Army has already dispatched several thousand elite cavalry to pursue and rescue, but I fear the rebels might harm His Majesty in their desperation. Therefore, I hope you can offer good strategies not only to ensure His Majesty’s safe return to court but also to maintain the capital’s safety.”

The hall remained silent, with many elder officials sighing and shaking their heads.

After waiting for a while, the Empress Dowager finally lost patience and said irritably, “Have you all become mute?! You’re all so clever when seeking rewards and honors, but when we need you, you’re all silent, hmm?!” Many officials lowered their heads, not daring to meet the Empress Dowager’s icy gaze. Suddenly, a trembling, elderly voice spoke softly, “This subject dares to ask the Empress Dowager to answer two questions first.”

All eyes in the hall immediately turned to an elderly man with white hair. The Empress Dowager’s eyes flashed sharply, but she sat down calmly, “Chancellor, you’re too polite. But if the questions are irrelevant, let’s put them aside for now. We can discuss them after His Majesty’s return.”

The old Chancellor stood tall, looking directly at the Empress Dowager. “I understand, but these questions are closely related to His Majesty. Please, Empress Dowager, enlighten this subject.” The Empress Dowager glared at him for a moment before uttering a single word, “Speak.”

“Since the founding of the Jinxi Dynasty, when royal family members or nobles face criminal charges, they are tried jointly by the Criminal Supervision Department and the Criminal Investigation Department before a verdict is reached,” the old Chancellor said, becoming increasingly agitated. “Why, in the absence of proven guilt, did His Majesty still insist on imprisoning the Prince of Nan in a heavy prison?”

“From the Chancellor’s words, do you believe His Majesty deliberately targeted the Prince of Nan?” The Empress exchanged a glance with the Empress Dowager and stood up, her long robes trailing. “His Majesty privately discussed this matter with me. The Prince of Nan is suspected of the grave crime of treason. His Majesty was deeply pained but had to deal severely with the Prince of Nan to demonstrate the fairness of the law. Is there something wrong with His Majesty governing strictly?” The old Chancellor bowed respectfully, “Thank you, Empress, for enlightening this old subject. However, I was asking the Empress Dowager. I request the Empress to listen quietly and not…”

“Old Chancellor,” the Empress Dowager coldly interrupted, “I respect you as an elder statesman of three reigns, which is why I allow you to speak so recklessly in this hall. But don’t push your luck too far.” “This old subject wouldn’t dare. Please calm your anger, Empress Dowager,” the Chancellor’s tone was respectful, but he didn’t yield. “The Empress has answered the first question. For the second, I request the Empress Dowager’s response.”

A subtle commotion began in the hall. These high officials and nobles, seasoned in court politics, had already sensed the tension in the air. Some timid officials had begun to quietly retreat into the crowd.

The Empress Dowager sat with a grim face, waiting for the old Chancellor’s second question. But the old Chancellor tilted his head slightly back, his eyes closed as if asleep.

The Empress Dowager, unable to contain herself any longer, finally exploded. She slammed the purple sandalwood table in front of her and shouted, “What game are you playing?!”

Almost simultaneously, the old Chancellor’s eyes flew open, filled with deep-seated hatred. He loudly demanded, “I ask the Empress Dowager to tell us, how you caused the death of the late Emperor, and how you forced Consort Xuan to her death?!”

As if salt had been thrown into a hot pot, the entire Luan Hall suddenly erupted into chaos. Some officials looked shocked, some bewildered, some dubious, and some with grim expressions.

“How dare you!” The Empress Dowager, both angry and hateful, pointed at the old Chancellor, her whole body trembling. “Guards, drag this nonsense-spouting old fool out and beat him to death in the courtyard!”

“You dare!” The old Chancellor was enraged as well. He raised one hand high, his sleeve falling back to reveal a shining golden token clutched in his palm. “The late Emperor’s imperial decree is here. Let’s see who dares to act rashly!”

The hall instantly fell silent, with only the sound of rapid breathing remaining.

With a thud, the elder official closest to the old Chancellor knelt, tremblingly kowtowing.

The air seemed to freeze.

A second… A third…

In just a moment, the officials in the hall were kneeling everywhere, leaving only the old Chancellor standing tall, holding the golden decree.

The Empress was stunned for a long while before suddenly realizing. Just as she was about to kneel, the Empress Dowager grabbed her. The Empress Dowager spoke coldly, “Forging the imperial seal is a capital offense, Old Chancellor.”
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Facing the many doubtful gazes from below, the Empress Dowager continued languidly, “The late Emperor’s decree was entrusted to me when he fell gravely ill, and it’s still safely kept in my chambers, available for inspection at any time… When and where did the old Prime Minister obtain his copy of the decree?”

The old Prime Minister spat, “Enough of your act! You’re just trying to send someone out to spread the news, aren’t you? Don’t even think about it!”

The Empress Dowager, visibly annoyed, scolded, “For years, you’ve been making things difficult for me. I’ve overlooked it out of respect for your status as a senior official from the previous reign and your advanced age and great merits. But you’ve gone too far, openly slandering me in court! If you can’t produce evidence for today’s accusations, I won’t let you off lightly!”

“Evidence?” The old Prime Minister sneered. “Even if I had evidence, you’d find a way to turn things around, wouldn’t you?” He turned to address all the court officials, asking loudly, “Do my colleagues remember what news came from the palace before the late Emperor passed away?”

A small commotion arose among the officials. After a while, someone answered in a low voice, “It was that the Second Prince withdrew from the succession, wasn’t it?”

“Correct!” The old Prime Minister nodded. “The then-Second Prince, now King of Zhenna, suddenly announced he would no longer contend for the position of heir. The late Emperor had intended to name the King of Zhenna as crown prince. After this news broke, the Emperor urgently summoned the King of Zhenna but could not ascertain the reason for his withdrawal. At dusk, he called me and four other court officials into the palace for a secret council. In the end, the Emperor still decided to name the King of Zhenna as heir and ordered me to draft an edict immediately to announce it to the world!”

“After the next day’s court session, I presented the draft to the Emperor. He made a few modifications and proposed to dispatch all other princes to various regions as guardians. So, I revised the document in the Emperor’s study, personally transcribed it onto the imperial decree, and the Emperor affixed his seal,” the old Prime Minister paused, breathing heavily. “We planned to announce it at the following day’s court session. Unexpectedly, news came at dawn that the Emperor had fallen gravely ill. When I arrived, the Emperor could no longer speak but still managed to entrust the decree to me. By then, the Empress – our current Empress Dowager – was already outside the hall, announcing to the officials that by the Emperor’s verbal order, the Fifth Prince, who wasn’t particularly outstanding at the time, was to be named heir and temporarily manage state affairs.”

The court erupted in an uproar.

Amidst the buzzing discussions, the Emperor’s Consort seemed at a loss, looking alternately at the officials and the Empress Dowager. The Empress Dowager maintained her inscrutable expression and said slowly, “The late Emperor always had high hopes for the Second Prince, but he was too disappointing. It’s only natural that the Emperor fell ill in a fit of anger. To make such a grand story out of this – as expected of the old Prime Minister. But I can understand your feelings. If I remember correctly, weren’t you the Second Prince’s enlightening tutor?”

“Shameless witch!” the old Prime Minister cursed bitterly. “I won’t argue about the verbal order, but answer me this: when the Emperor was on his deathbed, barely conscious and breathing his last, how was the final edict written?”

“The old Prime Minister’s age is showing in his poor memory. Have you forgotten that during the Emperor’s illness, I was the one who attended to him day and night by his bedside?” the Empress Dowager replied calmly. “The edict was naturally dictated by the Emperor during a moment of clarity before his passing, with me transcribing his words. But the seal was pressed by the Emperor’s hand, which is why the impression is so light – you can see this clearly from the seal mark.”

“That edict, apart from swapping the names of the Second and Fifth Princes, was identical to what I had drafted. How do you explain that?”

“Explain?” The Empress Dowager’s lips curled into a playful smile. “When the edict was announced, its contents became known to all under heaven. Now you claim it was written by you – who can prove that?”

At these words, several officials known to be friendly with the Empress Dowager chimed in, “The Empress Dowager speaks truly. How can mere words be taken as fact?”

The old Prime Minister trembled with anger, glaring at those officials. He pulled out a yellowed scroll from his sleeve and held it up, declaring loudly, “I still have the draft of the decree…”

Before he could finish, he was interrupted by loud laughter. One of the officials who had supported the Empress Dowager stepped forward, pointing at his nose arrogantly. “Old Prime Minister, if I were to go home, copy the late Emperor’s edict onto an old piece of paper, and bring it here to show everyone, wouldn’t that make the late Emperor’s edict my writing too? Haha…”

His laughter was cut short as the old Prime Minister slowly unrolled the paper.

On the yellowed edges of the paper, besides the black ink, there were clear vermilion annotations in the imperial hand – a string of characters unmistakably in the late Emperor’s handwriting!

The Empress Dowager’s face instantly turned as white as paper.

Before anyone could react, several senior officials rushed forward to examine the document. They passed it around with solemn expressions, and the court fell so silent that even the rustling of the paper could be heard clearly.

“It is the late Emperor’s handwriting…” one old official took the paper and couldn’t help but burst into tears. “It is…”

More and more eyes began to focus on the Empress Dowager’s face high above, filled with suspicion, hatred, anger, and fear.

“How can there be a woman as vicious as you in this world!” the old Prime Minister pointed at her indignantly. “You killed the late Emperor, then burned Concubine Xuan to death in her chambers at night, falsely claiming she had immolated herself out of grief. Do you know that before the palace gates closed, Concubine Xuan, worried about the Second Prince, had sent someone to my residence with a message, asking me to meet her in the palace after dawn… You are ruthless…”

The Empress Dowager stood frozen for a moment, gradually regaining her composure. Suddenly, she raised her head proudly and declared, “These are all baseless speculations and accusations. With the Emperor absent, do you think you can turn the world upside down?”

The previously quiet court gradually grew noisy again. The officials quickly divided into factions – some siding with the Prime Minister, others supporting the Empress Dowager, and still others proposing to recall Emperor Sheng and the King of Zhenna before deciding on a course of action. As emotions ran high, some officials began to push and shove, and the entire hall descended into chaos.

The Empress Dowager smiled coldly and gave a signal to the Emperor’s Consort, who nodded in understanding and began to retreat quietly.

“Where does the Emperor’s Consort think she’s going?” Suddenly, a loud voice boomed, silencing the noisy hall. It was the armored Guardian General. He strode forward, climbing the jade steps without pause, and commanded loudly, “No more nonsense. Seize them first!” Several young commanders responded, quickly following in his footsteps.

The Empress Dowager turned pale, frozen in place.

The court ladies and palace servants on the platform trembled as they moved forward to block the advancing military officers. The Emperor’s Consort, leaning weakly against a golden jade screen, managed to shout, “Are you rebelling?” Meanwhile, voices from below cried out, “You can’t! What if…”

“There are no what-ifs!” the Guardian General roared. “If anything goes wrong, I’ll bear all the blame myself!”
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In the dead of night, soldiers dozed in small groups scattered across the flat areas of the forest. Xia Jingshi was still conversing with several Jinxiu officers who remained as guards. Feng Xiyang, clutching a felt blanket, wandered nearby for a while before reluctantly returning to the campfire.

“Xiyang, come here,” Feng Suige, sitting shoulder to shoulder with Yi Xiao, smiled and beckoned her to sit beside him. “You’ve never been on a military campaign before. It must be quite tiring, isn’t it?” Feng Xiyang nodded, carefully spread out her felt blanket, and then sat down.

For a moment, the three of them were silent.

After a while, Yi Xiao stood up and stretched. “We can still rest for a bit. I’m going to lean against something nearby. You two chat.” Feng Suige made a sound of acknowledgment and stood up to remove his cloak, offering it to her. Yi Xiao didn’t reach out to take it, instead quietly pointing at Xiyang. Feng Suige paused, but Yi Xiao had already made a face and run off. Feng Suige could only withdraw his hand and turn to ask Xiyang, “Xiyang, are you cold? This cloak…”

“Does Imperial Brother think that I would want something she doesn’t?” Xiyang asked without turning her head, her eyes already filled with tears. “Is that how Imperial Brother sees me?” Feng Suige sighed helplessly, “Xiyang, must you be so harsh?”

Feng Xiyang remained silent for a long time before sobbing, “Imperial Brother, am I very annoying?” Feng Suige carefully wrapped the cloak around her and embraced her, comforting her softly, “How could that be? You’re still ill, so your emotions are a bit unstable. Once we settle down and you rest for a while, you’ll feel better.”

“I don’t know… I don’t understand…” Xiyang lay on Feng Suige’s knee, her tears falling one by one, soaking his clothes. “I’ve always tried so hard to please him, but why does he distance himself from me the more I try? Why did everyone like me before, but now…”

Feng Suige was silent for a moment, then suddenly asked, “Imperial Brother asked you before, why do you love him? Do you remember how you answered then?” Xiyang choked out, “I remember. I said because he is Xia Jingshi…” “And now?” Feng Suige patted her shoulder. “Now, is he no longer Xia Jingshi?”

Xiyang suddenly forgot to cry and slowly sat up, staring blankly at the flickering campfire.

Feng Suige leaned forward to pick up a few twigs and threw them into the fire. He turned back and asked, “Xiyang, let Imperial Brother ask you, is Xia Jingshi truly the one you love?” Xiyang sat for a while before answering woodenly, “Of course. If I didn’t love him, why would I marry him?” Feng Suige shook his head, “That’s not what I mean. I’m asking, do you understand him?” Xiyang was silent for a long time. She first nodded, then shook her head, and then hastily argued, “Even if I don’t understand him, so what? Didn’t Imperial Brother not understand Fu Yi Xiao before? Aren’t you two together now?”

“Yes, I didn’t understand her before, but people are different,” speaking of Yi Xiao, Feng Suige’s face softened involuntarily. “She’s simpler and more direct than Xia Jingshi. When you’re with her, you can understand her joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness. If you treat her badly, she’ll return it in kind. If you treat her well, she’ll accept it and try hard to repay you…”

Noticing Feng Xiyang’s slightly annoyed look, Feng Suige smiled apologetically and turned the topic back to Xia Jingshi. “Xia Jingshi is probably the most inscrutable person I’ve ever met. A man like him won’t easily open his heart to you without years of companionship and understanding.”

“If Fu Yi Xiao can do it, so can I,” Feng Xiyang couldn’t help but cry out. “I’m not greedy. I just hope to be by his side, to hear him talk—even if he doesn’t talk, just being with him makes me happy…” “Xiyang,” Feng Suige sighed, “You can’t. If you could, you wouldn’t compare yourself to Yi Xiao, and you wouldn’t dislike her so much—when we were in Su Sha, you liked her very much, didn’t you?”

A gust of night wind blew by, and Feng Xiyang shivered, instinctively tightening the cloak wrapped around her, burying half her face in its warm folds. “I was indeed jealous. I didn’t want to be… but his life is full of Fu Yi Xiao’s presence. I… I just can’t get rid of it!”

“That’s why I say you don’t understand him,” Feng Suige tenderly tucked her wind-blown hair behind her ear. “Although I don’t understand why he would push Yi Xiao away from his life with his own hands, I know that he cherishes Yi Xiao more than anything. If I were you, I wouldn’t think about how to drive Yi Xiao away. I would consider how to coexist with her.”

“Is that what Imperial Brother did?” Xiyang asked softly as if coming to her senses. “When Fu Yi Xiao was thinking about her husband, Imperial Brother, were you not jealous at all? Not angry at all?” “How could that be possible?” Feng Suige chuckled softly. “Of course, I minded it in my heart, but then I thought, no matter what, between the two of us, she ultimately chose me. That’s when I found peace in my heart.”

“Imperial Brother,” Feng Xiyang called out softly. Feng Suige responded and turned his head, only to be startled by her resentful gaze. “You won. That’s why you can sit here and gloat about your victory to me… You think I deserve this, don’t you? You think I brought this upon myself, don’t you? You’re all focused on making excuses for Fu Yi Xiao. You don’t understand my pain at all!!!”

After shouting out this outburst, Feng Xiyang stood up and stumbled towards the forest. She hadn’t run more than a few steps when she tripped and fell heavily to the ground. She struggled to sit up, the intense pain in her limbs mixing with the grievance in her heart, and she began to cry loudly, no longer caring if she woke anyone.

She had only cried for a few moments when her wrist was suddenly seized roughly. Before she could react, she was forcefully pulled off the ground, startling her into forgetting her tears.

It was Yi Xiao.

Yi Xiao frowned as she brushed the dirt off Xiyang’s clothes, scolding her lightly, “Stand up straight! How can the dignified Marquise of Zhennan be rolling on the ground and throwing a tantrum in front of everyone?” Before Xiyang could react, Fu Yi Xiao had straightened up and, grabbing her arm, walked towards the forest without looking back.

“Yi Xiao,” Feng Suige followed worriedly, “What are you going to do?”

Yi Xiao didn’t answer.

Feng Suige stopped in his tracks and turned to look at Xia Jingshi. He was watching them with concern. Seeing Feng Suige turn back, he slowly raised his right hand and lightly tapped his left chest with his fist.

Feng Suige hesitated briefly, but then nodded and sat back down by the campfire.

He understood Xia Jingshi’s meaning.
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“Let go! What are you doing…” As the light faded, Feng Xiyang gradually regained consciousness. She began to struggle desperately, but Fu Yixiao held her wrist firmly, not loosening her grip no matter how much Xiyang thrashed about.

Only when the campfire became a mere speck of light through the trees did Yixiao release her hand? She turned to face Feng Xiyang, saying, “Come to your senses. Do you think this is the Susha palace or the inner garden of Lu City? Even if you don’t care about your face, at least think about His Highness’s reputation!”

Feng Xiyang, embarrassed and angry at being reprimanded, couldn’t think of a retort. She managed to reply, “This is between my husband and me. It’s none of your business.”

“Is that so?” Yixiao yawned openly, then said with a grin, “Then why do you keep calling ‘Fu Yixiao’ so much that I can’t even pretend to be asleep? Don’t tell me you like this name. But if you do, I don’t mind giving it to you. From now on, you can be Fu Yixiao, and I’ll be Feng Xiyang. How’s that?”

“Who says I like it… You’re just crazy. I don’t want to talk to you,” Feng Xiyang stomped her foot and turned to walk back to the camp.

“Hey—” Yixiao didn’t chase after her, but called out lazily, “So all those things you said at the wedding were lies?” Her voice wasn’t loud, but it struck Feng Xiyang like thunder, rooting her to the spot.

Seeing her stop, Yixiao’s smile faded as she spoke slowly and deliberately, “You said you would do your best to be a good wife, to share his worries, to stand by him through glory and shame, to advance and retreat together. That’s why I could let go and stay in Susha. But so far, what have you done?”

“I want to…” Feng Xiyang suddenly turned around, sobbing, “If he could be even one-hundredth as good to me as he is to you, I’d be content. But I never get the chance. He won’t even smile at me. How can I be good to him? How can I share his worries?”

Yixiao fell silent. The dark space was filled with Feng Xiyang’s quiet sobs.

After a long while, Yixiao let out a long sigh and said with difficulty, “He’s indeed not an easy person to move.” Seeing Xiyang’s crying subside, she gently walked over and patted her back, continuing, “If you go on like this, you’ll only push him further away. Don’t cry anymore. Once we’re out of danger, I’ll talk to His Highness…”

“No!” Feng Xiyang suddenly pushed Yixiao’s hand away neurotically, shouting, “Stay away from him! Don’t you dare get close to him again!”

Yixiao’s hand froze in mid-air, and she stood there stunned. Xiyang’s tears were not yet dry, but she seemed like a different person, glaring at Yixiao fiercely. “What do you want? Aren’t you satisfied with my brother? How long are you going to cling to him?!”

“Me?” Yixiao only managed to ask before Feng Xiyang interrupted her again, “If you weren’t always clinging to him, how could he treat me like this?!”

Yixiao began to understand but felt more annoyed. She narrowed her eyes and said coldly, “I thought it was something else, but it’s just this. You and your father are truly alike.”

At that moment, Feng Suige’s call came from afar, signaling it was time to depart.

“Coming!” Yixiao called back, stretching. “Tch, couldn’t even get a good sleep.” Lowering her arms, she saw Feng Xiyang still glaring at her hostilely. She pursed her lips, “My, you seem to hate me. How about this? When you’ve recovered, let’s fight. Whoever loses, His Highness goes to the winner.”

Before Feng Xiyang could react, Yixiao had already brushed past her, heading towards the camp.

Feng Suige handed the reins to Yixiao, picking off the dead leaves and twigs that had caught on her clothes as they passed through the forest. He asked softly, “How did it go?”

Yixiao gave him a sideways glance, “If I had a knife, I would have cut her into a thousand pieces by now.”

Seeing Feng Suige’s shocked expression, she smiled and added, “Good thing I remembered her kindness in giving me medicine. After some consideration, I mercifully buried her alive instead.”

Feng Suige realized she was joking and made a show of reaching to pinch her cheek. Yixiao ducked away, avoiding his hand, and ran a few steps ahead with her horse, shouting, “The Prince is hitting people!” Immediately, all the soldiers around turned to look.

Feng Suige awkwardly withdrew his hand. As he turned his head, he saw Xia Jingshi standing not far away, holding his horse’s reins. Jingshi’s gaze, fixed on Yixiao’s retreating figure, was full of tenderness. Noticing Feng Suige’s look, Xia Jingshi turned and gave him a slight smile before mounting his horse and riding briskly toward where the troops were gathering.

When Feng Xiyang emerged from the forest, dazed, only Feng Suige and a few of his guards remained in the clearing. Seeing her, Feng Suige let out a long breath and quickly went to meet her. “Let’s go, we’ve been waiting for you.”

Feng Xiyang nodded obediently, then suddenly glanced towards the departing troops and called softly, “Brother…” Feng Suige turned back, confused. “What is it?” Feng Xiyang shook her head, “Nothing, let’s go.”

The cavalry rode until midday. As they rounded a sharp bend, Yixiao pointed ahead excitedly, “Once we cross that hill ahead, we’ll be close to His Highness’s territory. If we speed up a bit, we might meet Weiyan and the others in a day or two.”

Feng Suige raised an eyebrow, “Don’t get too excited. We’re at most half a day ahead of the Yulin Army. We might see them at the foot of the mountain before we even reach the top.”

“You’re such a killjoy,” Yixiao grumbled, but her expression grew tense, and she kept glancing back.

Sure enough, just as they reached the middle of the mountain, a large flock of birds suddenly took flight from the forest at the foot of the mountain.

“They’ve caught up,” someone called out from behind.

Feng Suige looked surprised, “They’re fast.” Yixiao looked at him worriedly, “What should we do?”

“Keep running, of course,” Feng Suige replied lightly. “Did you want to stop and wait for them?”

“Feng Suige!” Yixiao, exasperated, leaned over to punch him. “This is no time for jokes!”

“Alright,” Feng Suige responded seriously, turning to look at her intently. Yixiao withdrew her hand, waiting attentively for his next words.

“We need to speed up,” Feng Suige announced loudly and impressively, “Or they’ll catch us!” With that, he burst into laughter, spurred his horse, and suddenly overtook Yixiao. Both annoyed and amused, Yixiao urged her horse to chase after him.

An officer beside Xia Jingshi chuckled, muttering to himself, “I can hardly believe this is the same Feng Suige who once faced us on the battlefield.” A Susha military officer riding next to him, grinning widely, chimed in, “The Prince has been smiling much more since the Lesser Consort arrived.”

Xia Jingshi listened quietly, a faint smile on his lips.

Yixiao was still the same Yixiao, and yet, she wasn’t.

Wasn’t this what he had always hoped for?

Then why did his heartache?
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After descending Wei Mountain and replenishing their water at the stream at the foot of the mountain, Feng Xiyang was ordered to continue riding with Yi Xiao. The mare that had previously carried her now bore the tightly bound Holy Emperor, led by Jinxiu army officers, closely following Xia Jingshi’s horse. Feng Xiyang seemed to understand the urgency of the situation, and her body, tied to Yi Xiao’s back, no longer conveyed obvious rejection and hostility. Feng Suige had also put aside his playful attitude. After reorganizing the formation for wartime marching, the troops began to move at full speed.

The mountain wind whistled past their cheeks. The purple flag of the Imperial Guard must have been fluttering in the wind like the corners of their robes. Yi Xiao felt as if her heart would leap out of her chest with the jolting of the horse. Her blood surged with a cry from the depths of her heart: Hurry, hurry, hurry faster.

As the sky gradually darkened, Yi Xiao gritted her teeth and raised her whip, lashing it hard against the horse’s flank. The horse, already exhausted and foaming at the mouth, let out a cry of pain, but its speed didn’t increase. Before the second lash could fall, Xia Jingshi stopped her in a low voice, “Even if you beat it to death, it won’t help. Why bother?”

Yi Xiao angrily pulled back the whip, fuming, “It looks like we won’t make it till dawn. I wonder when we can change horses again…” “No need,” Xia Jingshi smiled. “Let’s leave it at this.” Before Yi Xiao could understand his implication, Xia Jingshi called out to the accompanying officers and reined in his horse to stop.

Feng Suige pulled up his horse in surprise. Xia Jingshi and his group had already retreated to the roadside with the Holy Emperor. Seeing Feng Suige stop and look back, Xia Jingshi calmly said, “Prince Feng, why don’t we part ways here?” Feng Suige frowned and asked gruffly, “What do you mean?” Yi Xiao also exclaimed, “Your Highness, what are you doing?”

“If we continue like this, none of us will escape,” Xia Jingshi avoided Yi Xiao’s gaze and glanced at the Holy Emperor as if to hide something. “With him here, the Imperial Guard won’t dare to act rashly.”

Feng Suige stared at him steadily, suddenly breaking into a knowing smile. “So, to save yourself, you’re willing to abandon your companions?” Before Xia Jingshi could react, the officer beside him burst out angrily, “His Highness is not that kind of person…” “Then,” Feng Suige lazily interjected, “you think I’m that kind of person, is that it?”

Silence suddenly fell around them.

Seeing the officer lowering his head in shame, Feng Suige’s smile faded, and he shouted, “Tell the Jinxiu people, are we Su Sha men that kind of people?!”

“No—!” The roar of over a hundred Su Sha soldiers echoed through the valley.

“Very well, let’s continue on our way,” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow and was about to turn his horse when Xia Jingshi suddenly called out, “Wait…”

“Your Highness,” Yi Xiao interrupted loudly, her face showing rare solemnity, “Things have already been said to this point. It wouldn’t be appropriate for Your Highness to refuse now, would it?”

“Even Yi Xiao has learned to put on a stern face and lecture people,” Xia Jingshi smiled helplessly. “I just wanted to say that there’s a relatively isolated hill a few miles away. If we hurry there now, we still have some time to build some defensive works. This way, we should be able to hold out for a few days without any problems.”

At midnight, torches began to light up at the foot of the mountain.

Hearing the alarm, Yi Xiao rolled over and sat up from her felt mat. “They’re here!” Feng Suige stopped her from getting up. “Sleep easy, I’ll go.”

In the cleared space outside, Xia Jingshi was standing by the palisade, looking down. Hearing the greetings of the soldiers coming and going, he said without turning his head, “They might send scouts up the mountain immediately. We need to be more cautious tonight.” Feng Suige glanced down and casually said, “Before they come up, why don’t we send someone down to talk to them?”

“Planning to negotiate with them?” Xia Jingshi turned to look at him. Feng Suige shrugged indifferently, “Actually, it doesn’t have much to do with me. It mainly depends on what you think—by the way, about that matter, how have you considered it? Or do you want to tell me that you’re still hesitating?”

Seeing Xia Jingshi’s silence, Feng Suige scratched his head in frustration. “This is what I’ve never understood. Some people without ability are still desperately climbing towards that position, while you, who are just a step away, refuse to take that final step.” He paused and looked at Xia Jingshi suspiciously. “Is there something wrong with your head?”

“No,” Xia Jingshi answered expressionlessly. “Ha,” Feng Suige laughed dryly, “Could it be that there’s something wrong with my head?” “Maybe,” Xia Jingshi didn’t want to dwell on this issue any longer. He pointed to a place where torches were gathered at the foot of the mountain. “That should be the main tent—if you were the commanding general, what would you do now?”

Feng Suige’s expression became serious. After a brief thought, he answered simply, “On one hand, we need to stabilize the people on the mountain and try to rescue the Holy Emperor unharmed. On the other hand, we need to set up defenses to prevent them from breaking through or calling for reinforcements.”

Xia Jingshi nodded slightly. “At this point, they will certainly prioritize the Holy Emperor’s safety. So, in the short term, they won’t make any big moves. However, they will be on guard towards Lu City, not allowing us to wait comfortably for reinforcements to arrive.”

“I see,” Feng Suige narrowed his eyes, seriously considering. “You’re from Jinxiu and understand them better. Do you think the person down there is more supportive of you or of that unfortunate fellow tied up behind us?” “The Jinxiu Imperial Guard wears purple and participates in the capital’s defense, but they are essentially the emperor’s troops,” Xia Jingshi sighed lightly. “For them, holding the Holy Emperor hostage is a great act of treason…”

“Just say they support that person,” Feng Suige said dissatisfied, finally understanding. “This is troublesome—well, since we’ve been dragged into this, it seems wrong not to get involved.” He leaned closer to Xia Jingshi and said softly, “With the Holy Emperor kidnapped and the nobles in chaos, not just anyone can clean up this mess. Tell me, when that time comes…”

Xia Jingshi looked alertly into Feng Suige’s eyes. After a moment of eye contact, Xia Jingshi smiled bitterly, “Why must you force me to that step?” “What step?” Feng Suige smiled and stepped back. “You’ve had a hard night. I’ll take over tomorrow.”
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The sun rose in the east, painting the mountain base in deepening shades of purple. Xia Jingshi’s brow furrowed even more. The difference in numbers between the two sides was too great. Although they had the Holy Emperor as a bargaining chip, the chances of escaping unscathed were extremely slim…

Suddenly, someone lightly patted his shoulder. He turned instinctively and was greeted by a cheerful, refreshed smile. “Your Highness, go rest. I can keep watch here.”

“I’ll go in a moment,” Xia Jingshi responded, shifting his gaze back to the mountain base. “Look, more and more Imperial Guards are gathering down there.”

Yi Xiao peered for a while, then scoffed disdainfully, “No matter how many there are, it’s useless. As long as we have the Holy Emperor, they absolutely won’t dare to launch a full-scale attack.”

“It seems that way for now,” Xia Jingshi sighed lightly. “But if this turns into a standoff, we have no chance of winning.”

“That’s what I said too, but Feng Suige said not to worry,” Yi Xiao shook her head in dissatisfaction. “When I asked him why, he wouldn’t say. Then I turned around for a moment and couldn’t find him. Who knows what tricks he’s up to, always being so mysterious…”

Xia Jingshi watched her silently. Even while complaining, her eyes were still filled with laughter. What he couldn’t achieve, that man had accomplished. What he could give, he naturally wouldn’t withhold.

So he smiled too. In the golden morning light, the two stood side by side, each lost in their thoughts, yet both smiling with happiness and contentment.

Feng Xiyang stood dazed in the distance, feeling a chill from the depths of his heart to the tips of his toes.

“…Scout again. Tell the reconnaissance unit to report immediately, even if it’s just a rumor,” Xiao Weiran issued the order decisively. He took the medicine cup from a young officer’s hand and drained it in one gulp.

Putting down the cup, he couldn’t help but cough lightly a few times. The officer beside him hurriedly stepped forward to pat his back. “Commander, please rest for a while.”

“No need,” Xiao Weiran pushed away the officer’s hand and began to review the various reports that had just been submitted. The officer could only step back with his hands at his sides.

The wheels of the carriage rumbled dully as they rolled over the rugged mountain path. The swaying curtains couldn’t keep out the dust stirred up by the horses’ hooves in front, and soon a thick layer of grime covered the remnants of medicine at the bottom of the cup.

“Commander Xiao,” the military officer accompanying the carriage suddenly exclaimed in surprise, “There’s thick smoke rising over there!”

Xiao Weiran’s heart skipped a beat. He quickly lifted the side curtain and looked ahead. Among the continuous mountain ridges, a thick line of black smoke rose straight into the sky, piercing the clouds and refusing to dissipate. Against the blue sky and white clouds, it looked extremely abrupt and eerie.

Yi Xiao crouched upwind, watching with mixed amusement at the group below coughing and gasping. Feng Suige initially managed to lend a hand nearby, but eventually couldn’t withstand the choking smoke. He rubbed his reddened eyes and retreated to Yi Xiao’s side. “Hey, this place is too small. If it were bigger, it should be much better.”

Yi Xiao covered her nose and stepped back, “You smell terrible… You’d better go change your clothes.”

Feng Suige glared at her, “You’re disgusted by me? If it weren’t for you, why would I, the noble Regent Prince, come to this remote mountain to suffer like this?”

He had expected Yi Xiao to jump up and retort, but she only quietly lowered her head. After a while, she said softly, “I understand. Thank you…”

A moment of silence fell, and the commotion below suddenly seemed much louder.

Feng Suige was only silent for a moment before returning to his usual nonchalant manner. “Forget it, whenever you’re polite, it usually doesn’t mean anything good…”

Before he could finish speaking, Feng Suige jumped up, avoiding the handful of dirt thrown at his head. He glared at Yi Xiao, “What are you doing!”

Yi Xiao stood up, brushing the soil from her hands. Seeing his gritted teeth, she proudly raised her chin at him, “I’m proving how right you are, Your Highness!”

Feng Suige stomped his foot and lunged at her. Yi Xiao yelped and turned to run, but after a few steps, she crashed headlong into Xia Jingshi, who had hurried over. Looking up dizzily, she asked, “Your Highness? Why aren’t you resting?”

Xia Jingshi’s lips twitched slightly. “If you’re not busy, go to the front and keep watch for me. I have something to discuss with Prince Feng.”

Yi Xiao agreed, stuck her tongue out at Feng Suige, and bounded off towards the lookout post.

“What’s wrong?” Feng Suige had already noticed the unusual expression on Xia Jingshi’s face and asked in a low voice.

Xia Jingshi pressed his lips tightly together, his eyes concealing storms. “Something’s happened. Come with me.”

“Didn’t I instruct that he was not to be left alone for even a moment? How could he have escaped?” Feng Suige growled. Before him knelt two Xu Sha guards, their faces ashen. On the other side, the thick hemp rope that had bound the Holy Emperor to the tree trunk had been cut, lying on the ground like a dead snake.

“Now is not the time for anger,” Xia Jingshi said gravely. “I’ve already sent out a few men to track him down. If they can bring him back, that’s best. If not…” He paused, slowly exhaling, “If not, we must quickly gather our forces and break through forcefully.”

Feng Suige angrily punched the tree trunk. “It was my oversight. I should have assigned more men to guard him.”

One of the silent guards suddenly kowtowed, choking out, “It was this subordinate’s negligence. Now the Prince is in danger because of me. I only ask for death to atone for my crime.”

The other guard also shuffled forward on his knees, kowtowing as he said, “This subordinate also bears responsibility…”

“You think death comes so easily?” Feng Suige sneered coldly. “If killing you could undo everything, would you still be alive to speak to me? Stop dawdling and go find him!”

“Wait,” Xia Jingshi kicked at the broken rope with his toe, raising his eyes to the two guards. “Tell me what happened again, in detail.”

One guard lowered his head and said, “I’ve been having stomach issues these past few days. Just now, I really couldn’t hold it any longer, so I left for a moment. When I returned, the Holy Emperor was gone.”

Xia Jingshi nodded and looked at the other guard. Meeting the gazes of Xia Jingshi and Feng Suige, he hesitated for a moment before stammering, “I was just too tired and dozed off for a bit. When I opened my eyes again…”

“Lies,” Xia Jingshi coldly spat out the word. The guard’s whole body immediately trembled. Even Feng Suige sharply raised his head.

Xia Jingshi bent down to pick up the rope and held it in front of Feng Suige. “If the Holy Emperor had worn through the rope himself to escape, this break would be far too clean. If someone had rescued him, setting aside the fact that there’s been no movement from the foot of the mountain, consider this: would someone capable of sneaking in here undetected need to saw back and forth to cut this rope? They could have sliced through it effortlessly.”

Feng Suige’s gaze returned to the guard’s face, staring at him for a long moment. His eyes darkened as he said softly, “I want to hear the truth—who was it?”
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The guard kept his head lowered, remaining silent.

Sunlight filtered through the leaves, falling on Xia Jingshi’s face. Surprisingly, he was smiling. “There’s no need to investigate further. Even if we find out, what difference would it make? What’s done is done.”

“Feng Suige—” An exasperated voice called from afar. “Where are you hiding? Come out quickly!” As Feng Suige was about to respond, Xia Jingshi raised his hand to stop him, nodding towards the other direction. “Don’t let her come here—I’ll handle this.” Feng Suige nodded in understanding, took a deep breath, and dashed towards the other side of the forest.

Xia Jingshi watched him leave, then turned his gaze back to the guard still kneeling on the ground. He asked softly, “Was it her?”

“Everyone’s busy, and here you are, lazing around…” Yi Xiao finally found Feng Suige lounging idly in the shade. Annoyed, she pounced on him, pinching him. “Get up quickly, there’s movement below!”

Feng Suige startled, quickly propping himself up. “What kind of movement?” Yi Xiao tugged at him, trying to pull him to his feet. “It seems people have arrived—I can’t explain clearly, come and see for yourself!”

In just a moment, the scattered purple dots at the foot of the mountain had coalesced into large purple clouds, forming a battle formation facing outwards. By the looks of it, reinforcements had arrived.

They were just one step away from the expected outcome. Why did such a serious mistake have to occur at this crucial moment? The guard’s unusual behavior made Feng Suige increasingly certain of his suspicions. However, he couldn’t understand why…

“Is it Weiran and the others who’ve arrived?” Yi Xiao stared intently at the foot of the mountain. “Shouldn’t we be getting into formation?” Receiving no response for a long time, she turned back suspiciously to look at the man beside her, who was lost in thought. “What’s wrong?”

Meeting her clear gaze, Feng Suige suddenly snapped back to reality. He covered up, responding, “Hmm… it’s nothing. I was just thinking about the next step…” “Once they engage head-on, we’ll concentrate our forces and charge down,” Yi Xiao said excitedly, oblivious to his distraction. She pumped her fist. “At that time, they’ll have to deal with both Weiran and us, and they’re bound to leave an opening—yes, if we seize the opportunity, we’ll be able to break through!”

Feng Suige responded absent-mindedly.

He wondered if that person had been caught. If not… Suddenly, his whole body tensed, and he turned to run towards the camp.

Before he could enter the forest, he ran into Xia Jingshi, who was slowly walking out. Feng Suige froze, stopping in his tracks. “Xiyang…” Xia Jingshi calmly replied, “She’s gone too.”

As if doused with a bucket of cold water, Feng Suige couldn’t help but shiver.

Xia Jingshi’s gaze moved past his shoulder, falling on Yi Xiao who had followed him. A gentle smile spread across his lips. “I’ve ended up involving you all after all.”

Yi Xiao couldn’t remember how many times she had fallen on the uneven mountain path, nor did she notice that her cheeks had been cut by sharp grass blades. The anger she had been suppressing for days exploded upon learning the truth. After snatching Feng Suige’s sword, she sprinted wildly down the narrow path behind the mountain. The urgent calls of Feng Suige and Xia Jingshi were left far behind after a few turns.

Even if it was blind pursuit, even if there was no trail to follow, she had to chase.

If she couldn’t catch the escaped Holy Emperor, in no time at all, the hundred or so lives on the mountaintop would be sacrificed under the iron cavalry of the Jinxiu Yulin Grand Camp. As for Feng Xiyang, if she was still obstinate, even at the risk of being hated by Feng Suige afterward, Yi Xiao would kill her, even if it cost her own life.

Catching a shadow from the corner of her eye, Yi Xiao maintained her momentum, abruptly changing direction to lunge to the right, her sword leaving its sheath.

With a clang, the sword’s edge was deflected, the impact forcing Yi Xiao half a step back. At the same time, the person called out, “Commander Fu…”

Yi Xiao steadied herself, withdrawing her sword and stepping back. Before she stood one of Xia Jingshi’s deputy commanders, covered in mud and grass stains, looking at her in despair. “There’s not a single trace, it seems we won’t be able to find them…” “Shut up,” Yi Xiao coldly commanded, sheathing her sword and turning to leave. “If you still have strength, continue the pursuit. If not, go back up and help!”

“But we don’t know which way they went, it’s like searching for a needle in a haystack…” “If it were you, which way would you go?” Yi Xiao paused, turning slightly to look at him. Her voice was hoarse as if asking, but also as if muttering to herself, “Two pampered individuals, on such a mountain path, how would they go…”

Yi Xiao’s gaze slowly moved to the more gentle slope in the distance. “That way.”

Jumping down from a boulder, the Holy Emperor sat down hard, breathing heavily. After a long while, there was a rustling from the grass beside him. Feng Xiyang, who had to take a detour due to her fear of heights, stumbled out of the deep grass and crouched beside him, panting softly.

If this woman wasn’t still useful, he wouldn’t have brought her along to slow him down. The Holy Emperor frowned, glancing at Feng Xiyang, then stood up and said softly, “Let’s go.”

Feng Xiyang struggled to her feet. They had barely taken two steps when the Holy Emperor suddenly spun around and knocked her to the ground, his hand clamping firmly over her mouth to stifle her cry of surprise.

The sound of rustling grass came from not far ahead. Footsteps lingered nearby for a while before continuing downwards, gradually fading away.

The Holy Emperor’s tense body finally relaxed. He sneered, “They’re quick, already chasing us here.” Xiyang, looking dazed, pushed him away and sat up. “They’ve discovered…”

“Having regrets now?” The Holy Emperor stood up, carefully looking around before extending a hand to Xiyang. “Come on, we need to move faster.” Xiyang hesitated, lowering her head to avoid his hand. “You go on your own. I… I want to go back.” “Go back?” The Holy Emperor sneered. “Suit yourself, but if you go back, what I promised you earlier will no longer stand. Don’t regret it when the Yulin Grand Camp levels this mountaintop.”

Feng Xiyang gritted her teeth, forcing herself to stand. “Let’s go.”

“You are beyond saving,” a cold voice rang out, startling Feng Xiyang into a muffled cry. The Holy Emperor also turned around in shock. From the waist-high wild grass not far away, a figure slowly rose. It was none other than Yi Xiao. She coldly tossed aside her scabbard, pointing her sword tip towards the two, advancing step by step. “Go back on your own, or cross over my corpse to go down the mountain. Choose one!”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 119
“They let you come after us alone?” the Holy Emperor said with a half-smile. “Tsk, trying to bring back two people by yourself – is it because you’re truly that capable, or…?”

“No need for Your Majesty to worry,” Yi Xiao glanced at Feng Xiyang, whose expression was complex. “As for her, where she wants to go is her business. I just need Your Majesty to come with me.”

“My, what hurtful words. Do you hate her that much?” As Yi Xiao drew closer, the Holy Emperor tried to maintain a relaxed demeanor but couldn’t help taking a small step back. That single step caused him to lose his footing. With an “Ah!”, he began to fall backward.

Yi Xiao quickly leaped forward to grab him, while Feng Xiyang instinctively reached for the Holy Emperor’s sleeve.

In that moment of chaos, Yi Xiao caught a glimpse of a cold smile at the corner of the Holy Emperor’s lips. Her heart warned her, and she hesitated for a split second.

Suddenly, Feng Xiyang’s entire body lurched forward, then rebounded towards Yi Xiao at high speed. The Holy Emperor used this push-and-pull momentum to accelerate his roll down the slope.

Although Yi Xiao had been somewhat prepared, she hadn’t anticipated the Holy Emperor’s actions. There was no time to withdraw her sword – the sharp blade that had accompanied Feng Suige through many battles pierced Feng Xiyang’s back, sinking to the hilt.

Yi Xiao froze. Suddenly, the whole world seemed to fall silent.

Feng Xiyang raised her hand dazedly as if the Holy Emperor was still before her. After a moment, she hesitantly lowered her hand and touched the protruding sword tip on her chest. It was real.

This wasn’t a dream. She coughed lightly, spitting blood into her palm. It was warm – indeed, not a dream.

As expected, it was a path of no return. Xiyang smiled bitterly. In the end, she couldn’t turn back.

Cold sweat dripped from Yi Xiao’s forehead, mingling with the blood seeping through Feng Xiyang’s fingers and falling to the ground. The late autumn grass on the slope, already turning yellow, was now stained a bright red.

“You must be happy,” Feng Xiyang said weakly, leaning against a large rock and coughing up a mouthful of blood. “If I die, you can return to his side.”

“If you don’t shut up, I’ll knock you out,” Yi Xiao said through gritted teeth, not daring to relax her grip. “There should be people nearby. Press hard on the wound, I’ll go…”

“Don’t leave me,” Feng Xiyang found strength from somewhere and clutched Yi Xiao’s sleeve tightly. “Fu Yi Xiao, for the sake of my royal brother, can you promise me one thing?”

“Speak quickly,” Yi Xiao replied, looking anxiously down the mountain. Time was running out; what should she do?

“I’m not going to make it. I just want to see him one last time,” Xiyang’s eyes were like shallow streams, their life force visibly ebbing away with each passing moment. “Please, take me to him.”

Yi Xiao hesitated, noticing Feng Xiyang’s lips growing pale from blood loss. Finally, she sighed deeply. “Apart from carrying you on my back, I can’t think of any other way to get you up there. But I’ll have to pull out the sword first.” She wasn’t sure if Xiyang’s frail body could endure such an ordeal.

“I can bear it,” Xiyang closed her eyes. “Please…”

They were still some distance from the mountaintop. The back of Yi Xiao’s greyish-green outer robe was now stained brownish-red.

“We’re almost there — just down the mountain and a short distance ahead is a town. There must be a physician there,” Yi Xiao, disheveled from the climb, kept talking to Xiyang. “During the breakout, I’ll protect you, don’t worry…”

“You don’t need to feel guilty, and I won’t thank you,” Feng Xiyang, who had been silent throughout the journey, suddenly spoke. Her mind was clear, but her voice was very weak. “I just feel sorry for him — actually, I knew long ago it would end like this. I just couldn’t accept it…”

Yi Xiao was taken aback for a moment, then cut her off bluntly. “Save your apologies for His Highness. I’m only talking to you to keep you awake.”

As if she hadn’t heard, Feng Xiyang continued, “I’ve always wanted to return to Xu Sha, but I felt too ashamed to go back.” She laughed softly, causing more blood to spurt from her mouth onto Yi Xiao’s already-stained shoulder. “You don’t know how much I wanted to see the outcome. Win or lose, I just wanted to see the result…”

Yi Xiao listened in silence, quickening her pace.

After a moment of dazed reflection, Xiyang struggled to lift her head, gazing at the approaching mountaintop. She murmured, “It’s time to go back.”

At that moment, Feng Suige and Xia Jingshi were with most of the soldiers in the front camp, whittling wooden stakes. The remaining soldiers were busy moving the finished stakes downhill to build a sturdy palisade.

Suddenly, an alarm sounded from the rear mountain lookout. Feng Suige hurriedly stood up, and Xia Jingshi put down his tools. “I’ll also—”

Before he could finish, a frantic shout came from the rear mountain, “Commander Fu!”

“Yi Xiao…” “Yi Xiao!” No longer caring about anything else, Feng Suige and Xia Jingshi rushed towards the back.

It seemed like a dream. In this dreamscape, Yi Xiao, covered in blood, ran towards him. No, she threw herself at Xia Jingshi behind him, falling straight into his arms without even glancing at Feng Suige.

He instinctively rushed forward, wanting to separate them, to know how Yi Xiao had become so bloodied. But Yi Xiao forcefully pushed his hand away. “Come,” she said urgently to Xia Jingshi, then ran off hand-in-hand with him like a pair of lovers.

Of course, he gave chase, only to witness an even more heart-wrenching scene in the woods. Xiyang lay on a makeshift bed of felt blankets, as blood-soaked as Yi Xiao.

He saw Xia Jingshi slowly crouch down and ask gently, “How did this happen?”

Yi Xiao answered woodenly, “It was me…”

Hearing Xia Jingshi’s voice, Feng Xiyang slowly opened her eyes. Weak but determined, she interrupted Yi Xiao, “It wasn’t her. It was the Holy Emperor…”

Only then did he step forward in disbelief, his voice trembling, “Is that Xiyang?”

Yi Xiao exhaled softly, “Yes, it is.”

But Feng Xiyang’s eyes were fixed only on Xia Jingshi. She struggled to raise her hand, trying to grasp the hem of his clothes. Xia Jingshi hesitated for a moment before taking her hand in his, comforting her gently, “Don’t worry, you’ll be alright.”

“I understand,” Feng Xiyang said with effort. Though she tried to hold back her tears, one escaped. “Can you forgive me? I wanted so badly to win back what I had lost…”

“Xiyang…” Feng Suige’s voice trembled. “How did this happen?”

“It’s retribution,” Xiyang’s lips twitched bitterly. “Royal Brother, when you return this time, can you take me with you? But first, let me recover in your Water Painting Garden, otherwise, Father will worry…”

Feng Suige’s eyes immediately reddened. He forced a smile and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll bring you back safely to Xu Sha. I have some black jade with me, I’ll go get it right away…”

Feng Xiyang smiled faintly, then turned her gaze back to Xia Jingshi. “If you miss me, send me a message… I’ll come back!”

Xia Jingshi nodded.

In the distance, the faint sound of war drums could be heard.

“They’re here,” Yi Xiao, who had been standing silently to the side, said slowly.
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The Holy Emperor stumbled down the mountainside, his short robe in tatters and his hair half undone. Seeing the purple Yulin Camp not far away, he glanced back several times to find no one pursuing, and slowed his pace, walking gradually towards it.

Suddenly hearing war drums in the distance, a smug smile appeared on the Holy Emperor’s lips. “No matter who comes to save you, it will be like moths flying into flames. So, it’s more realistic to consider how to kneel at my feet and speak pleasingly…”

After walking a few more zhang, the purple-clad Yulin guards patrolling nearby spotted him and immediately rushed over, shouting.

“Commander Xiao, they’ve discovered us and are now gathering their forces, forming a battle formation,” a deputy general ran over, pointing towards the Yulin Grand Camp’s position. “The smoke is rising from the slope behind them. His Highness must be on the mountain!”

Xiao Weiran gazed intently at where the smoke column was rising for a while before turning his attention to the soldiers poised for action. He coughed twice, then spoke slowly but forcefully, “I’ll ask you one last time. Those who don’t wish to bear the name of traitors from now on can still withdraw…”

“Commander Xiao!” A burly man came up from behind, striding forward and shouting, “Give the order! Even if I have to lay down my life on this hill, I’ll ensure His Highness’s safety!” Before he finished speaking, the other soldiers also began shouting enthusiastically, “Commander Xiao, give the order!” The echoes resounded throughout the valley, “Give the order… Give the order…”

“Very well!” Xiao Weiran declared proudly. “Regardless of victory or defeat, life or death in this battle, endless wars await us in the future. We must fight this one beautifully!”

“That’s Weiran,” Xia Jingshi said, frowning slightly. “We have the advantage in numbers, but the Yulin Grand Camp is well-rested…” Feng Suige calculated quickly in his mind while saying, “The Yulin army will focus all their energy on forming battle formations. The number of people surrounding the mountain will surely decrease. Should we find a more hidden mountain path to go down from the rear and then try to break through to join the reinforcements from Lu City?”

“We can, but,” Xia Jingshi glanced calmly at Feng Suige, “Yi Xiao must stay behind to take care of Xiyang.” Feng Suige scratched his head in frustration. “I want to take Xiyang down with us and send her directly to the nearest town for treatment after we break through.”

“Calm down. She can’t withstand much jostling. If something goes wrong in the chaos, it’ll be too late for regrets,” Xia Jingshi gestured to a nearby officer, signaling him to go and order the troops to assemble. “If possible, I wouldn’t want to leave Yi Xiao here either, but everyone here except her is male. They can’t help with Xiyang’s wounds.”

Feng Suige thought for a while before turning hesitantly to look at Yi Xiao, who stood nearby in a daze. “Alright, with her here, I’ll be more at ease.”

Only after the last healthy horse disappeared from view did Yi Xiao, carrying the water skin and dried food left by Feng Suige, slowly walk back into the forest.

Hearing Yi Xiao’s footsteps, Feng Xiyang slightly lifted her eyelids. “Where is he…”

“The troops from Lu City have arrived. The two of them led the team to break through, telling us to wait here,” Yi Xiao crouched beside her, opening the water skin and bringing it to her lips. “Drink some water.”

Xiyang shook her head. “I’m not thirsty— Can you move me to a place where I can see them… I want to look at him one more time.” Yi Xiao was taken aback and firmly refused. “Your wound has just stopped bleeding. Moving again will cause it to burst open— I don’t have the strength to carry you back and forth. Let’s just wait here for news.” With that, Yi Xiao put the water skin aside and sat down, leaning against a tree trunk.

She still hadn’t told Feng Suige that the fatal stab Feng Xiyang received was from her hand, though it wasn’t intentional.

But she didn’t feel guilty about accidentally injuring Feng Xiyang. Apart from Feng Xiyang being Feng Suige’s sister, any goodwill she had towards Feng Xiyang had vanished after she privately released the Holy Emperor. Now, all that remained was sympathy.

Feng Xiyang didn’t understand love, and Xia Jingshi’s feelings weren’t the result of constant wearing down. Of these two people caught in the situation, the one who fled gave no chance at all, while the one who pursued made more mistakes the more he tried, unable to stop.

It was unclear whether she was the third person in this tangled relationship.

Her heart was conflicted.

She had always hoped for Xia Jingshi’s happiness and thought such a passionate woman would be enough to warm his cold and lonely heart. Who knew it would end up like this?

That person’s thoughts were always difficult for her to fathom.

In the Yulin army’s main tent at the foot of the mountain, the Holy Emperor, having washed and changed into a general’s armor, looked much more spirited. Sitting comfortably in a large chair, sipping the fragrant tea offered by the Yulin army, he said coldly, “There are only about a hundred people on the mountain, so just form ranks to block the rebel army coming from behind. I want Xia Jingshi and Feng Suige—once we capture them, the rebel army will naturally retreat.”

“Your subject obeys!” The heavily armored Yulin general responded, quickly exiting the tent. The Holy Emperor’s fingertips lightly traced his wrists, bruised from being bound, and he muttered grimly, “The humiliation I’ve suffered, you will repay a thousandfold!”

Xiao Weiran stood on a slightly elevated hill under the protection of two deputy generals, watching the two armies facing off in the distance. Suddenly, his brow furrowed, and the deputy general beside him exclaimed, “Look! The Yulin army has split into two!” “The situation is not good,” Xiao Weiran continued gravely. “They’re preparing to hold us off while attacking the mountain—we can’t wait any longer. We must end this quickly!”

The deputy general responded promptly, blowing a loud whistle. Immediately, the sound of drums thundered from the battle formation, and the cavalry at the front of the ranks shouted as they swept toward the distant purple army.

The thunderous drum beats startled the troops who had just reached the middle of the mountain. Xia Jingshi listened intently in surprise, “Weiran ordered a quick attack?!” Feng Suige’s expression immediately changed. “Could there be some unusual movement in the Yulin Grand Camp? Could it be the Holy Emperor…”

“Whatever the case, we need to speed up,” Xia Jingshi looked back worriedly towards the mountaintop. “Every moment we delay puts them in more danger.”

Feng Suige nodded, gripping the reins and quickening his pace. The entire team immediately followed closely.

Feng Xiyang’s injury, the Holy Emperor’s sudden disappearance… The tense atmosphere before the bloody battle spread like a mist among this team.

Ning Fei led a group of soldiers, hurrying through the dense forest.

Since they had split up and advanced, they had encountered Yulin Camp’s pursuing troops several times, each time narrowly escaping. He had left the severely wounded soldiers scattered in various civilian areas, while he continued with the remaining men.

Counting the days, if all went well, Xia Jingshi should have already joined up with Weiran and perhaps had already returned to Lu City. Thinking of Lu City, Ning Fei’s heart softened involuntarily. His wife was there, along with his unborn child.

A sound of stumbling came from behind. Ning Fei looked back to see a soldier who had been lightly wounded in the last encounter falling to the ground. Looking at the others, they were all out of breath as well.

With a slight sigh, Ning Fei went forward to help up the fallen soldier, saying softly, “Everyone’s tired. Let’s rest for a while before moving on.”

The soldier looked at him gratefully, panting as he sat down nearby.

Licking his dry lips, Ning Fei took the water skin from his waist and shook it. There was a faint clanking sound; not much water was left. He looked around and walked towards the lower ground.

The dried food was enough to last a few days in these mountains, but water was essential. It would be best to find a clean water source nearby, otherwise…

Hearing the sound of water, Ning Fei jumped down from a protruding rock and ran into a mountain hollow. Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks, his pupils constricting at the sight before him.

There was indeed a small stream ahead.

But.

On the forest edge by the stream, densely packed and resting, were all brightly armored Jinxiu cavalry. And they all looked up in surprise, staring at Ning Fei who had suddenly rushed into their line of sight.
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Small stones were still rolling down the slope when people on the opposite side began to stand up. Ning Fei quietly and slowly took one step back, then another. Suddenly, he spun around, threw down his water skin, and sprinted towards the opposite slope. Immediately, shouts and chaotic footsteps erupted behind him.

There was no time to think; only one thought remained: run.

Suddenly, he heard the fierce neighing of horses and the splashing of water. The hoofbeats grew closer. Ning Fei gritted his teeth, stopped, and turned to draw his sword. He’d fight to the death!

To his surprise, when the pursuing cavalry saw him stop and draw his sword, they also reined in their horses. As Ning Fei hesitated, the leading military officer called out, “General Ning, don’t misunderstand! We mean no harm!”

Seeing that Ning Fei still warily pointed his sword at him, he ordered the other soldiers to retreat several zhang and dismounted himself. Bowing, he said, “General Ning, we are cavalry under the Guardian General. We’ve been searching along the road by order of the Prime Minister…”

Ning Fei immediately sneered, “If you think I’ll believe you just because you’re using my mentor’s name…”

“General, you misunderstand!” the officer explained urgently. “The Empress Dowager’s plot to throw the harem into chaos and deceive the world has been exposed by the old Prime Minister in court. Now, the military affairs of the capital are under the old General’s control. The Prime Minister ordered us to search everywhere to invite His Highness back to the capital to take charge!”

Ning Fei looked him up and down skeptically, still unwilling to let his guard down. After brief consideration, he asked loudly, “Without proof, how can I trust you?”

The officer carefully pulled out a letter from his bosom, stepped forward, and placed it on the ground. Then he led his horse away. Only then did Ning Fei slowly approach to pick up the letter, retreating a few steps before unfolding and carefully examining it.

After a while, Ning Fei hesitantly folded the letter. “Indeed, it’s my mentor’s handwriting. But His Highness isn’t traveling with me…”

The officer smiled, “Don’t worry, General. Other teams set out in different directions at the same time as us. If they were successful, they should have found Prince Zhen Nan by now — after all, riding on the road is different from riding in the forest!”

Ning Fei finally nodded. He cupped his hands and said, “Thank you for your efforts. However, please report back to the old Prime Minister that Ning Fei must continue forward as agreed with His Highness. Please go back!”

The officer thought for a moment, then nodded. “Very well, but it will be hard on you, General.” He turned and ordered half of their horses to be left for Ning Fei, bowed to him once more, and then departed.

Ning Fei watched them ford the small stream and disappear into the forest on the other side before finally relaxing. As the mountain wind blew, he suddenly realized he was drenched in cold sweat. He shrank his neck, looked at the horses drinking water or resting by the riverbank, then looked down at the document in his hand. Still not entirely sure, he opened and read it several times before folding it and hiding it close to his body. He muttered, “It’s broad daylight, I couldn’t have seen a ghost — could it have been resolved so easily?”

The fierce assault from the reinforcements of Lu City forced the Imperial Guards to withdraw some of their troops that were about to ascend the slope. They had to concentrate all their efforts on resisting the attack. The thunderous battle cries and the cruel slaughter drew the Holy Emperor out of his tent. He sat in a large chair placed in a safe location, squinting at the flashing swords and bloodshed of the battle.

Perhaps, the Holy Emperor thought vaguely, he had been waiting for this day for so many years. That time when the Emperor had distributed horses gifted from foreign lands, it was supposed to be for the princes to choose themselves. But in front of everyone, the Emperor had pointed out the most spirited one for Xia Jingshi. Yet, that was also the one he had set his eyes on.

Later, when they were all studying together, the Emperor sent palace servants to summon Xia Jingshi alone. Curious, he had followed out of the academy, only to be caught and brought back by the tutor. He still remembered the tutor shaking his head and saying that he heard the three most learned scholars in Jin Xiu had been recruited by the Emperor with hefty rewards to give private lessons to the prince who would inherit the throne.

But, his mother had said, without the empire, they would be at the mercy of others. He didn’t want to be buried in obscurity, much less kneel at Xia Jingshi’s feet. Until one day, his mother told him that Xia Jingshi was no longer an obstacle to his ascension to the throne…

Who would have thought that in the end, even when Xu Sha sued for peace, the peace terms presented to him after a long journey also bore Xia Jingshi’s name?

Finally, he was enraged. He couldn’t understand why, even as the Son of Heaven, he was still inferior to Xia Jingshi!

But now it seemed like heaven was on his side — he had thought he could only be a captive or a bargaining chip, losing everything miserably in Xia Jingshi’s hands. Who knew there would be such an unexpected turn of events…

Xia Jingshi, it’s all over now.

Yi Xiao sat by Xiyang’s side for a while. Seeing her fall into a light sleep, she quietly stood up and walked to the open space in front to look down the mountain.

Countless weapons reflected cold light. Closing her eyes, she could almost smell the earthy scent of war horses mixed with the unique smell of sweat and blood from intense fighting. The smell of the battlefield.

Opening her eyes, she suddenly saw the Holy Emperor sitting outside the formation, guarded by several purple-clad generals. She couldn’t help but feel a surge of hatred, her teeth itching with the urge to act. If she had Greedy Wolf with her, she might have been able to test her arm strength and shooting range. Now, she could only torture him with her gaze.

After a while, Yi Xiao exhaled dejectedly and slowly shifted her gaze to the distant mountains. This time, she wondered if they would escape.

Just one glance, and she involuntarily raised her hand to clutch her collar, frozen in place — in the sunlight, several large flags led a vast army rapidly moving in their direction.

Weiran had arrived. This must be the army from the capital.

After standing dazed for a moment, she suddenly smiled and turned to run quickly toward the shaded area where Feng Xiyang was.

When Feng Xiyang woke with a start, Yi Xiao was placing a water skin and an unsheathed short sword beside her. “Keep this for self-defense,” she said. Meeting Xiyang’s confused gaze, Yi Xiao smiled and said, “Jin Xiu’s great army has arrived. I’m going to chase after them.”

“Wait,” Xiyang struggled to move. “You mean…”

“It’s likely to be nine deaths, one life situation,” Yi Xiao said with a smile, shaking out a warm cloak to cover her. “If we win, I’ll come back for you. If we lose, we’ll meet again in the underworld.”

A little further down was level ground. Through the trees, they could faintly see sparse purple moving back and forth not far from the foot of the mountain. Carefully avoiding any paths where they might be discovered, Xia Jingshi and Feng Suige led over a hundred men winding their way down through rocks and small woods.

Feng Suige, who had been silent all the way, suddenly laughed. “You and I used to be mortal enemies on the battlefield. Who would have thought we’d end up like this?”

Xia Jingshi couldn’t help but smile. “It must be fate. Just like you and Yi Xiao — who would have thought you two would end up together?”

“No, I noticed her very early on,” Feng Suige chuckled softly. “It’s just that at that time, I hated her for challenging me on the battlefield. If you hadn’t turned back midway, I was already prepared to send you back to Jin Xiu after Xiyang’s grand wedding, and ask the Holy Emperor to hand her over to me on the way.” Mentioning Xiyang, his eyes darkened slightly. “Xiyang’s injury seems very serious. I don’t know how long she can hold on…”

As he was listening silently, the sound of falling rocks came from above. Xia Jingshi instinctively dodged backward as several fist-sized rocks fell straight down, brushing past his face and leaving him in a cold sweat.

Before he could recover from the shock, a muffled cry of surprise came from behind. “Ah…!”

Feng Suige and Xia Jingshi turned their heads almost simultaneously. They saw a Jin Xiu guard with his head half-tilted back, his eyes fixed as he mumbled, “Junior… Junior Consort…”
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Feng Suige followed his gaze upward, feeling his blood rush from his heart to his feet. In the howling wind, a slender figure was clinging to the nearly vertical cliff face, moving downward without pause. Her clothes fluttered in the wind, making her appear like a butterfly.

It was none other than Yi Xiao.

Xia Jingshi stood nearby, suddenly smiling. She was still the same as always—once she decided on something, she would pursue it recklessly.

“She’s truly gone mad…” Feng Suige cursed, cold sweat gradually appearing on his forehead. He didn’t dare blink. “At a time like this, she’s still so willful and reckless…”

“No,” Xia Jingshi softly interrupted him. “She’s not someone who doesn’t know what’s important. If it weren’t for something major, she wouldn’t choose this route down the mountain.” Before he finished speaking, Yi Xiao stepped on a weathered rock that crumbled beneath her. She slid down with the falling debris before finally stabilizing herself.

The one falling grimaced in pain, while those watching broke out in a cold sweat.

Feng Suige was so anxious he began to hop from foot to foot, lifting his robes to climb up. Xia Jingshi grabbed him, saying, “Don’t go. Don’t distract her.”

It was a close call, but in just a moment, Yi Xiao had nearly reached them. As Feng Suige prepared to go forward to meet her, she suddenly leaped, landing on the uneven slope. She stumbled a few steps before Feng Suige steadied her. Before he could scold her, Yi Xiao collapsed to the ground, exhausted. “The pursuers from the Holy City are coming…”

In the distance, as birds took flight in alarm, Xiao Weiran, standing at the rear of the battlefield, sensed something was amiss. Suppressing the bad feeling in his heart, he clenched his fists tightly, swallowing the order to sound the retreat several times.

His Highness should have taken action by now. Just hold on a little longer, just a bit more, if only they could break through…

Suddenly, a clear horn blast echoed through the air. The drum beats from both sides, meant to boost morale, faltered for a moment. Those amid battle were also stunned.

This momentary silence was enough for everyone to hear the thunderous hoofbeats of an alarming number of horses approaching rapidly from the side. The Holy Emperor heard it too, involuntarily rising to his feet.

The trembling of the earth transmitted from the soles of their feet into their bodies. Xiao Weiran smiled bitterly—it was too late.

In the blink of an eye, golden military flags embroidered with the Brocade Empire’s totem billowed like a sea. The sound of hoofbeats mixed with the thick, heavy clanging of armor surged forward like an avalanche. A vast army of mighty soldiers and generals appeared in their field of vision.

“Heh heh heh… Hahaha…” Triumphant laughter spilled from the Holy Emperor’s mouth, growing louder and louder. He laughed so hard he nearly fell over, causing the nearby Yulin General to reach out in panic to support him. “Your Majesty…” The Holy Emperor violently shook off his hand, turning to face the mountaintop with a fierce expression. “Xia Jingshi, I’d like to see where you can escape to now!!!”

The Brocade Empire’s army, like an unsheathed blade, cut straight into the formation. In just a moment, they had separated the two opposing forces. The Holy Emperor rushed forward a few steps, pointing at the Cavalry General who had just leaped down from his horse and shouted harshly, “You’ve arrived just in time. I command you to quickly annihilate these rebels, and then—”

Unexpectedly, not only did the Cavalry General not bow after dismounting, but he called out loudly, “Where is Commander Fan of the Yulin Guard? I request a word with you!” The purple-robed general accompanying the Holy Emperor was stunned and rebuked, “The Emperor is present! How dare you be so disrespectful!”

At that moment, there was a commotion from behind. The Holy Emperor turned to look and saw a small cavalry unit emerging from the side of the mountain. However, they weren’t wearing the purple armor of the Yulin Guard. Without time to think, he immediately ordered loudly, “Stop them!”

As the Yulin Guard began to move, the Cavalry General merely waved his hand lightly. Immediately, a unit of cavalry waiting behind sprang into action, and the infantry following had also caught up, effectively blocking the Yulin Guard’s path.

“How dare you! Are you rebelling too?” The Holy Emperor finally sensed something was amiss. His face turned pale as he retreated several steps. The Yulin Guard immediately gathered around him, forming a protective circle.

“We wouldn’t dare,” seeing his distress, the Cavalry General’s lips curled into a cold smile. “The old Prime Minister ordered us to lead the army here to protect Your Majesty and escort you back to the capital to manage the situation.” “I command you to capture all the rebels!” the Holy Emperor roared, his heart slightly steadying but still unable to contain his fury. “What are you standing around for? Go!”

This was the second time they rode together. Yi Xiao, exhausted, wrapped her arms around Feng Suige’s waist, burying her face in his chest.

If he hadn’t met her if he hadn’t married her if he hadn’t accompanied her to the Brocade Empire…

“Silly woman…” Yi Xiao vaguely heard Feng Suige murmur. She instinctively raised her head—yes, he was speaking.

Amidst the violent jolting, Feng Suige’s voice broke into fragments as it entered her ears. “Your reckless behavior doesn’t help matters. Wouldn’t it have been safer to stay on the mountain? Perhaps you could have escaped…” “If we must die…” Yi Xiao painfully shifted her body, trying to look back at the situation behind them. “I’d rather die on the battlefield—can we break through?”

“It’s difficult—tell me, do you think they’ll bury us together?” Feng Suige chuckled softly, then suddenly exclaimed, “What is the Holy Emperor up to?”

“What’s happening?” Yi Xiao struggled to turn her body to look, but suddenly slipped, falling towards the ground. “Yi Xiao!” Feng Suige cried out, but his hand couldn’t reach her in time. He could only watch helplessly as she tumbled down. The military officer following closely behind was startled and pulled hard on the reins, trying to stop the galloping horse, but the tremendous momentum of their full-speed charge carried the horse forward.

Amidst the cries of alarm from everyone, Xia Jingshi, who was half a horse-length behind Feng Suige, leaped from his horse. He caught Yi Xiao, who was dazed from the fall, in his arms and rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding the horse’s hooves.

She’s alright, she’s not hurt…

Xia Jingshi let out a long sigh of relief and softly asked, “Are you okay?”

Hearing his question, Yi Xiao instinctively looked up, meeting his gentle, concerned gaze. She was momentarily stunned. At the same time, Feng Suige had already reined in his horse and turned back. He leaped down from the saddle and ran over anxiously. “How is she? Is she injured?”

Xia Jingshi’s body tensed, and he released his hold.

Yi Xiao had just struggled to her feet when Feng Suige pulled her tightly into his embrace. “You nearly scared me to death…” “My hands were weak from climbing earlier, that’s why I couldn’t hold on and fell,” Yi Xiao mumbled, stealing a glance at Xia Jingshi nearby. He was taking the reins from a returning military officer. Yi Xiao blinked and gave an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, we were supposed to break through, but now everyone has stopped because of me…”

“If I had known earlier that you’d move around so much, I would have been happy to tie you to me with a rope. But—” Feng Suige said, lifting his chin to indicate she should look behind them, “now it seems they don’t have time to deal with us…”
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In the distance, the Imperial City’s cavalry formed a black iron fence, dividing the Yulin Camp and the Lucheng reinforcements. They were encircling the Yulin Camp, forcing them to retreat inward repeatedly. Even a squad of Yulin soldiers, who had been chasing after Xia Jingshi’s group, noticed the urgency of the situation and abandoned their pursuit, turning back to rejoin their comrades.

Despite Xiao Weiran’s cunning, he couldn’t comprehend what was happening. After observing for a moment, he suddenly ordered, “First, bring back the wounded brothers for treatment—be careful, if there’s any strange movement, retreat as quickly as possible!”

Meanwhile, Xia Jingshi pondered briefly before turning to Feng Suige, “You stay here. If anything changes, try to break through immediately…” “No,” Feng Suige flatly refused before he could finish, “We can’t act rashly before understanding the situation!”

Yi Xiao hesitantly pointed out, “They’re flying the Guardian General’s banner, but not all of them are his troops. Look, those are the Imperial City’s cavalry.” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow, “So what?”

Xia Jingshi nodded, “Putting aside the confrontation between the two sides if it were just about supporting the emperor, nearby counties should have enough troops for the Yulin Camp to use. They wouldn’t mobilize the Imperial City’s cavalry guarding the capital under any circumstances—that’s why I want to get closer and see what’s going on…”

“Oh!” Yi Xiao suddenly exclaimed, “Someone’s coming this way!”

The cavalry general approached alone. In the dead silence, the sound of his armor rubbing together struck everyone’s hearts, each step raising a flurry of questions.

Xia Jingshi stopped his officers from drawing their swords. He calmly watched as the general drew nearer. Feng Suige stood there with a lazy smirk, not showing obvious wariness, but still pulling Yi Xiao closer to his side.

The cavalry general stopped about ten paces from the group. To everyone’s surprise, he knelt respectfully. “Your Highness…” “Rise,” Xia Jingshi said with a slight smile, “I am no longer the Prince of Zhennan.”

The cavalry general hesitated but stubbornly remained kneeling. He spoke clearly and firmly, “This subordinate is Shang Yong, commander of the Imperial City’s cavalry. I’ve come on the Prime Minister’s orders to quell the rebellion…” Xia Jingshi’s eyes darted quickly between him and the army in the distance. “What has happened in the Imperial City?”

Seeing the cavalry general hesitate to speak, Feng Suige scoffed and turned towards the horses, taking Yi Xiao with him. “Let’s go,” he said. Yi Xiao struggled as she was lifted, protesting softly, “Where to!?”

“Wait…” Xia Jingshi called urgently. After placing Yi Xiao on horseback, Feng Suige turned back with a lazy smile. “I’m not interested in your Jinxiu affairs. I need to go pick up Xi Yang—don’t you want to come along?” Without waiting for Xia Jingshi’s response, he mounted his horse and galloped away. Su Sha’s soldiers followed closely behind, leaving Xia Jingshi and a few of his men standing there.

Xia Jingshi watched them leave before turning his gaze back to the cavalry general. “What exactly is going on?”

“Is that it?” Yi Xiao clung tightly to Feng Suige’s waist, craning her neck to look back. “Just leaving like this, so inexplicably…” Feng Suige grumbled softly, freeing one hand from the reins to steady her. “I guess Xia Jingshi’s supporters took control of the court while the Yulin Camp was away—which is good, at least there’s no danger for now. By the way, you should know where the nearest town is, right?”

Seeing Yi Xiao nod, he sighed in relief but then furrowed his brow. “I just hope we can find a good physician.” Yi Xiao hesitated before speaking, “Xi Yang’s injury… I caused it.” Feng Suige started, involuntarily pulling on the reins. The horse neighed shortly, its pace slowing considerably. “What did you say?”

Yi Xiao took a deep breath and slowly explained, “Her injury was my doing. When I went after her, she was with the Holy Emperor. As I was about to capture the Holy Emperor, she…” “See,” Feng Suige suddenly interrupted, smiling, “I’ve always said Xi Yang isn’t bad by nature. Once she understood the Holy Emperor’s intentions, she’d understand everything. But I never expected her to be so brave…”

“Brave?” Yi Xiao seemed confused. Seeing her bewilderment, Feng Suige became puzzled. “I thought she was injured while helping you—wasn’t that the case?”

“No,” Yi Xiao bit her lip and blurted out, “The Holy Emperor pushed her towards me, and I couldn’t stop my sword in time… I wounded her.” Hearing this, Feng Suige shuddered. Seeing his face change color, Yi Xiao continued, “Although it wasn’t intentional, I feel I should take some responsibility for it…”

At some point, the horse had stopped running. After standing still for a while without any direction from its rider, it lowered its head to graze on some grass growing between the rocks. The guards and soldiers around them also gradually halted, looking at them in surprise.

Yi Xiao felt the arm around her waist tightening as if trying to snap her in half. She gritted her teeth, swallowing the cry of pain that nearly escaped her throat, and stubbornly stared at Feng Suige, whose expression was fluctuating between dark and light.

After a long while, Feng Suige suddenly let out a long sigh, looking up at the sky. When he lowered his head again, all the sharpness had left his eyes. He smiled faintly, “Let’s talk after we rescue Xi Yang.”

Though his tone was calm, Yi Xiao felt a pang in her heart. She couldn’t help but ask, “And if we can’t save her?” “If we can’t save her, you’ll have to stay in Jinxiu—or perhaps that’s what you’ve been hoping for?” Feng Suige’s jaw twitched as he shot her a cold glance, his smile gone.

Yi Xiao was stunned for a moment, then suddenly smiled.

Feng Suige, you’ve never really changed, have you?
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Feng Xiyang lay there, gazing quietly at the clouds drifting across the blue sky through gaps in the branches and leaves.

In fact, during these days, she had been observing Fu Yi Xiao, both openly and discreetly.

That Fu Yi Xiao who spoke as coarsely as a man, who could sit down carelessly even if the ground was dirty, who would angrily chase after Feng Suige after being teased, who brandished a knife fiercely at her and the Holy Emperor, who panted heavily as she carried her back to camp after climbing the mountain… If it weren’t for that resolute departing figure, she still wouldn’t understand how she could have lost to such a woman.

Although she didn’t know exactly what had happened, from Yi Xiao’s tone, she could tell that the situation below was dangerous. If that was truly the case, her rushing down would be of no help—or rather, it could be said she was going to her death.

If it were herself, even if she was anxious, she would only wait here, waiting for whatever outcome, good or bad, to arrive.

So, what that man wanted wasn’t the intimacy of “a jug of wine among flowers, your smiling face always by my side,” nor was it the tenderness of “a cup of tea by the desk, reading with you through the night.” What he wanted was a companion who could stand shoulder to shoulder with him, looking down on the world…

She had lost.

The sounds of war drums and shouts that were faintly audible before suddenly disappeared at some point, leaving only a vast emptiness. She withdrew her gaze from the clouds, listened intently for a while, and finally gave up, closing her eyes to rest again.

If she could escape safely, after recovering from her injuries, she still wanted to try once more. She was still young; perhaps everything could start anew…

She was so tired. How could she catch up with his merciless steps?

Leaving the horses and extra manpower at the foot of the mountain, Feng Suige selected a few strong guards and found a relatively gentle shortcut to begin climbing towards the summit. Although he didn’t understand what had happened between the Prince and the Junior Consort, Feng Suige’s gloomy expression made everyone as quiet as cicadas in winter. Yi Xiao, however, displayed an unusually calm demeanor, following silently at the rear.

Regardless of the current situation, based on her understanding of the Brocade Empire’s military, as long as His Highness agreed to return to the Holy City, he would be able to smoothly take the throne. Wei Ran and Ning Fei would continue to serve by His Highness’s side, and Xue Ying would give birth to a healthy, lively child. Everything would eventually work out, and she should wake up from that dream.

For her, the bits of happiness she had experienced before were already an enormous luxury. She had nothing else left to lose. So, even though she was reluctant, she would calmly await the outcome.

As she walked through waist-high mountain grass, lost in thought, Yi Xiao suddenly saw a white mountain flower that had been trampled down ahead. Its once-blooming flower crown was now pitifully lying on the ground. She hesitated for a moment, then crouched down to prop it up. Just as she was trying to secure it with nearby grass leaves, she suddenly heard a rush of footsteps. Startled, she looked up, and before she could understand what was happening, Feng Suige, who had come running back, collided with her head-on. With a yelp, she fell backward, while Feng Suige stumbled and tumbled quite a distance before coming to a stop.

Before she could get up, Feng Suige was already roaring, “What are you doing crouching here without a sound?!” Yi Xiao had just risen from the ground when she heard this and retorted with her hands on her hips, “You ran back and knocked me over without warning, and you’re asking me what I’m doing here?”

“Do you have any brains?! If I hadn’t suddenly lost sight of you…” At this point, Feng Suige’s angry voice suddenly disappeared. He got up from the ground, fuming, walked over, and roughly grabbed Yi Xiao’s arm. “Let’s go!”

“Wait,” Yi Xiao struggled to hold him back. “Just a moment.” She pulled her hand from Feng Suige’s grasp, crouched down to gather the surrounding grass leaves to support the broken flower, and then stood up. “Okay, let’s go.”

Feng Suige took her hand again and walked forward in silence. Yi Xiao couldn’t help but smile, gently squeezing his broad palm. Feng Suige gave her a surprised look but didn’t speak, though his grip tightened.

Watching the Cavalry General walk toward Xia Jingshi’s group, the Yulin Guard Commander turned back to see the Holy Emperor still standing dazed nearby. He hesitantly said in a low voice, “Your Majesty, perhaps it would be better to wait until we return to the capital to…” The Holy Emperor suddenly jumped as if awakening from a trance. “This must be a trick by the rebels. If I fall for it, Xia Jingshi will take this opportunity to escape. The late Emperor’s edict was written so clearly, it couldn’t possibly have been altered!”

“But even the Cavalry Division has been mobilized. The news must have spread. If Your Majesty doesn’t return to the capital quickly to clarify the situation, I’m afraid…” Before he could finish, the Holy Emperor had already turned around in a rage, shouting, “Did you not hear what I said?! Hurry and capture Xia Jingshi!!”

The Yulin Guard Commander hesitated for a moment, then finally sighed and bowed, saying, “The Yulin Guard has always been responsible for protecting the Emperor. Therefore, please forgive me for not being able to follow your order. However, until the situation becomes clear, I will do my utmost to ensure Your Majesty’s safety.” As he spoke, he slowly backed away. As his words faded, he spun around and ordered the Yulin Guard soldiers to cease their confrontation with the Cavalry Army and begin rescuing the wounded soldiers from the earlier battle.

“…After capturing the Empress Dowager, the old general, in addition to ordering the sealing of information in the capital, also commanded us to follow the Yulin Army’s marching route to search for His Highness’s whereabouts. We must ensure His Highness’s safe return to the capital to take charge of the situation and avenge the late Emperor and Consort Xuan,” the Cavalry General said in one breath, then looked up hopefully at the slightly stunned Xia Jingshi. “Your Highness, the Emperor is narrow-minded and jealous of talent…”

Hearing this, Xia Jingshi suddenly interrupted him, asking softly, “You’re saying that my father and mother were both murdered…” “This subject was present in the court at the time and heard the old Prime Minister say it with my ears,” the Cavalry General pressed his lips together and continued, “The old Prime Minister said that the late Emperor was poisoned, and Consort Xuan was also framed by that evil Empress, perishing in a sea of flames. Your Highness, regardless of whether this is true or false, we all hope that Your Highness can take the throne!”

After a long silence, Xia Jingshi’s gaze slowly turned towards the distant purple-encircled formation. He said, enunciating each word clearly, “I will return with you.”
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The tension that had been building finally eased as Xia Jingshi approached under the protection of the cavalry general. Xiao Weiran rushed forward, bowing deeply before Xia Jingshi. “Your Highness…” Before he could finish, Xia Jingshi helped him up, saying, “Rise—your wound…”

“I’m fine as long as Your Highness is safe,” Xiao Weiran replied, his voice a mix of joy and excitement. He glanced instinctively at the officers behind Xia Jingshi, his expression changing as he exclaimed, “Your Highness, why are there only these few? Where are Yi Xiao and Ning Fei?”

“Yi Xiao is with Feng Suige,” Xia Jingshi explained. “As for Ning Fei, due to a shortage of horses, he left the Holy City with some of our brothers separately. The Guardian General has sent out cavalry to search for them. We should have news within days.” He then turned to the Lucheng soldiers gathering around them. “Thank you all for your hard work…”

A wounded soldier, hastily adjusting the bandage on his head, ran over just in time to hear the last sentence. Wiping away the blood trickling from his forehead to the corner of his eye, he shouted, “Your Highness, no need for thanks! Just say the word, and we’ll flatten not just the Holy City, but even Su Sha for you!” His words sparked laughter among the crowd, and even Xia Jingshi couldn’t help but smile. “Before flattening anything, we need to tend to your wounds first. Have all the injured brothers received treatment?”

“Yes,” Xiao Weiran hesitated, his voice strained. “But some were too severely wounded and have passed. A few others might not make it through the night…” Seeing Xia Jingshi’s somber expression, he tactfully changed the subject. “Your Highness, how did the cavalry come to be here? Judging by their banner, were they summoned by the Guardian General?”

Xia Jingshi seemed lost in thought for a moment before nodding. “You could say that. Weiran, I need you to do something for me—when Yi Xiao and Feng Suige return from the mountain, lead everyone to the nearest town. Get the wounded to physicians as quickly as possible…”

Xiao Weiran asked in surprise, “Won’t Your Highness be coming with us?”

“No,” Xia Jingshi cast a complex glance towards the distant purple hues. “There are some matters I need to settle. After that, for better or worse, it will be up to fate!”

The clear sky of the morning had given way to gathering rain clouds by afternoon. Xiao Weiran, having visited all the wounded soldiers, emerged from the last makeshift medical tent. His gaze suddenly fixed on a distant point, and after a moment’s hesitation, he walked in that direction.

A slightly red maple tree, once the sole adornment of this simple courtyard, now had a solitary red figure beneath it. Xiao Weiran approached quietly, calling softly, “Yi Xiao?”

“Ah, Weiran,” Yi Xiao, who had been crouching under the tree digging with a hairpin, jumped up startled. After a brief pause, she nodded toward the medical tents. “How are they?”

“Some are worse than others, but they’re all recovering,” Xiao Weiran answered with a smile.

“That’s good,” Yi Xiao smiled, haphazardly trying to insert the dirt-covered hairpin back into her hair.

As she let out a small cry, Xiao Weiran swiftly took the hairpin, carefully wiped it clean, and handed it back to her, gently chiding, “You’re a grown woman now, how can you still be so messy?”

“I like it that way, is that not allowed?” Yi Xiao bared her teeth at him defiantly. Xiao Weiran immediately glared back. They faced off for a moment before bursting into laughter together.

Xiao Weiran’s laughter turned into a cough, and he waved off Yi Xiao’s attempt to pat his back. “It’s been so long since we’ve bantered like this. I’ve missed it.”

“Yes, it has been a long time,” Yi Xiao’s eyes curved into crescents as she smiled. “It feels like a lifetime ago.”

“Have you thought about the future?” Xiao Weiran suddenly asked.

Yi Xiao looked puzzled. “What future?”

“Feng Xi Yang might not make it,” Xiao Weiran said calmly. “If she dies, is there a chance you’d return to His Highness’s side—or do you still want to stay in Su Sha?”

Yi Xiao’s smile faded. After a long hesitation, she said softly, “Weiran, do you know? Feng Xi Yang’s sword wound… I caused it.” Seeing Xiao Weiran’s eyes widen in surprise, she hurriedly added, “But it wasn’t intentional. I was trying to force the Holy Emperor back up the mountain. I didn’t expect him to suddenly push Feng Xi Yang towards me…”

After a long silence, Xiao Weiran’s eyes deepened with thought. “You seem to care a great deal about Feng Suige.”

“It’s not entirely that,” Yi Xiao struggled to explain. “I just feel that if Feng Xi Yang dies, he might be in a difficult position. He’s been very kind to me, always protecting me when the King targeted me. But Xi Yang is his most beloved sister…”

Xiao Weiran frowned slightly. “Has Feng Suige said anything to you?”

“No,” Yi Xiao glanced at him quickly. “He hasn’t said anything.”

“Yi Xiao, I thought we’ve always been honest with each other,” Xiao Weiran’s tone sharpened as he stared intently at her. “Or are you just deceiving yourself?”

“Weiran,” Yi Xiao called softly, looking at him pleadingly, but he continued regardless.

“Perhaps ‘care’ isn’t strong enough to describe your feelings for him. So, rather than letting him say it, you’d rather say it yourself for things that can’t be stopped. Is that what you’re thinking?”

“No, I haven’t!” Yi Xiao finally burst out. “I’m just tired. I don’t want to go back there!”

“Yi Xiao,” Xiao Weiran’s eyes changed from clear to deep, “There are tears in your eyes. You never cry.”

Yi Xiao wiped her eyes, her hand coming away wet. She stood stunned for a moment, then her lips quivered as she said plaintively, “I don’t know where I should go in the future. I used to think the world was vast, but now it seems no place can accommodate me.”

“If it’s really as you say, you can come back to Jinxiu,” Xiao Weiran said gently after some thought. “Everyone will take good care of you. We can follow His Highness together, just like before.” As he spoke, his voice seemed to surround Yi Xiao like a tidal wave. “You don’t know how much the brothers miss you—surely you want to see Ning Fei and Xue Ying’s child when it’s born? Come back. Treat everything in Su Sha as if it were a dream. After a few years, you’ll forget everything about Su Sha, and Feng Suige will no longer exist in your life…”

Yi Xiao’s breath caught in her throat until her lungs ached. She finally found her voice, though it was muffled. “Weiran, I don’t think I can go back. You’re right… I might… truly… have fallen in love with him…”

Xiao Weiran listened quietly, a smile slowly forming on his lips. He reached out to wipe away her falling tears and said softly, “You silly girl.”
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As Xiao Weiran stepped into the small cottage where Feng Xiyang was resting, Feng Suige, who had been sitting lost in thought by the bed, immediately turned around in surprise. Seeing it was him, he showed a puzzled expression. Xiao Weiran glanced briefly at the drowsy Feng Xiyang on the bed, then gestured for Feng Suige to come out, quietly retreating from the room.

“What’s the matter?” Feng Suige closed the door and rubbed his brow with his eyes shut. “Is there a problem with the medicinal herbs?”

“That’s not it,” Xiao Weiran pondered for a moment before saying softly, “The town’s herbs will last a few more days, and those sent to fetch medicine from Lu City will return soon. But I think the Prince should send someone to invite the King here.”

“That’s not necessary!” Feng Suige suddenly looked up, his bloodshot eyes glaring at Xiao Weiran. “With proper care, Xiyang’s recovery is just a matter of time!”

“Perhaps,” Xiao Weiran sighed, “If she could recover, Yi Xiao would feel better too.”

Feng Suige froze, then after a long while, he said with difficulty, “She’s overthinking it—it’s not her fault.” He paused, then suddenly became irritated, “What exactly are you trying to say? Did you specifically call me out just to ask these nonsensical questions?”

“How are these nonsensical questions?” Xiao Weiran smiled slightly, but his words pressed Feng Suige, “Do you remember what I said before we left Su Sha? I told you that if you couldn’t take care of her, you should let her return to Jin Xiu earlier…”

“I will take good care of her,” Feng Suige finally lost his patience. “If you have nothing else to do, go back and take care of your people!” He turned to leave, but just as he touched the door, Xiao Weiran’s soft voice came from behind, “If you break your promise, I will take her away, whether she’s willing or not, I guarantee it.”

The black-clad Biao Qi Army and the purple-clad Yu Lin Army marched in two columns on the main road. Between the divided troops were two large carriages. The one guarded by the purple ranks naturally carried the Holy Emperor, while the other, wrapped in black, was Xia Jingshi’s carriage.

The further they went, the more uneasy Xia Jingshi felt. He wasn’t afraid of facing everything in the Holy City, those things he had avoided for years. No matter how reluctant he was to confront them, he was somewhat mentally prepared. But—he thought, slightly lifting the carriage curtain to look at the Holy Emperor’s carriage—it was too quiet. For things he didn’t want to accept, that person shouldn’t react like this.

Thinking of this, his heart suddenly skipped a beat. He could no longer sit still and shouted, “Stop the carriage!” Immediately, the entire procession stopped like a long snake, twisting and turning. Many people looked over in confusion. The generals of the Biao Qi and Yu Lin armies at the front of the procession looked at each other and turned their horses back, but before they could gallop close, Xia Jingshi had already jumped down from the carriage shaft and rushed towards the Holy Emperor’s carriage. The Yu Lin Army guarding the Holy Emperor immediately drew their swords in unison, shouting, “No disrespect before the Emperor’s carriage!” Ignoring the cold blades, Xia Jingshi pointed at the lowered curtain of the large carriage and commanded in a deep voice, “Lift the curtain! If the Holy Emperor is inside, I’ll apologize on the spot!”

Suddenly, the entire scene fell silent.

There was still no movement from the Holy Emperor’s carriage. Time ticked by, long enough for even the Yu Lin guards who had drawn their swords to sense something was amiss. They gradually lowered their weapons, looking suspiciously at the carriage. The Yu Lin general, also full of doubt, tentatively called out, “Your Majesty?”

Xia Jingshi could no longer contain his anxiety. He rushed forward in a few steps and swept open the curtain.

Inside the carriage was only a young man wearing the Holy Emperor’s clothes. Seeing that the deception had been exposed, although his face was pale, he still managed to force a slight smile, “Your Highness…” A Yu Lin soldier exclaimed in a low voice, “He’s from the Biao Qi Camp!” Instantly, all eyes turned from him to the Biao Qi general.

“How did you end up in the Emperor’s carriage?!” The Biao Qi general’s face turned red with anger as he jumped down from his horse. “Where has the Emperor gone?!”

“I’m sorry, Commander Shang,” he smiled miserably. Before Shang Yun could ask further, his body suddenly swayed and fell backward.

A Yu Lin soldier carefully climbed into the carriage, felt his neck pulse, then turned and shook his head, “He took poison and committed suicide…”

Seeing Xia Jingshi standing there motionless with a gloomy face, the Biao Qi general couldn’t help but panic and hurriedly said, “Your Highness, I…” Xia Jingshi suddenly waved his hand, cutting off his explanation, “Select some men, prepare fast horses, and follow me!”

Yi Xiao, carrying a basin of steaming water, hesitated at the door for a long time before seemingly making up her mind. She turned her shoulder, intending to push the door open. Almost simultaneously, the door suddenly opened from the inside. Yi Xiao caught off guard, crashed straight into Feng Suige. More than half of the hot water in the basin spilled all over Feng Suige.

“What’s going on?!” Feng Suige jumped back awkwardly, dripping wet, both startled and annoyed. When he realized it was Yi Xiao, his voice softened, “Why is it you?”

Yi Xiao stomped her foot in frustration, “The kitchen was boiling water, so I thought I’d bring some over. Who knew you’d suddenly open the door…”

“It’s fine,” Feng Suige smiled, shaking out the hem of his clothes. “Perfect timing. You watch over Xiyang for a while. I’ll go take a bath and change into clean clothes before coming back.” Yi Xiao agreed, and he hurried off.

After placing the basin on the rack, Yi Xiao turned and sat back by the bed, examining Feng Xiyang’s colorless face.

If it weren’t for the high-quality wild ginseng stored at the wealthy household in town and the black jade essence Feng Suige had brought, Xiyang might not have held on this long. Feng Suige should understand her condition, yet he still hadn’t sent anyone to invite Feng Qishan to see her one last time—in his heart, he must still be clinging to hope, however faint it might be. Even Weiran had said she might not last more than a few days…

That day, Weiran had forced her to tell the truth, but what use was it to say it out loud? She already understood very clearly that most of the time, one couldn’t control the affairs of the world.

Thinking of this, Yi Xiao sighed, got up, and wrung out a cloth with the remaining water in the basin. She walked over and gently wiped Xiyang’s face. Suddenly, Xiyang’s eyebrows furrowed slightly, and her eyelashes fluttered. Yi Xiao was startled, almost thinking she was hallucinating. When she realized that Feng Xiyang was truly trying to open her eyes, the door behind her also made a soft sound as it was pushed open.

“Quick, come here,” Yi Xiao’s eyes were fixed on Feng Xiyang’s face as she called out in disbelief, “Look, she’s awake, she’s trying to open her eyes!”

“Her life or death means nothing to me,” accompanied by a hoarse laugh, an icy hand wrapped around Yi Xiao’s neck, while a sharp blade was pressed against her neck without mercy. “Fu Yi Xiao, did you think I had lost?”
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Yi Xiao stood frozen, hunched over. After a moment, she suddenly let out a laugh, as if unaware of the dagger at her neck, and slowly straightened up. “I wondered who it was, turns out it’s just a drowning dog.”

The Holy Emperor didn’t fly into a rage as she had expected. He merely tilted his head slightly, looking at Feng Xiyang on the bed. “Tsk, she’s quite tenacious, isn’t she? If I remember correctly, it was two stab wounds at the time. How is it that Feng Suige didn’t settle accounts with you? Or perhaps I underestimated your fox-like charms?”

Yi Xiao gritted her teeth as she listened, discreetly observing her surroundings, trying to find something within reach that could serve as a weapon. Unfortunately, she found nothing.

Suddenly, a low voice came from the doorway, “Your Majesty, we shouldn’t linger here…” The Holy Emperor made a sound of acknowledgment and was about to step back, but Yi Xiao’s feet remained firmly planted on the ground, not moving an inch, even as the blade dragged a bloody line across her neck. The Holy Emperor pursed his lips and chuckled, “Such stubbornness. If you won’t leave, that’s fine—go, kill the one on the bed first.” The last part was directed at someone outside.

As that person agreed, Yi Xiao cried out, “Don’t hurt her, I’ll go with you.”

“That’s better,” the Holy Emperor smiled faintly, pulling Yi Xiao towards the door.

Outside, about ten people were scattered around. Seeing them emerge, they immediately came forward to bind Yi Xiao and push her toward the bamboo grove beside the house. When they had gone some distance from the cottage, Yi Xiao suddenly stopped and laughed, “I bet you won’t kill me here!” Taking advantage of the Holy Emperor’s momentary surprise, Yi Xiao took a deep breath and shouted, “The Holy Emperor is here! Feng Suige, save me!”

The previously quiet clinic suddenly erupted into chaos, voices rising in a clamor. The Holy Emperor clenched his jaw in anger but was smart enough not to waste time arguing with her. He ordered his men to carry her, and the group quickly ran towards the courtyard wall.

Hanging upside down over the man’s shoulder, Yi Xiao struggled and cursed all the way, causing him to stumble. The Holy Emperor finally lost his temper, reversed his dagger, and brought the handle down hard on Yi Xiao’s head.

When Feng Suige burst into the small cottage, he hadn’t had time to put on his upper garment properly, his long hair still wet and scattered over his bare shoulders and back. Seeing the room empty, he let out an angry roar and turned to leave. Almost simultaneously, he heard a faint moan, “Royal Brother…”

“Xiyang!” He abruptly halted his charge and rushed back to the bedside in a few steps. “You’re awake. Where’s Yi Xiao?”

“The Holy Emperor was here,” Xiyang struggled to sit up, pushing away his supporting hand as she breathed unsteadily. “Quickly…”

Feng Suige nodded firmly. “Rest well! I’ll call someone to watch over you.”

As he rushed out of the room, Xiao Weiran came running from the other side, panting, “I heard Yi Xiao calling…”

Feng Suige nodded with a grim face, “The Holy Emperor was here!”

Xiao Weiran was stunned. From the bamboo grove to the side, someone shouted, “Prince Feng, there are traces of blood here!”

Feng Suige, both shocked and anxious, pushed Xiao Weiran aside and sprinted towards the bamboo grove.

Yi Xiao had been missing for exactly two days. She seemed to have vanished into thin air, leaving nothing behind except for the sparse bloodstains in the bamboo grove. When Xia Jingshi arrived at the small town with his elite cavalry, Feng Suige’s eyes were already red from exhaustion, and Xiao Weiran looked haggard. Xia Jingshi ordered the Biao Qi scouts skilled in tracking to search in all directions, while he stayed at the clinic to discuss strategies with Feng Suige and Xiao Weiran.

“In the end, it was my negligence,” Xiao Weiran sighed regretfully after a fit of coughing. “If we had assigned more men to guard the courtyard, they wouldn’t have been able to sneak in, and Yi Xiao wouldn’t have been kidnapped.”

“It’s not your fault,” Feng Suige said glumly. “I didn’t expect the Holy Emperor to return either—I shouldn’t have left her alone in the room.”

Xia Jingshi unconsciously tapped his fingertips on the table, then suddenly looked up at Feng Suige. “The Holy Emperor probably hasn’t gone far!”

“What did you say?!” Feng Suige immediately jumped up. “You mean…?”

Xia Jingshi tugged at the corner of his mouth, but there was no trace of a smile. “He will come to us on his own. All we can do is wait patiently…”

“What about Yi Xiao?!” Feng Suige couldn’t help but shout. “Yi Xiao’s life hangs in the balance, and you’re telling me to wait patiently?!”

“She’s a bargaining chip,” Xia Jingshi lowered his eyelashes and said calmly. “He won’t harm her.”

“Bullshit!” Feng Suige angrily slammed his fist on the table, almost right in Xia Jingshi’s face. “How do you explain the bloodstains in the bamboo grove? The Holy Emperor was with you the whole time, yet you didn’t even know when he escaped! If anything happens to Yi Xiao, I’ll kill you first!”

Faced with his surging anger, Xia Jingshi just lowered his head in silence. Xiao Weiran stepped forward and said in a low voice, “Prince Feng, His Highness is right. The Holy Emperor kidnapped Yi Xiao to make an exchange with us. Although we don’t know his condition yet, His Highness will surely do his best to ensure Yi Xiao’s safety. His Highness is also distressed about Yi Xiao’s abduction—please be more understanding, Prince.”

Feng Suige snorted coldly, angrily shaking off Xiao Weiran’s hand on his shoulder, and walked towards the door without looking back. As he reached the doorway, he heard Xia Jingshi’s sigh from behind, “If anything happens to her, I won’t forgive myself either.”

Outside the town, in an abandoned temple in the forest, several Yu Lin soldiers were either squatting or sitting, eating dry rations and talking in low voices. The Holy Emperor sat on the cleaned altar, leaning against the broken statue, coldly examining the still unconscious Fu Yi Xiao in the corner.

He had seen her before, but at that time, he had only thought of her as a woman who was infatuated with Xia Jingshi at all costs. If it weren’t for Xia Jingshi’s various unusual behaviors after Su Sha’s grand wedding, he would have almost believed that Xia Jingshi had no interest in her. If he had noticed her importance earlier, perhaps he would have revised his plans…

Fu Yi Xiao…

This woman, if one only looked at her appearance, it would be easy to overlook her. But once those eyes opened, they would radiate the owner’s strength like light, without reservation, fierce as a beast. Perhaps it was because of these eyes that Xia Jingshi fell in love with her—that cold-hearted man, who loved Fu Yi Xiao with near reverence.

The Empress Dowager had also said that Xia Jingshi had another huge secret in her hands.

So, he would not lose. He must turn this situation around with his own hands!

In her dazed state, she wanted to turn over, but her limbs felt numb, and even her head ached terribly. Slowly opening her eyes, she saw a strange place, a dusty floor, and broken utensils. Looking up, she met a pair of scrutinizing eyes not far away.

The Holy Emperor! Yi Xiao almost jumped in shock. Seeing her awake, the Holy Emperor raised his eyebrows in surprise and jumped down from the altar, walking towards her.

Altar… Yi Xiao instinctively moved, realizing she was tightly bound. Suppressing the intense dizziness, the events of the day she was kidnapped spun through her mind like a lantern slide, with the last memory being a sharp pain at the back of her head.

“Awake?” The Holy Emperor came close, grabbing her hair to lift her. The movement aggravated the wound on the back of her head, making her grit her teeth in pain. “You slept quite soundly. Did you have any good dreams?”

“I dreamed of killing a despicable scoundrel,” Yi Xiao grinned maliciously. “He looked exactly like you.”

“Such a fierce mouth, it makes one both hate and love it,” the Holy Emperor coldly let go, and Yi Xiao fell back to the ground.

“Cut the nonsense,” Yi Xiao said scornfully as she awkwardly rolled over. “If you have the guts, just kill me!”

The Holy Emperor smiled slightly, stood up straight, and suddenly kicked her. Yi Xiao curled up in pain. “Shut your mouth. I don’t have Xia Jingshi’s patience!”

There was a faint sound of footsteps outside. A Yu Lin soldier near the door looked out and opened the door a crack. A figure slipped in—it was the person sent earlier to gather information.

“Your Majesty, Xia Jingshi has arrived,” the man bowed neatly and reported in a low voice. “He brought several hundred Biao Qi cavalry and has joined forces with Feng Suige and Xiao Weiran!”

“Good,” the Holy Emperor glanced at Yi Xiao curled up on the ground, and sneered, “Let’s see how much he’s willing to concede for you!”

Yi Xiao closed her eyes and spat, “Keep dreaming. You won’t succeed!”

“Is that so?” The Holy Emperor chuckled. “You underestimate yourself. Besides Xia Jingshi, I’m also looking forward to seeing Feng Suige’s reaction!”
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The Holy Emperor left, taking four Yulin soldiers as guards, leaving the remaining four to watch over Yi Xiao in the dilapidated temple. Yi Xiao, her forehead resting on the ground with eyes half-closed, was quickly calculating her options. The Holy Emperor had detained her, clearly intending to use her as a bargaining chip. Both Xia Jingshi and Feng Suige would surely make concessions for her safety, but regardless of the terms, she didn’t believe the Holy Emperor would release her once he achieved his goal.

She took a deep breath, trying to suppress the nausea rising in her throat, but inhaled a mouthful of dust from the ground instead. She began coughing loudly. The four Yulin soldiers sitting on the other side looked over at the sound. One of them hesitated, then picked up a water skin and walked towards Yi Xiao.

He was a young soldier. He stopped in front of Yi Xiao, helping her lean against a nearby pillar, then opened the water skin and brought it to her lips. Yi Xiao drank a few mouthfuls of clear water from his hand, immediately feeling better. She smiled faintly at him and whispered a thank you.

The soldier lowered his eyes, avoiding her gaze, and said softly, “Hold on a little longer. When the Emperor returns safely, he’ll let you go.”

“Is that so?” Yi Xiao sneered. “I’m quite doubtful of his sincerity!”

“It won’t be like that!” the soldier said earnestly. “As long as the Prince of Zhennan swears never to return to court, the Emperor will let you go!”

“Never return to court? What about Su Sha?” Yi Xiao scoffed. “He kidnapped me. Do you think Feng Suige will let it go? Even if he eventually releases me, the grudge will remain, won’t it? If you were the Holy Emperor, would you let me go back?” With each of her words, the soldier’s brow furrowed deeper. As he began to answer “I would,” a rebuke came from another Yulin soldier behind him. “What are you mumbling about over there? Come back! When we return, we’ll take you to the pleasure houses—you’re such a greenhorn, can’t even pull yourself away from a woman!”

His face immediately reddened. He mumbled a response, picked up the water skin, and hurried back.

Feng Suige sat dazedly by Feng Xi Yang’s bedside, watching her sleeping profile. Since waking up that day, Xi Yang had been sleeping less and less, and color had returned to her face. The physician said the Black Jade Marrow had taken effect, and with proper rest, she would recover her health soon. This eased half of Feng Suige’s worries, but where was Yi Xiao…

A sharp whistle suddenly pierced the silence. Feng Suige jumped up, knocking over his chair with a loud bang, startling Feng Xi Yang awake. “Royal Brother,” she opened her eyes in alarm, “What happened?” Feng Suige leaned over to tuck in her blanket. “You sleep. I’ll go check!”

Rushing out of the room, Feng Suige’s pupils constricted sharply. Guards from all directions had already formed a circle. At its center stood the Holy Emperor, composed as ever, with four Yulin soldiers standing protectively around him, swords drawn. The Holy Emperor, ignoring the gathering guards, walked slowly into the courtyard as if no one else was there.

Without time to think, Feng Suige rushed forward and demanded, “Where’s Yi Xiao?” The Holy Emperor didn’t answer, his eyes fixed on Xia Jingshi and Xiao Weiran, who were hurrying over from the other side. He smiled and said, “You’re quick. I thought you’d take longer to arrive.”

Xia Jingshi met his gaze for a moment, then suddenly smiled. “If you have something to say, let’s talk inside.”

“Don’t think about stalling for time,” the Holy Emperor’s smile turned sinister. “If I don’t return within an hour, who knows what will happen to Fu Yi Xiao…”

“You!” Feng Suige was furious but helpless, gritting his teeth in anger. Xia Jingshi’s smile faded as he said gravely, “What do you want?”

“What do I want?” The Holy Emperor casually plucked a loose thread from his sleeve. “I don’t know how you convinced those old stubborn fools in the Holy City, even getting the Guardian General on your side. That imperial edict—I highly doubt its authenticity. If you can write a confession admitting you forged that edict, I’ll release Fu Yi Xiao, and you can all leave safely. From then on, I won’t trouble you anymore…”

Xia Jingshi listened quietly, then uttered a single word from his thin lips: “No.”

Before the word faded, Feng Suige had lunged forward, grabbing Xia Jingshi’s collar and shaking him furiously. “You dare say no? If it weren’t for you, Yi Xiao wouldn’t have rushed back to Jinxiu, risking so much to rescue you… And now you say no?!” Xia Jingshi didn’t push him away, but coldly said, “Yi Xiao is his last lifeline—he should know very well that if Yi Xiao dies, even if I don’t kill him, you won’t let him off easily.”

“Indeed, I won’t kill her,” the Holy Emperor’s lips curled into a cruel smile. “I just told those soldiers guarding her that if I don’t return safely within an hour, Fu Yi Xiao will be at their disposal. Whether they keep her for themselves or sell her to a foreign brothel, well, I wouldn’t know…”

“You dare,” Feng Suige suddenly released his grip on Xia Jingshi’s collar, the anger gradually fading from his face. The Yulin soldiers guarding the Holy Emperor involuntarily shuddered. “If Yi Xiao loses even a single hair, I’ll make you regret being born,” Feng Suige’s words were still calm, his serene expression barely concealing the intense killing intent in his eyes. “I’m not Xia Jingshi. I don’t have as many concerns as he does. If you dare, just try it!”

In the dilapidated temple, the four Yulin soldiers sat chatting. One of them suddenly tossed aside the dry twig he had been playing with, stood up to stretch, and cursed, “Damn, this backwater place is so boring. Old Cui, isn’t your stomach growling?”

The soldier called Old Cui replied in a muffled voice, “Isn’t it obvious? We haven’t had a decent meal in days!”

The first soldier walked to the window and looked out. Suddenly, his eyes lit up as if he had an idea. He walked back to Old Cui. “Old Cui, I remember there’s a pond not far behind this temple. The Emperor won’t be back for a while, why don’t you go see if you can catch some fish for us to eat?”

“Well…” Old Cui hesitated, looking towards an older soldier. The older soldier caught his questioning glance, thought for a moment, and then nodded. He nudged the young soldier sitting beside him who seemed lost in thought. “Old Cui and I will go catch fish. You go gather some firewood. Let Brother Qi stay here to keep watch.” The young soldier was stunned for a moment before receiving a slap on his head. “Hurry up! If you dawdle any longer, the Emperor will be back!”

Yi Xiao was leaning drowsily against the pillar when she was suddenly awakened by a strong presence in front of her. Opening her eyes, she saw the older soldier who had earlier rebuked the young one crouching before her, his eyes brazenly looking her up and down. Seeing her awake, he grinned at her, “Princess, you’re awake!”

Yi Xiao was startled and instinctively glanced towards the corner. It was empty.

The soldier leisurely looked back at the tightly closed temple door, then turned to her. “They’ve gone to find food. They won’t be back for a while…”

Yi Xiao instinctively sensed danger and shrank back, shouting, “Stay away from me!” The soldier not only didn’t retreat but leered and moved closer. “I’ve heard in the Yulin camp that Princess Xingping was born with a bewitching nature. Not only the Prince of Su Sha but even our Prince of Zhennan is under your spell. He even neglected his new bride for you. Now, with the time and place just right, let’s get a little closer…”

Seeing him approach, Yi Xiao kicked out with all her might, yelling, “Get away!” But she was caught off guard as he grabbed her leg, leering as he reached for her chest. “You smell so good…” Yi Xiao was both shocked and furious. She struggled to sit up and pushed him away, her threat losing half its force due to her restraints. “If you dare touch me again, I’ll kill you!” “Go ahead and kill me!” the soldier laughed loudly and lunged at her again.

With a loud bang, the barred temple door was forcefully pushed open. A figure rushed in, startling the soldier who scrambled to his feet, shouting, “Who’s there!”

Yi Xiao fell to the side, struggling to look up. It was the young man who had given her water earlier. He had underestimated the situation inside and froze as soon as he burst in.

The temple was so quiet you could hear heartbeats.

In the tense silence, the young soldier broke into a smile. “I heard noises outside and thought something had happened. Big brother, it’s not nice to sneak a taste without calling your brothers!”
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After a brief moment, the old soldier laughed awkwardly, “Yes, yes, yes, we brothers should share the good fortune, drink together, and, well, share women too, haha!” The young soldier smiled slightly, turned to close the door, and carefully picked up the fallen bolt to secure it. Then he walked slowly towards them, “Elder brother, you go first. Just leave some time for your brother.”

The old soldier was overjoyed. While firmly holding down Yi Xiao’s struggling body, he moved aside to make room for him. “Good brother, you’re truly righteous—don’t worry, I’ll make sure you enjoy…”

His rambling was abruptly cut off by a heavy blow to the back of his head. He turned his face in disbelief, looking at the broken brick in the young soldier’s hand. His mouth opened and closed, his eyes rolled back, and he slowly fell backward with Yi Xiao’s forceful kick.

Tossing aside the brick, the young soldier quickly drew a dagger from his boot and cut the ropes, helping Yi Xiao up. “Can you move?” Yi Xiao nodded, biting her lip as she tried to stretch her numb limbs, but still couldn’t stand on her own. The soldier gritted his teeth, turned around, and crouched in front of Yi Xiao, urgently saying, “Get on, I’ll carry you!”

Faced with Feng Suige’s cold demeanor, the Holy Emperor remained unfazed. “I came personally to ask Xia Jingshi one thing: will he write it or not? It’s entirely up to him! As for you, Prince Feng, what’s so good about Fu Yi Xiao? Clinging to a woman who doesn’t even love you, don’t you find yourself pathetic?!” Feng Suige’s eyes immediately reddened with anger. “You’re talking nonsense!”

“Nonsense?” The Holy Emperor laughed loudly. “You don’t know, do you? In my dungeon, she and Xia Jingshi put on quite a show of love!”

“Don’t listen to his provocation,” Xia Jingshi spoke in a deep voice, addressing Feng Suige. “Others might not understand Yi Xiao, but don’t you?” Before Feng Suige could respond, the Holy Emperor interjected with a sinister smile, “Indeed, others might not understand, but don’t you? If Xia Jingshi gains the throne, do you think Fu Yi Xiao would still be content as a mere concubine in Su Sha?” “You…”

“Stop arguing!” Feng Suige suddenly roared. “I don’t care about the future. I just want to know where Yi Xiao is right now!!”

Carrying Yi Xiao on his back as he rushed out of the abandoned temple, the soldier quickly oriented himself and ran towards the town. Yi Xiao, still shaken, hung weakly on his back and asked in a low voice, “Are you one of His Highness’s men?”

“Me?” He paused briefly, then smiled bitterly. “I’m from the Yu Lin Army. How could I be one of the Southern King’s men? If I hadn’t accidentally overheard them discussing that Old Brother Qi deliberately sent us away, I wouldn’t have come back. In a moment, I’ll take you to the outskirts of the residence. As long as the Emperor comes out safely, you can go in.”

“Aren’t you coming in with me?” Yi Xiao asked hesitantly. “You’re not going back, are you?” He nodded firmly. “Of course, I have to go back. After all, the Emperor promised to release you. When I return, at most I’ll face a few months of hard labor, and I’ll buy some things to make amends to Old Brother Qi.”

“You don’t understand. The Holy Emperor won’t let you off,” Yi Xiao tried to persuade him. “Why not stay? Wouldn’t it be better to follow His Highness? Or, if you’re willing, you could come back to Su Sha with me…”

The soldier chuckled softly. “It’s you who doesn’t understand—the Yu Lin Camp exists for the Emperor. If I betray the Emperor, how can I still call myself a Yu Lin soldier?” “But…” Yi Xiao wanted to say more, but he interrupted her. “Don’t say anymore. I brought you out only because I didn’t want to see you bullied by those men—you’re a hostage, and during this time before the Emperor returns, I must ensure your safety, nothing more!”

Seeing his determination, Yi Xiao could say no more. She sighed softly and closed her eyes, focusing on fighting the intense discomfort from the jolting ride. However, the more she concentrated, the more suffocated she felt in her chest. After enduring for a while longer, she saw a burst of sparks before her eyes, let out a soft gasp, and lost consciousness.

When she woke up, she opened her eyes to see the soldier’s concerned face. Seeing her awake, he carefully helped her up and hesitantly asked, “How long has it been?” Yi Xiao, feeling dizzy and heavy-headed, clung to him and answered offhandedly, “It’s been like this since I woke up…” The soldier was stunned, then suddenly smiled. “You don’t know?” “Know what?” Yi Xiao, feeling a bit clearer after standing, looked at him suspiciously. “What are you smiling about?”

“Nothing,” he took a deep breath, and looked up at the sky, and when he lowered his head, his eyes were bright. “You need to rest well for a while—come on, I’ll take you back.” Yi Xiao was puzzled as he supported her, and it wasn’t until they had walked quite a distance that she realized and struggled to ask, “Wait, didn’t you say you had to wait for the Holy Emperor to come out before you could let me go back?”

“I changed my mind,” he continued walking. “If you don’t want to owe me, could you ask a favor from the Southern King on my behalf—not to harm the Emperor before the authenticity of the imperial edict is verified?” “Why?” Yi Xiao pressed. “He’s done so many bad things. Why do you still want to help him?”

“You know,” he suddenly stopped, his gaze falling on Yi Xiao’s face, gentle as water, but what he said was completely unrelated to her question, “If I hadn’t been so rash in my youth, my child would be almost a year old now.”

Receiving no response, the Holy Emperor didn’t rush. He stood casually in the courtyard, wearing a confident smile, looking at Feng Suige, and then at Xia Jingshi. As time ticked by, even Xia Jingshi’s composure began to waver, while Feng Suige was burning with anxiety.

A withered leaf cut through the stifling air, landing on a Biao Qi soldier’s armor. The faint sound of it rolling off broke the silence. At that moment, the creaking sound of the door opening drew everyone’s attention, including the Holy Emperor, who looked towards the entrance in disbelief.

“Consort!” someone exclaimed.

Yi Xiao, looking haggard and disheveled, leaned against the door. Meeting everyone’s gaze, she gave Feng Suige an extremely weak smile. “I’m back!”

“Yi Xiao!” As Feng Suige sprinted towards Yi Xiao, Xia Jingshi decisively pointed at the Holy Emperor and shouted, “Seize him!”

“Who dares to act rashly!” Another voice thundered like lightning nearby. A purple figure appeared at the small cottage door, holding Feng Xiyang, who should have been in bed. Feng Xiyang had aggravated her injury in the struggle, her face pale with pain, but she still gritted her teeth and endured. Her gaze swept over the crowd and landed on the Holy Emperor. Her pale lips trembled as she used all her strength to utter a few words, “Don’t mind me, kill him!”

“She’s injured,” Feng Suige, unable to reach Yi Xiao in time, froze in the center of the courtyard, his face pale as he shouted urgently, “Quick, release her!”

The Holy Emperor, both shocked and furious, pointed at the purple figure in the doorway and said through gritted teeth, “You released Fu Yi Xiao?!”
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The young soldier escorted Feng Xiyang out of the room, step by step, forcing back the surrounding Biaoji guards. Fully alert, he brought Feng Xiyang before the Holy Emperor. A Yulin soldier came forward and took her from his hands. Only then did he bow and kneel at the Holy Emperor’s feet.

“This subject acted on his initiative. I deserve death. Please, Your Majesty—” Before he could finish, the Holy Emperor had already kicked him. “You know you deserve death?!” The soldier didn’t try to avoid it, taking the Emperor’s kick head-on. With a loud thud, his internal organs shook, and he instantly fell backward. As soon as he hit the ground, several steel blades were at his neck.

Feng Suige watched as Xiyang fell into the Holy Emperor’s hands. He stamped his foot in frustration and turned to go to Yi Xiao, but Xiao Weiran had already beaten him to it, taking Yi Xiao into his arms. Stepping aside to avoid Feng Suige’s outstretched hand, Xiao Weiran said disdainfully, “I’ve got this. You’d better take care of your people!”

Feng Suige looked at the weak Yi Xiao, feeling slightly guilty, but unwilling to explain further. He nodded slightly, but Yi Xiao had already struggled out of Xiao Weiran’s arms to grab his clothes. “That soldier isn’t bad. Don’t make things difficult for him…” Hearing this, the Holy Emperor immediately laughed coldly, “To escape, you didn’t hesitate to exchange Feng Xiyang. Fu Yi Xiao, what a scheme, how vicious!”

Pressed to the ground by the sword’s edge, the soldier still called out urgently, “It wasn’t like that…” “Then what was it like?!” The Holy Emperor glanced at him, moving closer to the pale-faced Feng Xiyang, smiling slyly, “If you were to die, the biggest obstacle between her and Xia Jingshi would disappear. Tell me, isn’t her plan brilliant?”

Feng Xiyang spat at him but still cast a doubtful glance at Yi Xiao. Yi Xiao was both anxious and angry, not knowing how to explain, when Feng Suige spoke coldly, “Apart from using women as shields, do you only know how to judge others by your own wolf-hearted and dog-lunged standards?” Saying this, he gave a reassuring smile to the somewhat bewildered Xiyang, “Don’t listen to his provocation. Even if Yi Xiao wanted to compete with you, she would do it openly and fairly—don’t be afraid, with your elder brother here, you’ll be fine.”

A flash of admiration passed through Xiao Weiran’s eyes. As he carried Yi Xiao past Feng Suige, he paused and said softly, “I’ll look after Yi Xiao. You can rest assured.”

Watching helplessly as Xiao Weiran and several Jinxiu military officers quickly escorted Yi Xiao away, the Holy Emperor, though outwardly calm, began to panic as his plans were repeatedly disrupted. Gritting his teeth, he decisively said, “Since things have come to this, there’s no point in dragging it out any longer. Let’s end today’s affairs here. All grudges and rights and wrongs can be settled slowly after I return to the Holy City!” With that, he gestured to the Yulin soldier holding Feng Xiyang behind him, “Let’s go!”

“Wait!” Feng Suige strode forward, “You can’t just come and go as you please. Do you think this is a children’s game?!” The Holy Emperor raised an eyebrow, “So what if it is?” Feng Suige clenched his fist secretly and said hatefully, “You can leave if you want, but leave Xiyang behind…” “Don’t try to negotiate with me,” the Holy Emperor sneered, pinching Feng Xiyang’s chin and glancing sideways at Feng Suige, “I make the rules. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to play—at worst, we’ll fight to the death. With her by my side, it won’t be too lonely in the afterlife!”

“Let her go, and I’ll go with you,” Xia Jingshi suddenly spoke up. Immediately, a chorus of shocked exclamations erupted around them. “Your Highness!” “Think twice, Your Highness…”

Raising his hand to stop the alternating voices of dissuasion from his generals, Xia Jingshi said calmly, “She’s injured—if you’re still a man, don’t make things difficult for a woman.” The Holy Emperor laughed loudly, “Don’t play tricks with me. What are you up to…” “I’m just making a suggestion. You can consider it,” Xia Jingshi interrupted him calmly. “If anything happens to her on the way, you won’t be able to bear the consequences.”

The Holy Emperor’s expression immediately became grave. After a brief thought, he looked up at Xia Jingshi, “Alright, but you must show your sincerity.” “Sincerity?” Xia Jingshi frowned, “What would you consider sincere?” The Holy Emperor’s lips curled into a mocking smile, “You must travel in the same carriage with me until we meet up with the Yulin main camp. Of course, you can bring your guards, but they can only stay on the outskirts. Unless there’s a special event, they’re not allowed to approach the carriage by even one step!”

Immediately, the whole courtyard erupted in an uproar. Many military officers showed contemptuous expressions, and some even shouted abuse. With a clang, someone’s sword was the first to leave its sheath, triggering a series of sword-drawing sounds.

Xia Jingshi lowered his brows in thought for a while before looking up at the Holy Emperor, “Speaking of sincerity, shouldn’t you also send Xiyang back?” The Holy Emperor smiled, “Certainly. Everyone else steps back ten paces. You come over slowly.” He then gestured to the soldier holding Feng Xiyang to move forward.

Feng Suige watched coldly from the side, his words strong and forceful, “If anything happens to you before reaching the Holy City, Su Sha will not stand idly by!” Xia Jingshi nodded at him with a smile. And so, under everyone’s intense gaze, Xia Jingshi began to walk step by step towards the Holy Emperor, while simultaneously, Feng Xiyang was pushed by that soldier, slowly walking towards Xia Jingshi.

Feng Xiyang’s gaze had been fixed on Xia Jingshi’s face since he first spoke, and now she was in tears.

She hadn’t misjudged this man.

Just as she had told her father before the grand wedding, no matter what danger they encountered, he would never abandon her.

Although she wasn’t clear about what hardships he had endured during his detention by the Holy Emperor, in those days when she drifted in and out of consciousness, she vaguely heard Feng Suige telling the physician to take the remaining black jade marrow to treat Xia Jingshi’s wounds—too many people had paid the price for her willfulness, including him.

Even if she had failed him, this price was enough. He couldn’t fall into the Holy Emperor’s hands again…

He couldn’t!

So, at the moment when the two were about to pass each other, Feng Xiyang mustered all her strength to shake off the Yulin soldier’s restraining hand and lunged toward Xia Jingshi. Caught off guard, the soldier staggered back half a step and instinctively drew the long sword at his waist.

Everyone cried out in unison.

“Princess!”

“Lady!”

“Xiyang!”

“Husband…” After a soft, smiling call, the sharp blade cut through the air with a rainbow-like arc, slashing straight towards her. The intense pain in her back made her instinctively arch her neck, her thin, frail body bending into a beautiful curve in the air. As her long hair flew, her eyes were more brilliant than ever before.

In his shock, Xia Jingshi only managed to catch her falling body.

In the chaos, the dumbfounded Holy Emperor was already pinned down by a rush of military officers, and the four Yulin soldiers who tried to resist and escape were quickly cornered.

“Xiyang!” Feng Suige’s roar shook the skies. Without checking Feng Xiyang’s life or death, he snatched a long sword from a nearby guard and swung it at the Holy Emperor.

The Yulin soldier who had been captured earlier widened his eyes in horror, struggling wildly while shouting fiercely, “You can’t harm the Emperor!”

With a crisp clash, sword met sword. Feng Suige’s long sword almost flew out of his hand, while the opponent’s sword broke into two. His tiger’s mouth split open, blood flowing freely. Feng Suige looked up in fury, only to meet a pair of sincere eyes. “Prince Feng, it’s better to save the Princess first. After all, he is still the Emperor of Jinxiu!”

It was Shang Yun, the commander of the Biaoji camp who had come with Xia Jingshi.
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In the open space in front of the small cottage, Feng Suige sat motionless, watching the newly hired maidservants from town bustling in and out, carrying buckets of clear water in and buckets of blood-red water out, pouring them into the hidden ditch beside the courtyard with a splash.

Xia Jingshi appeared behind him at some point, standing quietly for a while before speaking, “Once the doctor has treated Xiyang’s wounds, I’ll have her moved here so you can look after her more easily.” Feng Suige trembled slightly and lowered his head to ask, “Is she alright?” Xia Jingshi glanced at the small cottage and sighed softly, “Go to her. I’ll take care of things here.”

Seeing Feng Suige, Yi Xiao, who was half-leaning against the headboard, immediately sat up. “I heard Xiyang was injured—how is she now?” Feng Suige’s steps faltered, “I thought you’d be angry.” Hearing this, Yi Xiao smiled, “If you had abandoned her to stay here with me, you wouldn’t be Feng Suige.”

Sitting on the edge of the bed, looking at her faint smile, Feng Suige’s eyes inexplicably welled up with tears. He couldn’t help but lean forward and embrace her, “I’m sorry, I didn’t take good care of you. If I hadn’t left you alone in the room, you wouldn’t have been kidnapped…” “Don’t say that,” Yi Xiao comforted him, gently patting his back. After a pause, she suddenly said, “First, tell me how Xiyang is doing, then I have something very important to tell you.”

Hearing her serious tone, Feng Suige forced down all his emotions and tried to speak calmly, “All the remaining black jade essence has been used, but it not only failed to stop the bleeding, it was completely washed away by the blood—the doctor said if the bleeding can’t be stopped, she won’t make it.” Yi Xiao was shocked, “Is the injury that severe?”

Feng Suige closed his eyes and nodded, “Almost half of her shoulder was split open… I should have learned from past mistakes and left someone to guard her when I left.” Yi Xiao silently held his hand, and after a while, she finally spoke, “No one wanted this to happen.” Feng Suige smiled bitterly, “It’s too late for regrets now. We can only leave it to fate—you said you had something important to tell me earlier, what is it?”

Yi Xiao sat in a daze for a while, until Feng Suige asked repeatedly. She finally spoke, “Although it’s not the best time to say this, I still want to tell you early.” Feng Suige involuntarily tightened his grip on her hand, looking into her eyes nervously, “What do you want to say?”

Giving him a faint smile, Yi Xiao said softly, “The doctor just checked my pulse and said I’m almost two months pregnant.”

As if suddenly struck by a gong next to his ear, Feng Suige wore a stunned expression. He stared at Yi Xiao for a long while before hesitantly asking, “What did you say?” Yi Xiao sighed, “I said, by early summer next year, you’ll be a father!”

Feng Suige was dumbfounded for a moment, then suddenly his face flushed red, but in an instant, all color drained from his face again. Meeting Yi Xiao’s puzzled gaze, he gently caressed her cheek and whispered, “I’m glad you came back safely—if anything had happened to you, I would never have forgiven myself.”

On his hurried return journey, Feng Suige’s heart was still a mix of emotions. Yi Xiao’s pregnancy was joyous news, but Xiyang’s condition weighed heavily on his mind like a large stone.

In the past, on the battlefield, when he encountered soldiers with such severe injuries, he would order his guards to deliver a final blow—not out of cruelty, but because he had seen firsthand the suffering of those who died from blood loss, their convulsions turning death into a nightmarish process. So, letting them bleed to death would be truly cruel.

Entering the courtyard, he saw Xia Jingshi standing there with his hands behind his back. The doctor had come out of the cottage, standing before him with blood-stained hands. Hearing his footsteps, Xia Jingshi looked over, his expression as calm as ever. “You’re back.”

Suppressing the unease in his heart, Feng Suige nodded, “How is she?” Xia Jingshi remained silent, but the doctor fell to his knees in shock, saying dejectedly, “Although this humble one has done everything possible, the wound is too large, and the patient is too weak. In the current situation, at most, she can…” “Enough!” Feng Suige couldn’t bear to hear more and turned to leave, but Xia Jingshi called him back, “Wait.”

After dismissing the doctor, Xia Jingshi walked behind Feng Suige and, after a long silence, said softly, “Do you intend to let her bleed to death?” Feng Suige jumped as if stung by a hornet, “What do you mean?!”

“You should understand,” Xia Jingshi’s voice was as natural as if discussing the weather, “Continuing like this will only cause her more suffering. If you truly care for her, make a decision soon.”

Feng Suige lowered his head in silence.

Xia Jingshi was right, but this was Xiyang, the Xiyang he had grown up with, the Xiyang he had cherished and protected.

“I can’t do it,” Feng Suige finally spoke, his voice slightly trembling, “She’s family, connected to me by blood. How can you expect me to do such a thing?”

Xia Jingshi looked at him steadily for a while, then smiled faintly, “Alright, if you’ve decided, let me do it.”

Feng Xiyang lay quietly on the bed, dark red blood seeping from the wound on her back, rolling onto the bed and soaking the bedding. The scattered peonies in the brocade seemed to glow brilliantly as if feeding on her life force.

Her body felt as if it had split open, a burning pain from her shoulder to her back. The last thing she saw before losing consciousness was his shocked eyes, those clear eyes that she never thought could show such emotion.

People kept coming and going around her, but none of the voices were his. Even her royal brother had disappeared. Had they all gone to Yi Xiao’s side? No, he hadn’t. He was nearby, she could feel it.

Suddenly, she heard light footsteps. The people bustling around her quickly retreated, and then someone walked to her side, reaching out to feel her forehead. The familiar fragrance—it was her royal brother.

She tried to open her mouth, wanting to ask where he was, but couldn’t make a sound. As she grew anxious, a hot drop fell on her cheek, winding its way to the corner of her lips. So salty—were these tears? As she wondered, her royal brother suddenly withdrew, the slight breeze he created making the wetness on her cheek feel icy cold. She heard a bang as the door was slammed shut.

Still confused, she heard the rustle of clothes again, and a warm finger brushed across her cheek, making her whole body shiver.

It was him. He was speaking.

“This is the second time,” he seemed to be smiling, yet also sighing, his breath warm on her forehead, “Perhaps it’s all fated. In this life, I’ve had too many things beyond my control, but I haven’t asked for much, only hoping for her happiness—I’ve been unfair to you, allowing you to give so much without offering the same in return.”

She had wanted to just listen, but tears uncontrollably seeped from beneath her lashes. She had never been so close to him before, neither physically nor emotionally.

“Can you hear me?” Still, those hands, gently wiping away her tears, “I don’t want to deceive you, so I won’t promise you the next life. This life, I owe you. In the next life, I could die for you, but I will only live for her alone.”

He gently lifted her head, and a porcelain cup warm with his body heat touched the corner of her lips. Cool liquid gradually flowed into her mouth, and she swallowed instinctively.

It was so bitter.
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Xia Jingshi’s gaze was fixed on the gradually brightening sky outside the window, his body swaying slightly with the jostling of the carriage, his heart wavering with the movement of his body. He had announced Feng Xiyang’s death. The next day, Feng Suige refused his offer to send troops to escort them back to Su Sha, insisting on accompanying Yi Xiao back to the Holy City with him—he wanted to see the outcome with his own eyes, Feng Suige had said, emphasizing that this was also Yi Xiao’s wish.

The Holy Emperor and five Yulin soldiers were tightly bound, and placed in two separate carriages in the middle of the entire procession. Xiyang’s coffin was taken back to Lu City by Xiao Weiran for temporary storage. In truth, he knew clearly that the so-called verification of the authenticity of the imperial edict was merely a measure to silence the masses. Even if the edict was fake, this turmoil could only be stopped by his ascension to the throne. He would inevitably be criticized by ministers who opposed him, perhaps even accused of rebellion by the world, but he didn’t care about these things because there were too many people he needed to protect.

However, if the edict was real, he almost didn’t know how to face everything—the poisoned Emperor, the brutalized Empress, and that murderer. And the knot in the depths of his heart.

In others’ eyes, he was a formidable man who commanded the wind and clouds, but only he knew that for so many years, he had been a coward, humbly curled up in a corner, watching helplessly as others, intentionally or unintentionally, slowly destroyed his world.

He could almost foresee what would happen during the confrontation in the court. He dared not imagine everyone’s reactions after learning the truth, including Yi Xiao’s—though he knew Yi Xiao wouldn’t, he couldn’t help but overthink, fearing to see sympathy in Yi Xiao’s eyes…

“Your Highness,” came the low report of the Biaoji commander amid the clatter of hooves by the window, “The ministers have been waiting outside the city for a long time. Should we…”

“Have them all wait in the outer court,” he pulled back his wandering thoughts, his slightly confused eyes quickly regaining their usual clarity. “Everyone who should be present, not one can be missing!”

There was no time to think too much, and he could no longer avoid it.

This was likely the most chaotic court assembly since the founding of the Jinxiu Dynasty. The ministers were divided into two camps. Most military leaders stood on Xia Jingshi’s side, while almost all civil officials, except for the old Prime Minister’s faction, adamantly insisted that the imperial edict was forged. Before everyone had arrived, the court was already engaged in a heated debate, as chaotic as a marketplace.

Suddenly, the sound of the golden bell rang out. The ministers, who had been arguing heatedly, immediately fell silent, composing themselves and holding their breath in anticipation.

Hearing footsteps, the ceremonial official at the door habitually opened his mouth to announce the arrivals, but upon seeing the group ascending the steps, his voice changed in shock, “His Majesty the Holy Emperor arrives, His Highness the Prince of Zhennan arrives, Her Highness Princess Xingping arrives… Prince Feng of Su Sha arrives…”

A commotion immediately arose in the court. Many courtiers looked at each other in astonishment. An elderly civil official stepped forward, his voice quavering as he protested shrilly, “Today’s matters have nothing to do with Su Sha, and they concern Jinxiu’s secrets. Why are Su Sha people being allowed in?” A chorus of agreeing voices immediately rose around him.

The clamor ceased abruptly as the first person crossed the threshold. Everyone widened their eyes in disbelief, watching Xia Jingshi walk in without pause, followed by Feng Suige carefully supporting Yi Xiao, then the disheveled and pale Holy Emperor. The last to enter were the dust-covered commanders of the Biaoji and Yulin camps. After entering, instead of hurrying to their places, they turned and slowly closed the golden doors of the hall.

Given the circumstances, the Holy Emperor did not walk towards the imperial throne, but merely stood in the middle of the hall, coldly rubbing his wrists that had just been freed from restraints. In an instant, he was surrounded by a group of old ministers. Some repeatedly called for palace servants to bring chairs, while others, even more extremely, fell at his feet with tears flowing, repenting for their failure to protect him and lamenting the suffering he had endured.

Watching the ministers’ affected behavior, Xia Jingshi only smiled mockingly. After ordering palace attendants to bring a soft chair for Yi Xiao to sit on, he finally raised his eyes to look at the ministers, “Today’s matter is of great importance. Prince Feng of Su Sha was invited to the court because of Princess Xiyang…”

The elderly official who had protested earlier was quite dissatisfied. After holding back for a moment, he still stepped out from the crowd and protested loudly, “The death of the Prince of Zhennan’s wife in Jinxiu, this old minister has heard about, but it has nothing to do with today’s discussion. Therefore, this minister believes that the Prince of Su Sha should be asked to rest and wait in the outer city. Although Princess Xingping is from Jinxiu, because she has already married Su Sha, she should also accompany the Prince of Su Sha…”

Feng Suige couldn’t help but laugh coldly, “Nothing to do with it? If it weren’t for the thought of today’s court assembly, your emperor would have already been cut into mincemeat by me!”

The court immediately erupted into chaos. Even many military leaders who supported Xia Jingshi furrowed their brows. Yi Xiao patted Feng Suige’s hand and stood up before Xia Jingshi could speak, “The Holy Emperor held me and the Princess hostage, intending to harm His Highness. The Princess died protecting His Highness. Do you still say this has nothing to do with Su Sha?”

There was dead silence.

“She’s lying,” the Holy Emperor’s voice suddenly rang out, “It was Xia Jingshi who colluded with Su Sha, intending to harm Jinxiu…” Before he could finish, his vision blurred. Amid a chorus of shocked exclamations, Yi Xiao, who had rushed over, slapped him hard across the face. He staggered back several steps before steadying himself. “It’s because of your shamelessness that even heaven can’t tolerate you,” Yi Xiao shook her hand, looking at him with disdain, “I want to see what other disgusting words you can say today!”

“Rebellion! Rebellion!!” That elderly official trembled with anger, “A mere commoner dares to offend the imperial countenance—if it weren’t for His Majesty’s grace, you would still be a small commander. How dare you stand in this Golden Hall…”

“He is not my emperor,” Yi Xiao coldly dropped these words, then, supported by Feng Suige, sat back down in the soft chair.

Amidst the chaos, a Biaoji soldier entered after knocking, hurried to Xia Jingshi’s side, paid his respects, whispered a few words, and then retreated. As the door closed, Xia Jingshi spoke gravely, “The General Protector of the State and the Prime Minister have gone to invite the Empress Dowager. They will arrive shortly.” He raised his head, his cold gaze sweeping over everyone, finally settling on Shang Yun, the commander of the Biaoji camp. “It doesn’t matter if you argue now, but when we get to the main business later, I don’t want anyone to interrupt—Commander Shang, if anyone is tired of living, oblige them!”

Days of house arrest had made the Empress Dowager much thinner, her demeanor less sharp and showing more signs of age, but her eyes were even more profound. When she was escorted into the hall by two elderly ministers and dozens of imperial guards, she stared at Xia Jingshi venomously for a good while before shifting her gaze to the Holy Emperor. Seeing his haggard appearance, she couldn’t help but feel heartache and called out softly, “Your Majesty…” Hearing her gentle call, the Holy Emperor not only didn’t respond but glared at her resentfully and turned away, ignoring her.

The old general and the old prime minister stepped forward together to pay their respects to Xia Jingshi. Before Xia Jingshi could help them up, the old prime minister, trembling, pulled out the draft with the late emperor’s vermilion comments from his bosom and presented it to Xia Jingshi, “Your Highness, this old minister is incompetent, having let Your Highness endure for so many years. Today, Your Highness must avenge the Emperor and Empress Xuan…”

Before Xia Jingshi could take it, the Empress Dowager laughed derisively, “Do you want to fight with me to the end? Don’t you feel that you’ll lose no matter what?” Xia Jingshi’s hand paused in mid-air, but he still took the paper, “Since we’ve come this far, we can dispense with unnecessary words—regarding this edict, what do you have to say?”

Standing proudly in the hall, the Empress Dowager’s eyes, as if filled with countless poisoned needles, stared at him intensely, “Even if it’s real, what can you do? Can you inherit the throne? Do you have that qualification?!” Xia Jingshi’s face turned slightly pale, but he still said firmly, “I do!”

“You do? Hahaha…” The Empress Dowager immediately burst into laughter, her laughter so loud it made Yi Xiao shudder, and Feng Suige also showed a puzzled expression.

After laughing for a while, the Empress Dowager suddenly stopped, gritting her teeth as she spat out a few words, “Based on what? You, a eunuch?”

Yi Xiao – Chapter 133
The hall fell into a deathly silence.

All the court officials stood frozen in place. Feng Suige’s eyes widened in shock, while Yi Xiao had to cover her mouth to stifle a gasp that nearly escaped her lips.

Eunuch.

Although they had prepared themselves, when that word struck them head-on, it felt like a harsh slap across the face in front of everyone. Their hands and feet turned cold, blood involuntarily rushed to their heads, and the gazes from all directions scorched them like burning coals, leaving them feeling utterly exposed.

It was the most terrifying nightmare of their lives.

“Hehe… Hahaha…” A cold, demonic laugh escaped the Holy Emperor’s lips, instantly transforming into arrogant laughter. “Xia Jingshi, don’t you find yourself pathetic? What’s the point of living like this? If I were you, I would have long ago found a place to end it all! Yet you’re still here, making a fool of yourself, hahaha…” Seeing everyone’s bewildered expressions, he continued brazenly, “I have always been merciful. If you kneel and beg for forgiveness now, I can pardon all your past crimes!”

The old Prime Minister, too shocked to speak, finally mumbled in disbelief, “Your Highness, what… what is going on?” Xia Jingshi remained silent.

Catching the Empress Dowager’s eye, a minister suddenly sprang forward and shouted, “Isn’t it obvious? The Prince of Zhennan could not continue the imperial bloodline, so the late emperor changed the heir apparent. Therefore, His Majesty is the true Son of Heaven!” This immediately caused an uproar, and the Golden Hall once again erupted into chaos. The dispute among the officials shifted from the authenticity of the imperial edict to Xia Jingshi’s right of succession. Some hot-tempered military generals had already begun pushing and shoving, threatening to escalate into a brawl.

The Empress Dowager coldly eyed Xia Jingshi’s gloomy face, a cruel smile playing on her lips.

Does it hurt? It must hurt terribly. Now that things have come to this if the Emperor can’t be spared, you won’t get your way either! Today, right here in this court, in front of all these people, I will crush your dignity to dust, ensuring you’ll never be able to recover!

Meeting the Empress Dowager’s challenging gaze, Xia Jingshi’s heart strangely calmed. Taking a deep breath, his voice remained firm and resolute, “So what if it’s true?” The arguing voices immediately diminished by half, and many turned to look in astonishment at the young prince who stood at the center of the storm.

“Indeed, so what if it’s true!” Feng Suige, who had released Yi Xiao’s hand, suddenly stepped forward. Under everyone’s watchful eyes, he whispered something into the ear of the still-dazed old general, who nodded gratefully. As Feng Suige slowly retreated to his original position, he paused beside Xia Jingshi and smiled slightly, his voice just loud enough for everyone to hear, “Whether as an opponent or an ally, I hope that person is you—no need to thank me, I simply don’t want to see you lose to anyone else.”

As Feng Suige withdrew his hand and walked away, Yi Xiao bit down hard on her knuckles. Xia Jingshi’s expression and the pain in her hand reminded her that this was not a dream; everything was real.

In an instant, all the confusion bottled up in her chest vanished, replaced by overwhelming anguish.

How could this happen?!

Just as her heart was in turmoil, a pair of hands gently pulled her knuckles from between her teeth, softly caressing the deep teeth marks. She instinctively looked up, meeting Feng Suige’s warm eyes. “Don’t worry, I’ll help him.”

Will he… help him?

Still, in a daze, a loud voice suddenly resonated throughout the hall, “This minister has a question—if what the Empress Dowager says is true, then why did the late emperor consistently groom His Highness as the heir apparent, only to change the edict just before his passing?!”

“The late emperor loved Concubine Xuan, so he intended to establish her son as the heir. Everyone knows that Xia Jingshi announced his renunciation of the position of heir apparent years ago. It’s not surprising that the late emperor modified the edict in response to this,” the Empress Dowager paused, then gave Xia Jingshi a malicious smile. “As for the reason, no one knows better than he does. If it weren’t for his inability to…”

“Silence!” Yi Xiao could bear it no longer and suddenly stood up, startling the Empress Dowager into retreating several steps.

“Yi Xiao,” Xia Jingshi called out to stop her, “Sit back down and just listen.”

Yi Xiao was stunned, and after a moment, she angrily sat back in her chair. Feng Suige patted her shoulder reassuringly, his eyes returning to Xia Jingshi, now filled with admiration.

“What the Empress Dowager says is true,” Xia Jingshi slowly began to speak amid silence. “It’s for this reason that I’ve given up many things I should have fought for over the years. Now, for me, the authenticity of the edict is not important. I don’t want to use avenging the late emperor and my mother as an excuse, nor do I want to elaborate on other reasons. You can call it rebellion if you wish,” his authoritative gaze slowly swept over the silent officials and the dumbfounded Holy Emperor and Empress Dowager. “This throne, I must have it!”

The Empress Dowager laughed coldly, “To achieve your goal, you’ve even thrown away your dignity!” “No,” Xia Jingshi replied, seeming relieved as if a heavy burden had been lifted. He lowered his head and let out a long breath, then looked up with a smile, “Actually, I want to thank you. Otherwise, I might never have known how selfish I was before.”

“Xia Jingshi,” the Holy Emperor suddenly spoke through gritted teeth, “If I hadn’t always wanted to destroy you with my own hands, you would have been dead long ago!” “If you want me to thank you, I will,” Xia Jingshi responded calmly. “But I will continue to investigate the deaths of my father and mother. You’d better pray for yourselves—Guardian General, you may choose the place of detention for these two prisoners. It will be hard on you until the truth is uncovered.”

The old general standing nearby smiled, “Your subject obeys the order!”

“It seems we have no more business here,” Feng Suige’s lips curled into a slight smile as he took the still-dazed Yi Xiao’s arm. “After you ascend the throne, you must bury Xi Yang according to the imperial consort’s rites—I’ll find a way to explain the cause of her death to my father, so don’t worry about that.”

Yi Xiao followed Feng Suige out in a daze. His hand held hers so firmly that her slightly wavering heart gradually steadied.

In the end, she didn’t look back.

Gesturing for the Cavalry General standing by the door to follow and escort them, Xia Jingshi finally looked toward their retreating figures. As the door closed, the last thing he saw was their clasped hands.

With the heavy thud of the hall doors, all light was once again shut out.

The past was gone.

In the carriage escorted by the Holy City’s cavalry of the Jinxiu Dynasty, Feng Suige held Yi Xiao tightly in his arms. After a long while, he sighed and said, “I want to say I’m sorry, but I can’t help feeling jealous.” Seeing Yi Xiao’s confused look as she raised her head, he continued in a low voice, “This… is the reason he refused to marry Xi Yang, isn’t it? And you were willing to die rather than reveal this secret for him.”

Yi Xiao was stunned for a moment, then chuckled softly as she buried her head in his chest. “I thought you’d be elated that there’s nothing between His Highness and me…” Before she could finish, Feng Suige’s laughter rang out above her head. “You’ve seen right through me—Ouch, you dare bite me!”

Amidst their playful banter, Yi Xiao almost laughed to tears.

Yes, since this was a secret, let it vanish with the past like smoke in the wind.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 134
Yi Xiao tossed the leaf she had torn to shreds into the small stream, dusted off her hands, and stood up to walk toward the two men still whispering in the distance.

Upon entering Su Sha territory, they were surprisingly greeted by Earl Ye Duanfang of Jianxin, leading troops at the border. The Biaoji commander Shang Yun’s meaningful “Thank you, Princess” at their parting still echoed in her ears. In the blink of an eye, Feng Suige had been lured away by Ye Duanfang to talk privately several paces away. Since then, the two had been acting mysteriously, often huddling together when she wasn’t paying attention, and unanimously changing the subject whenever she approached.

Just like now.

“What exactly is it that I’m not supposed to know?” Yi Xiao interrupted Feng Suige’s pretense of inquiring about court affairs, sitting down beside him but looking straight at Ye Duanfang. “Could it be that your sisters have moved into the Prince’s mansion?” Ye Duanfang was startled and shook his head repeatedly. Feng Suige, looking troubled, half-covered his face and gave Ye Duanfang a look to leave quickly. Yi Xiao, sharp-eyed, called out first, “Explain clearly before you go!”

Feng Suige sighed, “We didn’t tell you because we wanted to spare you from worry. If you want to know, I’ll tell you when we get back to the carriage.”

Lowering his head and playing with Yi Xiao’s fingers, Feng Suige thought for a long time before speaking, “After we left Su Sha, Earl Jianxin managed to persuade my father. But then Father immediately selected many noble young ladies within the country, saying he would choose slowly after I returned, and packed them all into the Prince’s mansion. I was mentally prepared for this before we left, so you can rest assured. Although it will take some time to handle, it can ultimately be resolved.”

“There’s also something about Xiyang,” he looked at Yi Xiao with some concern, and seeing her expression unchanged, he continued, “I want to explain Xiyang’s situation to Father in person, so no one in Su Sha knows yet that Xiyang has passed away. I’m worried that when Father hears this news, he might, in his anger, order troops to attack Jinxiu or demand that Xia Jingshi hand over the Holy Emperor to avenge her. But I don’t think Xia Jingshi will agree. I understand the whole situation, so I don’t want to go to war, but Father won’t rest until he achieves his goal. This puts me in a very difficult position in the middle, and your stance goes without saying…”

Yi Xiao listened quietly to this point, then suddenly laughed derisively, “Are you planning to elope with me?”

“I can’t believe you thought of that,” Feng Suige shook his head helplessly, then suddenly looked at her nervously, “Yi Xiao, why don’t you let Earl Jianxin take care of you for a while, and I’ll come to get you when Father’s anger has subsided, okay?”

“Why don’t you say you’ll come get me after I’ve given birth to the child?” Yi Xiao said with an ambiguous smile. “That’s good too,” Feng Suige’s eyes lit up, “If you give birth to a son, Father will definitely…” “Don’t even think about it,” Yi Xiao stood up angrily, “You might as well send me back to Jinxiu now and be done with it!”

“Don’t be angry,” Feng Suige sighed and pulled her close, “I don’t want to be apart from you either, but this time I really can’t guarantee that I can completely convince Father not to vent his anger on you. I don’t want you to face any danger again, do you understand?”

“Even if you’ve forgotten our agreement, you should remember Guyu,” Yi Xiao suddenly calmed her anger and said coolly, “If you can’t do it, let me go early. It’s better for both of us.”

Hearing her repeatedly say she wanted to leave, Feng Suige also became a bit irritated and blurted out without thinking, “Where do you want to take my child?!” Yi Xiao’s eyes flashed, and she threw out a hard sentence, “If that’s what you’re concerned about, I’ll send someone to bring the child to you after it’s born…”

A warm finger pressed against her lips as Feng Suige explained regretfully, “That’s not what I meant, you know that.” Yi Xiao didn’t move, and they stared at each other for a while before Feng Suige deflated, removing his hand and falling back against the cushions. “Alright, alright…”

As they entered the Prince’s mansion, leaving behind the flattery of officials crowding at the door, the smile on Feng Suige’s face was already starting to falter. He tiredly rubbed his face and leaned close to Yi Xiao, asking softly, “Are you tired? Go change clothes first, we still need to go to the palace to see Father.”

Yi Xiao nodded and walked straight towards the back quarters. Before entering the corridor, an inner courtyard guard hurriedly approached. Seeing Yi Xiao and Feng Suige, he stopped at a distance and knelt, “Greetings to the Prince and the Young Consort.” “What’s the matter?” Feng Suige walked forward puzzled. Under normal circumstances, inner courtyard guards would not appear in the front quarters.

The guard glanced awkwardly at Yi Xiao and lowered his head, saying, “When they moved in, the Minister of State’s daughter forcibly moved into the Young Consort’s Plum Garden. We informed her of Your Highness’s return early on, but no matter how we tried to persuade her, she refused to leave. She even said it was the King’s order that she could stay in whichever room she wanted…”

“So what if she’s the Minister of State’s daughter,” Feng Suige’s eyes turned cold, “Go, send people to throw her out along with her belongings.” “There’s no need,” Yi Xiao stopped him, “Since she likes that garden, let her stay for a few days. I don’t have many personal belongings, the main room should be able to accommodate them.”

Turning around, Yi Xiao put her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow at the surprised Feng Suige, “I’ll go freshen up first. We can clean them out one by one when we have time later.” “Alright,” Feng Suige agreed with a hearty laugh.

Feng Qishan flipped through all the intelligence reports submitted by spies during this period, one by one. The papers were almost worn out from his handling, but he was just using this review to sort out his thoughts.

A few days after learning that Xia Jingshi had been accused of treason, news came that Feng Suige had rescued him and incidentally abducted the Holy Emperor. Just when he thought Feng Suige was going to bring both the Holy Emperor and Xia Jingshi back to Su Sha, news arrived that Feng Suige’s group was heading towards Lu City and had been surrounded by the pursuing Yulin main camp. As he prepared to dispatch troops to assist, more news came of internal strife in Jinxiu, with the military turning sides, and Xia Jingshi likely ascending to the throne. He had thought Feng Suige would return to Su Sha at this point, but who knew he would follow Xia Jingshi back to Jinxiu, only returning today?

What exactly was going on? Not only were events spiraling out of control, but even this son, whom he once understood best, was becoming difficult to fathom.

Suddenly, another inexplicable palpitation struck him. This had been happening frequently lately. Feng Qishan frowned, covering his chest, and took a few sips of the ginseng tea beside him. The slightly cool liquid helped him relax.

Time waits for no one. Perhaps it was time to abdicate the throne. He could enjoy some relaxation, and this way, he could visit Xiyang in Jinxiu. After Xia Jingshi’s ascension, Xiyang would rightfully become the Empress. If he had known this day would come, he should have taught her more about the inner court affairs when she was still in Su Sha.

Squinting his eyes, he couldn’t help but smile, imagining his once delicate and naive daughter in the majestic robes of the Jinxiu Empress, gracefully bowing to him.

“His Highness the Prince arrives—” A series of announcements came from outside, and Feng Qishan didn’t miss the very soft “May the Young Consort have ten thousand blessings and golden peace” from the palace maids in the outer hall.

Right, there was also Fu Yi Xiao.

During the time they were away from Su Sha, he had considered many things. Now that the situation was settled, Yi Xiao’s existence was no longer a threat to Xiyang. After Xia Jingshi’s ascension, if properly utilized and managed, Yi Xiao could be a quite useful tool.

Yi Xiao – Chapter 135
Seated on the soft chair provided by Feng Qishan, Feng Suige remained silent for a moment before finally speaking, “How has Father King’s health been recent?”

Feng Qishan, who was just finishing the last of his ginseng tea from a porcelain cup, raised his eyelids slightly at the question. “As age catches up, my body isn’t as it used to be. I only hope you can take on the heavy responsibilities soon and share my burdens,” he said, putting down the teacup and letting out a long sigh. “It seems your diplomatic mission to Jinxiu wasn’t so smooth this time?”

“Indeed,” Feng Suige said with difficulty. “Father King must have heard about the internal turmoil in Jinxiu…”

Feng Qishan, clearly in a good mood, nodded with satisfaction. “Xia Jingshi gaining power is more beneficial than harmful to Su Sha. Just remember not to risk yourself unnecessarily in the future, given your special status. Your handling of this situation was quite appropriate, and I’m very pleased.”

Seeing Feng Qishan’s visible delight, Feng Suige hesitated, still considering whether to disclose the matter of Xi Yang at this moment. Feng Qishan finally noticed his unease and immediately furrowed his brow. “What is it? If you have something to say, just say it. Don’t beat around the bush,” he said, then suddenly turned a sharp gaze towards Fu Yi Xiao, who had been silent since entering the hall. “Could it be…”

“No, it’s not that!” Feng Suige cried out urgently. Receiving a puzzled look from Feng Qishan, he finally seemed to make up his mind and stood up. “Father King, Xi Yang is gone.”

“Xi Yang?” As if not understanding, Feng Qishan repeated, “Gone? Xi Yang is gone?” Although Feng Suige found it painful, he still nodded firmly. Seeing his nod, the bewilderment in Feng Qishan’s eyes suddenly turned to frenzied anger tinged with heartbreak. Trembling all over, he grabbed the jade lion paperweight from the table and hurled it at Yi Xiao. “You wretched woman!”

Caught off guard, before Yi Xiao could react, Feng Suige had already swiftly pulled her away from the soft chair. With a crisp clang, jade and pearls scattered across the floor. Feng Suige’s anger also erupted like a volcano. “Father King! How can you attack Yi Xiao without discerning right from wrong? She has already…”

Feng Qishan stepped down from the throne in one swift move, his finger pointing at Feng Suige trembling violently. “If you continue to shield this wretched woman, I will no longer have you as a son. You, you unfilial child…”

Seeing his rage, all the palace attendants in the hall had already knelt. Amid the deathly silence, Yi Xiao resolutely pushed away Feng Suige’s arm and calmly met Feng Qishan’s bloodshot eyes. “Why does the King always push the blame onto others no matter what happens? Why not reflect on yourself?”

“Yi Xiao!” Feng Suige anxiously reached out to grab her, but she dodged him. At the same time, Feng Qishan shouted furiously, “My only mistake was not killing you earlier! If it weren’t for you, Xi Yang would never have died!”

“Father King!” Feng Suige cried out in frustration. “Xi Yang was killed by the Holy Emperor. All the guards who went to Jinxiu can testify. Moreover, if it weren’t for Yi Xiao, Xi Yang might have met with misfortune much earlier, during the mountain siege…”

“There’s no point in saying all this now,” Yi Xiao calmly interrupted Feng Suige. “I understand the grief of losing a loved one, and I don’t want to comment too much on the life of someone who has passed. But I think the King should at least understand that when you move a rare flower accustomed to careful nurturing to the wild and let it grow freely, you should be prepared to see it wither…”

As if slapped in the face, Feng Qishan’s face turned red, then instantly pale.

From the day Xi Yang was born, he had arranged everything for her. Whatever she wanted, he would do his best to obtain. The palace attendants also carefully catered to this favored daughter of heaven, afraid of going against her wishes and incurring his wrath.

Xi Yang’s innocence and carefree nature, her purity and enthusiasm, had once been his pride. He had almost forgotten that the daughter he cherished and protected like a treasure in the palm of his hand might just be an ordinary person to others.

Fu Yi Xiao wasn’t wrong. These were all things he had thought about but always hoped wouldn’t come to pass.

The unbearable pain in his heart made him tremble. His lips quivered for a while before Feng Qishan slowly uttered, “I’m tired. You may leave now…” “Father King,” Feng Suige called out with concern, “Let me stay with you a while longer?” Feng Qishan said nothing, just shook his head wearily, and slowly walked back to the throne.

Yi Xiao suddenly felt a bit regretful. Feng Qishan seemed to have aged decades in an instant. His previously radiant face now looked inexplicably old, and even his back seemed to have hunched slightly. Perhaps they should have listened to Feng Suige and avoided coming back for a while, she thought, as she was involuntarily led out of the hall by Feng Suige. Looking up, she saw the same cloudless blue sky.

“What you said was also one of the reasons I opposed him marrying Xi Yang to Xia Jingshi back then,” Feng Suige sighed lightly, putting his arm around her shoulders. “Father King has always understood, but he couldn’t refuse Xi Yang. Let him be quiet for a while. He’ll be better after some time.”

Yi Xiao walked silently with him towards the exit, then suddenly said, “Just now, I was thinking, if you’re really in a difficult position, I could…” “There’s no need,” Feng Suige smiled, stopping her unfinished words. “There’s always a way to solve any problem, isn’t there?”

“Then,” Yi Xiao looked up at him, “if the King forces you to choose between me and the throne, how will you solve it?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Feng Suige raised an eyebrow. “You are mine, and the kingdom is mine too!”

“I’m talking about choosing only one…”

“I want both.”

“You can only have one!”

“That’s impossible.”

“Feng Suige!”

“We’ve been out for so long, there must be a lot of state affairs piled up. Um, I need to go to the council hall to check…”

“Feng Suige!!!”

“…”

Epilogue: The Four Seasons Journal of Xiumu
Spring: The Prince of Zhennan finally purged the court of opposing ministers and ascended to the throne. After the old Prime Minister retired to his hometown, Commander Xiao took his place. The son-in-law also began investigating the case of the late emperor and Concubine Xuan’s deaths as a special envoy. Meanwhile, construction began on the mausoleum for the Prince of Zhennan’s wife who died last year. The son-in-law says it’s built to imperial consort standards. I don’t quite understand what those standards are, but the young miss says that woman’s tomb is bigger than our entire courtyard. I wonder, sleeping there alone, won’t she be scared at night?

Summer: I thought the midwifery skills I’d crammed in recent months would finally be put to use, but I don’t understand why it wasn’t as difficult as the elders described—as soon as I approached the bedside, the young miss gave birth to the young master. Afterward, the old madam said the young miss was frightened by me, which made me feel guilty for many days. Two months later, news came from Su Sha that Miss Fu also gave birth to a boy. The young miss was very angry because the two of them had been planning their children’s marriage for a long time, but the son-in-law seemed relieved for some reason.

Autumn: Su Sha’s old emperor finally announced his abdication to the world. Feng Suige legitimately ascended to the throne of Su Sha. The young miss is very happy, and so am I. We no longer have to hear the young Miss complain about why that old man still clings to the throne even when he’s sick. Later, we heard that Miss Fu became Su Sha’s first commoner-born queen with the strong support of a wealthy merchant named Qin Yu. When the young miss received the news, she wrote to her overnight. While grinding ink, I sneaked a peek—the young miss was recording all her tactics for dealing with the son-in-law. Amitabha…

Winter: The crimes of murdering the late emperor and Concubine Xuan were confirmed. The former Holy Emperor and Empress Dowager were sentenced to death by dismemberment in the market for treason. Because the son-in-law said it was too bloody, the young miss asked me to go observe the execution on her behalf and record everything from beginning to end so I could tell her about it later.

But there were too many spectators, and I couldn’t squeeze in until the very end. I had to spend a few silver coins to ask a storyteller to make up a story for me. When I got home and was just getting to the most exciting part, the old madam, who was eavesdropping outside the window, fainted. When the old master found out, he punished the young miss and me by making us copy the books in his study—wah, there’s still half a room left, so I’ll stop writing for now.

Extra Chapter: Spirit of the Underworld
The night was deep and dark.

Suddenly, a cold air enveloped the couch, and a faint presence awakened him from his light sleep. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t open his eyes. He was secretly annoyed but ultimately helpless.

“Your Majesty,” a voice softly called, “Your concubine has come.”

His heart skipped a beat. That voice…

A cool pair of hands covered his forehead. “Your Majesty, wake up.”

It was her.

He tried even harder to open his eyes, feeling both joy and anger – joy for the owner of the voice, anger at his body’s betrayal.

He heard her sigh softly, “Well, I shouldn’t have come, but I wanted to talk to you. Your Majesty, you needn’t blame yourself. All of this was my fault. Your Majesty, I understand your love for Xi Yang…”

He listened, ceasing his futile struggle.

Her fingers brushed through his graying hair. “Your Majesty, you’ve aged so much. Half of this white hair must be for Xi Yang. Sometimes I wonder, if I had stayed in the palace for my confinement back then, would things be different now? Do you remember when I was about to leave? I made you promise to ensure Xi Yang’s happiness because I was worried she would be bullied without anyone to care for her after I left. It wasn’t until later that I realized happiness isn’t given by others, but something one must work hard to achieve. A person’s gains and losses are predetermined by fate; the price of forcing things ends up empty-handed. Sadly, though I understood this, I couldn’t teach it to Xi Yang.”

Sighing lightly, she continued, “Your Majesty, dawn is approaching, and I must go. Please don’t be melancholic anymore. Since Xi Yang didn’t have the fortune to bring you joy in your old age, let Suige be filial to you in her stead. Your Majesty, I’m leaving now. This life was too short. If there’s a next life, I still want to hold your hand…”

As the cold presence dissipated, he muttered two words like in a dream.

“Chen Fei…”

Placing the last word on the plain paper, a faint smile lingered on his lips. That Yi Xiao, the glass hairpin he gave her last time was clumsily broken by more than half. What remained was either carelessly lost or taken by Qin’s daughter. So she shamelessly asked for another one in their monthly correspondence.

Thinking of this, he unconsciously looked at the exquisite brocade box on the desk – inside were two broken pieces of a glass hairpin, the one she had once asked Xueying to request from him.

Tiredly leaning back in his chair, he gently massaged his brow. The summer floods were coming, and the Hedong region was likely to suffer water damage again. Reports from the northern border said that the nomadic tribes were showing signs of restlessness…

“My lord.”

He paused, instinctively looking up towards the door.

It wasn’t an illusion.

Seeing him look over, she smiled slightly, “My lord, it’s so late. Are you still busy?”

After the initial surprise passed, he regained his usual indifference, merely nodding in response. Seeing his coldness, her expression dimmed a little, “My lord, do you… hate me that much?”

“It’s not hate,” he answered simply, “The past is in the past.”

She lowered her head, “I just wanted to see how you were doing. I’ll leave soon. My lord, only now do I understand how wrong I was before. Because of me, you suffered so much. I dare not hope for your forgiveness, but I sincerely wanted to come and say I’m sorry…”

He listened quietly, his expression gradually softening, “Although I don’t know why you’re here if you want to apologize, I accept it. You don’t need to dwell on it anymore.”

“I came here to tell you that I don’t want the life you promised me last time,” she raised her head, forcing a smile with tears in her eyes. “Too many accidents before stemmed from my selfishness. I think, not just in the next life, but for all lifetimes to come, I have no face to ask anything of you. But I don’t want your pity or your guilt. You were right, if we can’t face each other as equals, we can never truly understand each other. It’s a pity I couldn’t listen to anything back then…”

“I feel no guilt or pity towards you,” he suddenly spoke, “I just don’t want to owe too much to anyone.”

“Heh,” she chuckled lightly, “You’re still so frank, not leaving any room for sentiment. Very well, if that’s the case, then we owe each other nothing. My lord, no, I should call you Your Majesty now. Please take care of yourself, Your Majesty. Xi Yang bids farewell.”

Turning to leave, she suddenly looked back with a radiant smile, “You know, I’ve only loved once in this life. Though it was a mistaken love, I don’t regret it…”

A sudden cold wind made him shiver, waking him up. He found that he had fallen asleep leaning back in his chair. The half-closed door had been blown open by the night wind, gaping emptily. The candle was almost burnt out, its wax overflowing the edge of the candlestick, dripping onto the ink-dried plain paper.

A dream? He smiled vaguely, carefully peeling off the wax drops from the letter, putting it away, extinguishing the candle, and quickly walking towards the door.

It was almost time for the morning court session. After daybreak, there were still many things waiting for him to do.

Extra Chapter: Purple Robe
During the hottest days of summer, the temperature was unusually high. In the inner courtyards of the Jinxiu Dynasty’s imperial palace, palace servants were scattered about, tiptoeing carefully among the various flowers and trees, using gauze nets to catch the incessantly chirping cicadas to avoid disturbing the Emperor who was resting in the rear palace.

“Returned?” Xiao Weiran said with an intriguing smile, casually picking through the items piled on the table. “He refuses the Emperor’s rewards and doesn’t accept Yi Xiao’s gifts either—Your Majesty, is it necessary to summon him to the palace?”

Xia Jingshi, reclining on a cool chair, frowned slightly, his gaze piercing through the half-closed window lattice and fixing on a distant void. After a long while, he lowered his eyelashes and said, “Weiran, if there’s nothing particularly urgent to do, why don’t you accompany me to the Yulin Camp for a look?”

It was the afternoon rest time, and in the Yulin Camp stationed in the suburbs, groups of Yulin soldiers with open shirts were cooling off under the trees everywhere. Amidst the laughter, a middle-aged soldier casually raised his head, and after clearly seeing the figure walking not far away, he spat on the ground and strode out of the shade to chase after him.

“Well, well, look who it is,” he called out deliberately, putting his hand on the man’s shoulder while eyeing the heavy laundry basin in his hands maliciously. “I heard someone refused the Emperor’s rewards and even returned the gifts from the Queen of Su Sha. Why do I always feel like he thinks the gifts are too few?”

The man nodded silently in greeting and tried to walk around him, but he wouldn’t let it go. He caught up in a few steps and swept the wooden basin from the man’s hands, spilling all the wet clothes onto the dusty ground. The man finally couldn’t help but angrily say, “I’ve tolerated you several times, don’t go too far!”

“I’m going too far?” The middle-aged soldier spat viciously. “You only have that little bit of guts. Who do you think you are!”

The man stared at him for a while before bending down to pick up the dirty clothes, no longer paying attention to the arrogant scolding behind him, slowly walking towards the stream behind the camp.

He was the young soldier who had saved Fu Yi Xiao that day.

Perhaps because of Fu Yi Xiao, Xia Jingshi didn’t make things difficult for him. On the second day after returning to the Yulin Camp, an edict came from the Holy City, stating his faults and merits during the turmoil. With merits and faults offsetting each other, he was neither promoted nor demoted. He didn’t mind, but the new emperor’s attitude and the large rewards brought by the official messenger made everyone in the camp envious, especially the colleague he had knocked unconscious that day, who was even more jealous and resentful of him.

As he rinsed the sandy clothes in the stream, his face was peaceful, as if everything before had never happened.

“So you’re here,” a gentle voice sounded. He instinctively raised his head, startled, and bowed, “Prime Minister Xiao.”

“Come with me, His Majesty wants to see you,” Xiao Weiran said simply before leaving the riverside. He looked down at the unwashed clothes in the basin, sighed, and slowly followed.

“Sit,” Xia Jingshi, sitting casually in the open space, pointed to a patch of grass not far from him, indicating for him to sit down. He casually asked, “Your name is Lin Yuan?” “In response to Your Majesty…” Before he could finish, Xia Jingshi interrupted, “No need to be formal, just a casual chat.”

“Yes,” he responded, hesitantly raising his eyes to look at the thin man in casual clothes before him. Gentle eyebrows, indifferent expression—this was the new master of the Yulin Camp, the new emperor of the Jinxiu Dynasty, Xia Jingshi.

“If Yi Xiao knew you returned those things, she would surely be furious,” Xia Jingshi said softly after a moment of silence. Like a pebble thrown into the center of a lake, an expression that could be called tenderness suddenly rippled across his calm face, disappearing in an instant. “She specially sent a message, emphasizing that those were gifts for you,” he continued, glancing at him, “not rewards bestowed by the royal family—why won’t you accept them?”

“One should not accept rewards without merit…” he lowered his head slightly, weighing his words. Seeing his hesitation, Xia Jingshi suddenly said, “Rumors in the army say you’re opportunistic, seeking fame and fortune. But I believe you saved her purely on instinct. Otherwise, judging by your behavior these past few years, you should have wanted to stay far away from her—, if you’re still concerned, I can issue an edict to free you from slave status—Or are you worried about others saying you have ulterior motives?”

Xiao Weiran, standing quietly to the side, raised an eyebrow in confusion upon hearing this. “In this matter…” Before he could ask further, Lin Yuan spoke decisively, “This subject believes it was not a meritorious deed, it just happened that the person saved was Princess Xingping. It has nothing to do with past events.”

Seeing the indignation in his expression, Xia Jingshi couldn’t help but smile and changed the subject, “Commander Shang will be reorganizing the city defense soon. Are you willing to be his deputy?” Glancing at him, Xia Jingshi continued, “This is Commander Shang’s suggestion. Think it over carefully.”

With that, Xia Jingshi stood up and walked towards the carriage parked not far away.

As the carriage was about to enter the royal city, Xia Jingshi suddenly spoke, “Does Weiran remember the old minister Lin Feiyin from the previous dynasty?” Xiao Weiran nodded, “I remember. After his daughter fell ill with hysteria, he retired to his hometown… Does he have any connection with Lin Yuan?”

“Lin Yuan’s original surname wasn’t Lin. If I remember correctly, his surname was Yin, named Yin Xingyuan,” Xia Jingshi said calmly. “He was originally a servant in the Lin household, later married into the Lin family, and then changed his name.”

“Married in?” Xiao Weiran pondered for a moment, then realized, “Minister Lin was quite open-minded. An official’s daughter marrying her family’s guard, hmm, it was indeed a hot topic of gossip for a long time a few years ago.”

Xia Jingshi nodded slightly, “Lin Yuan is a very upright person, and he truly loved the Lin family’s daughter. It should have been an excellent match, but some people spread unsavory rumors. Coincidentally, at that time, Minister Lin pulled some strings and got him a military position in the Yulin Camp. Then there were people saying he was living off a woman…”

“So, at that time, he refused to take back the slave contract returned by Minister Lin and moved out of the Lin household alone, wanting to earn military merits through his efforts and then redeem the contract. The Lin family’s daughter happened to become pregnant right after the wedding, but he was fully devoted to the military and had no time to care for his pregnant wife. Miss Lin was understanding and visited him in the camp every ten days or so,” Xia Jingshi continued, glancing at the seemingly enlightened Xiao Weiran. “Later, Miss Lin encountered bandits on one of her visits. She was rescued after several days, but she had lost the baby and gone mad.”

“No wonder,” Xiao Weiran sighed. “Yi Xiao once said that after she fainted, he suddenly changed his mind and sent her back to the small courtyard. I could never understand why, but now it makes sense… Has Miss Lin still not recovered?”

“I heard she’s still unstable, but at least she no longer flees in terror when her parents and Lin Yuan approach her,” Xia Jingshi cast his gaze towards a patrol of city guards passing outside the carriage. “If he has learned from his past mistakes, he will accept this time—This way, he can return home daily to care for his ill wife, which might also help Miss Lin’s condition.”

Xiao Weiran followed his gaze, watching the city guards disappear into the distance. After a long while, he said jokingly, “Your Majesty is still the same as before, always considering others. I wonder when you’ll think more about yourself…”

Xia Jingshi only returned a smile devoid of mirth.

As the carriage approached, the inner city gates opened and closed, the dry creaking ending in a dull, heavy boom. Xiao Weiran seemed to want to speak several times but finally just pressed his lips together without saying anything. Looking up, he saw the setting sun shining through the window, casting an orange-gold layer on Xia Jingshi’s originally desolate profile, suddenly making him appear much more vibrant, even deepening the faint smile at the corner of his lips.

Perhaps after that missed opportunity, he was destined to pay with a long wait for another encounter in his life.

Perhaps…

Tomorrow should be a good day, right?

Extra Chapter: The Cross-Dressing Incident
“Ling Xueying!” An enraged roar echoed from the front courtyard. Xueying, who was enjoying tea and bonding with her mother-in-law in the hall, suddenly choked. Yun Moxin, concerned for her daughter-in-law, quickly moved to pat her back.

As Ning Fei stormed into the hall like a raging fire, four accusing gazes turned towards him simultaneously. Ning Fei halted his steps and laughed nervously, “Mother, you’re here…”

“Of course, I’m here!” Yun Moxin’s eyebrows shot up. “Your father was just saying the other day that you’ve become more sensible since getting married. It seems you’ve only been putting on a show.” While scolding her son, she didn’t forget to comfort her daughter-in-law, “Don’t worry, Xueying. Today, I’ll make sure justice is served for you.”

Ning Fei almost howled to the heavens. His mother, who seemed to favor her daughter-in-law over her son, was already taking sides without even asking for the reason. If this continued, he feared Xueying could point at a water buffalo and call it a mountain goat, and his mother would nod in agreement and applaud enthusiastically.

Determined, Ning Fei turned and shouted towards the outside, “Come in now!”

Under everyone’s watchful eyes, a pretty young lady with delicate features shuffled in from the outer room, dragging her skirts. Yun Moxin’s eyes lit up, and she almost ran forward, “Whose young miss is this? She’s so beautiful!”

“Mother…” Ning Fei covered his face in defeat. “Please look more carefully at who this is…”

After staring intently for a while, Yun Moxin hesitantly raised her head and asked, “Is this Rui’er?”

“That’s right,” Ning Fei said, his face dark as he glanced at the innocent-looking Xueying. Today was his son’s second day at the academy. If he hadn’t had the sudden urge to send his son there himself, the next generation of the Ning family might have been ruined at her hands. “Xueying dressed him up like this…”

“Oh my!” Yun Moxin interrupted Ning Fei’s accusation with a delighted expression. “I never knew little Rui could look so good when dressed up!”

“Mother…” Ning Fei’s teeth gritted audibly. “Xiao Rui is a boy. How can we let him wear a dress!”

“He’s just a child. What’s the harm?” Yun Moxin crouched down and hugged her grandson, lovingly looking him up and down. “You used to dress like this when you were little too…”

“Really?” Xueying exclaimed in surprise, covering her mouth. “Ning Fei wore dresses when he was little?”

“Of course,” Yun Moxin puffed up her chest proudly. “He took after me, and when he was dressed up as a child, he was so beautiful that the young masters from other families would flock to our house…”

Xueying held back her laughter as she glanced at the now petrified Ning Fei, and continued, “It’s hard to imagine what he looked like back then.”

“Indeed,” Yun Moxin suddenly looked a bit dejected. “It’s all because his father indulged him in learning martial arts. In just a couple of years, his muscles became so coarse. Sometimes I regret it. If I had known he’d turn out like this, it would have been better to have a daughter — look at her smile, even with martial arts training, she wouldn’t have turned into such a brute.”

Ning Fei finally snapped out of his daze, his face burning with embarrassment. Still, he made a last attempt, “Even if I wore women’s clothes back then, it was unavoidable. But now, with me opposing it…” His voice suddenly caught in his throat as the two women in front of him glared at him menacingly. Ning Fei immediately deflated and quickly passed the question to his son, “Xiao Rui, you tell us, do you want to dress like this to go to the academy?”

Ning Xurui looked at the adults in front of him, clearly divided into two camps, and answered slowly, “No.”

Hearing his son’s answer, Ning Fei couldn’t help but look relieved. Yun Moxin, unwilling to give up, pressed on, “Why not? Doesn’t it look good?”

Ning Xurui thought for a moment, then shook his head. “It looks good.”

“Well, there you have it,” Yun Moxin looked at Ning Fei triumphantly. “If it looks good…”

“But,” Xurui continued, “Xiao Rui wants to be a man like Father when he grows up, so Xiao Rui wants to wear clothes like Father’s.”

“Good son!” Ning Fei laughed heartily. Xueying was stunned for a moment, then glared at Ning Fei angrily. “Did you teach Rui’er to say this?”

“No,” Ning Fei answered quickly. “I just told him to learn more from me…”

“Learn from him? What’s so good about that!” Xueying immediately turned her attack on Ning Fei. “Yesterday, I heard you telling him about how you led a team to divert the pursuers, ultimately ensuring the Emperor’s safe escape. Isn’t that right?” Seeing Xiao Rui nod, Xueying scoffed disdainfully. “He’s just boasting. If it weren’t for your Aunt Yixi and Uncle Feng, he’d still be eating leftovers in prison. Everyone else had already returned to the capital with the Emperor, and he was still running towards Lu City…”

“You ungrateful woman…” Ning Fei fumed, jumping up and down. “I had already received the news halfway there. If it weren’t for you being left behind in Lu City, I would have turned back and caught up with His Highness and the others long ago. Hmph, I don’t know who it was back then who put her son’s safety at risk just so she could go out and play…”

As the two of them argued more and more heatedly, Ning Xurui stood there dumbfounded. Suddenly, a pair of hands reached out from beside him, pulling him towards the hall door. “Rui’er, come on, it’s almost time. Let them argue. Grandmother will take you to the academy.”

“But I still need to change my clothes,” Ning Xurui looked down and tugged at his dress.

“Rui’er, you want to be as capable as your father when you grow up, right?” Yun Moxin’s eyes curved into a smile. “You just heard that Grandmother used to dress your father in dresses when he was little too. This is a secret of our family that can’t be shared with outsiders — the men of the Ning family who wear dresses as children will grow up to be…”

In the hall, the couple was still immersed in the joy of their verbal sparring, completely unaware that grandmother and grandson were whispering to each other as they walked further and further away.

Afterword
Those who haven’t read “Qing Cheng” might think, upon reaching the end, that it feels a bit rushed or sketchy. I remember a friend in the group asking this question, and before I could answer, someone had already replied, “This is Qian Yu’s style. ‘Qing Cheng’ was the same way.”

I smiled secretly in front of the screen, then erased my prepared response character by character.

My stories often come to an abrupt halt after a major climax because I believe that each character in the story has a lifetime to experience new stories. Rather than a slow, continuous flow, I prefer to freeze-frame the beauty, tranquility, and happiness that follow the storm. To me, everyone finding their place is the best ending.

So, I won’t write any sequels about Xia Jingshi. If I have any ideas, they will become new stories entirely.

I started writing “Yi Xiao” after completing “Qing Cheng.” Initially, I had a complete story outline planned for about 200,000 characters, but as I wrote, it grew uncontrollably, eventually exceeding 300,000 characters. I didn’t have the same fervor for “Yi Xiao” as I did for “Qing Cheng.” When I finished and reviewed the entire manuscript, I lacked the lingering aftertaste I had with “Qing Cheng,” and even felt somewhat detached. This might be due to the lengthy completion process. After all, “Qing Cheng” was written in just over 20 days, while “Yi Xiao” was pieced together over more than half a year of struggle. It was also affected by the revisions and publication of “Qing Cheng,” as well as work transfers and frequent overtime. So, I didn’t have high expectations for “Yi Xiao” until Nina from the Jiu Jie Original Network contacted me, which led to the Jiu Jie interview.

I thought it would be routine, but during the two-day special interview, editor Gong Sun Wu led me to review the entire process of “Yi Xiao” from conception to writing. As I thought about it and answered questions, I realized that “Yi Xiao” was another “Qing Cheng.” The effort I put into it was no less than “Qing Cheng,” and possibly even more.

Truly, most of the characters in “Yi Xiao” don’t have personalities I’m skilled at writing. Coupled with deliberately changing the style to avoid repeating previous patterns, writing was particularly challenging. I even thought about abandoning the work halfway through. Being able to persist until completion was the result of collective encouragement from the book group. Especially Xiao Xin, who wanted to poison Xi Yang, Lao Feng, and the Empress Dowager every time they were mentioned; Jing Ying Xue with her sharp tongue but soft heart; and of course, Wu Wei, who would go crazy every time she saw the Xiu Mu I wrote — she is the original model for Xiu Mu in the story.

Characters like Xue Ying and Xiu Mu didn’t exist in the original outline, which is one reason why I didn’t elaborate much on these two characters. At that time, Xue girl was always arguing with Wu Wei. One day, she suddenly said she wanted the female lead in my new story to have a name with “Xue” in it and to give her a little maid named Xiu Mu. But my outline was already set, and the female lead’s name was also the title of the story. So, as a compromise, I added a close friend for Yi Xiao.

It was meant to be a joke, even a bit of a spoof, but unexpectedly became a highlight of the story. Some even left comments saying they read “Yi Xiao” just for Ning Fei and Xue Ying’s relationship. For me, this was quite a surprise, but I can understand — in the world of original web novels filled with angst, where people have become numb to tragedy, a love story that progresses smoothly to holding hands without experiencing third-party interference or sinister plots is rare indeed.

“Yi Xiao” is a story about letting go. The name “Yi Xiao” is not just a character, but also embodies an attitude I desperately wanted to express through the text.

Having seen too much love and indifference, and being surrounded by people who love, don’t love, entangle, and are entangled, Xi Yang is an exaggerated microcosm of this. Loving someone isn’t wrong, but she just took the wrong path.

Learning to give in the process of loving, and learning to reciprocate in the process of being loved — this is Yi Xiao.

I love you, so I want to see your happiness — this is Xia Jingshi.

I love you, so I want to give you happiness with my own hands — this is Feng Suige.

To be happy, one must learn to let go.

Love is very simple; it’s just purely loving or not loving.

In my stories, there’s not just friendship and love.
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