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00 – Chapter 1

The drum sounded.

Xu Qiao’s body trembled, and he stopped, lifting his head to gaze at the mountain forest ahead.

In the vast twilight, the many-layered Tiantai Temple built along the mountain slopes was shrouded in increasingly thick mist, hazy and indistinct.

The drum sound penetrated the mist, each beat striking his chest like a hammer, causing his heart and spirit to tremble.

He thought this might be because he was somewhat too tense and too excited.

After all, he had been promoted to Honored Envoy under the Right Protector of the Maitreya Sect for only two years, and the people he was to meet today were the once-famous Ming Sect Demon-Subduing Envoys Yan Wu and Yan Qi.

Ever since the Bright Sect had transformed overnight into a demonic sect, they had been dwelling in seclusion at this Tiantai Temple for many years. In this world, how many people still remember them? How many still knew what kind of men were hidden beneath the dharma names Ming Xin and Ming Xing?

The drum had sounded, and the monks of Tiantai Temple, including those youths sent from various places in eastern Zhejiang to be educated at the temple, should all be gathering in the Great Buddha Hall for evening prayers by now.

No one would know that such a visitor as himself had appeared on Damo Cliff—perhaps only when Yan Wu and Yan Qi once again commanded the winds and clouds would anyone wonder in shock who had the ability and capability to find them and persuade them to emerge from their mountain retreat.

Thinking of this, Xu Qiao’s heart beat even faster. He involuntarily pressed his hand to his chest and took a deep breath, calming himself down.

He waited quietly for a moment, until the chanting voices rolled over the temple halls and spread toward the mountain forest, then he resumed his steps forward.

The autumn sky was high and the moon small. Under the frost-like, clear, and cold white moonlight, Damo Cliff appeared ahead to his left, seemingly within arm’s reach.

Xu Qiao suddenly crouched low.

A youth flew down from Damo Cliff like a bird, apparently extremely familiar with this path, turning left and right without hesitation. His destination was not Tiantai Temple, but the maple grove to the left of Damo Cliff. Xu Qiao held his breath and watched silently as he swept into the maple grove. Without any apparent motion, a sharp knife had appeared in his right hand. His left hand struck the trunk of an old maple tree and borrowed the force to suddenly leap up like an arrow piercing the sky. As the sharp knife stabbed into a maple tree to his right front, his left hand and left foot suddenly hooked onto a branch stretching overhead, abruptly stopping his momentum. The sharp knife was withdrawn, its tip seemingly carrying an extremely small black dot.

The youth examined the tree trunk he had just pierced, nodded to himself with satisfaction, gently blew the black dot off the knife tip, and turned to sweep deeper into the mountain forest.

Xu Qiao hesitated briefly, then ran toward that maple tree.

He had memorized the position clearly, but at the spot where the youth had struck with his knife, there was not the slightest knife mark.

On the ground was only scattered dust; there was no way to find the black dot that had been blown away.

That the youth could strike such a tiny target in the darkness, and could control his knife technique so precisely in rapid motion without the slightest error, was surely not the work of a day or night.

The knife techniques taught at Tiantai Temple had always been bold and sweeping, emphasizing stability like mountains and movement like ocean tides. Where was there such fierce knife momentum and such refined, accurate strength?

This meant that Yan Wu and Yan Qi, after all, could not bear the loneliness and had been secretly teaching disciples all along.

Xu Qiao felt his chances of success had increased somewhat.

He only wondered whether this youth was a mountain resident, or one of the group of youths at Tiantai Temple—at this time, shouldn’t those youths all still be chanting scriptures?

Xu Qiao finally climbed up Damo Cliff.

Under the moonlight, Yan Wu and Yan Qi—or rather Ming Xin and Ming Xing—sat cross-legged with closed eyes in the narrow stone cave, completely indifferent to the arrival of this uninvited guest.

Xu Qiao stared blankly at these two gaunt, aged monks before him. When Yan Wu and Yan Qi had roamed the martial world, he had been merely a small attendant in the Demon-Subduing Hall, only able to look up from afar at these legendary figures. But years had flowed like water, and seemingly in the blink of an eye, he was now looking down upon these aging heroes.

Yet the reputation of Yan Wu and Yan Qi still shook all directions, so much so that merely mentioning them would cause the winds and clouds to change color.

Xu Qiao slowly knelt and said in a low voice: “Honored Envoy Xu Qiao, under the seat of Immovable Wisdom King, respectfully requests that Master Yan Wu and Master Yan Qi move to Yanzhou. The emergence of Maitreya still depends on the support of you two masters.”

He offered up a bronze mirror with both hands. As his fingers brushed across the mirror’s surface, there was a subtle humming sound like a breeze passing through flowers, causing both Yan Wu and Yan Qi to open their eyes.

Xu Qiao angled the bronze mirror toward the bright moon.

That seemingly plain and ordinary bronze mirror, when it reflected moonlight onto the stone wall, showed within its halo what appeared to be a cluster of flames burning and dancing.

Yan Wu and Yan Qi gazed at that cluster of flames, and their calm faces could not help but be swept by various indescribable complex emotions.

Looking at that cluster of blazing flames was like looking at their spirited and magnificent youth, impossible not to evoke many feelings. The silent mountain forest at this moment seemed to have become a faded, retreating background, leaving only that blood and passion burning like flames.

After a long while, Xu Qiao put away the bronze mirror, bowed down again, and slowly but firmly restated his purpose: “Honored Envoy Xu Qiao under the Immovable Wisdom King’s mansion respectfully requests that Master Yan Wu and Master Yan Qi move to Yanzhou to support Maitreya.”

However, the faces of Yan Wu and Yan Qi had already calmed down. They looked at each other and sighed deeply.

Xu Qiao’s heart sank.

Yan Wu slowly said, “We once made a vow before Maitreya Buddha that in this life and this world, we would not leave Damo Cliff.”

Whether Yan Wu’s words were true or false, since he had said this, there was no possibility of breaking the vow.

Yan Wu and Yan Qi closed their eyes again.

Xu Qiao was stunned for a long time, then suddenly said: “Though Master Wu and Master Qi cannot descend the mountain, when the master has business, disciples serve with their labor. Can your disciples perhaps act in your stead?”

Yan Wu and Yan Qi seemed startled and suddenly opened their eyes.

Xu Qiao smiled: “That young brother who came down from Damo Cliff just now has truly excellent skills. No wonder people often say, ‘enlightened masters produce outstanding disciples.’ With that young brother’s foundation, if you two masters are willing to let him enter the world, within three years, he will surely bring glory to the Yan family knife techniques.”

Anyone who heard such praise of their disciple should be pleased, right?

Yan Wu remained silent, but Yan Qi smiled faintly, gazing at Xu Qiao with flickering eyes. After a while, he said, “If he is willing to go, that is up to him. You go speak with him yourself—descend Damo Cliff, turn left, and follow the mountain ravine outside the maple grove toward the upper mountain direction. You will naturally encounter him.”

Xu Qiao stood up. As he was about to leave, he remembered one more thing: “What is that young brother’s name? Where is he from? Does he know the identity of you two masters?”

This last point was crucial.

Yan Qi answered indifferently: “His surname is Meng. He knows who we are. Ask him the rest yourself.”

Xu Qiao bowed deeply and turned to descend the cliff.

He did not see behind him Yan Wu’s pitying gaze, nor Yan Qi’s eerie smile.

He only thought that no matter what, one should not return empty-handed from entering a treasure mountain.

When he saw that youth practicing with his knife under the moon again, Xu Qiao’s heart was greatly excited. From several zhang away, he called out in a low voice: “Brother Meng!”

The youth was startled, quickly sheathed his knife, and turned around.

The middle-aged man in his thirties with a modest appearance running toward him under the autumn moon was unknown to him, yet he could find this place and call him “Brother Meng.”

Xu Qiao got too close and immediately felt the piercing, cold, frost-like aura rushing toward him. He stepped back, and after steadying himself, cupped his hands and smiled: “I have just descended from Damo Cliff. Your master directed me to come here to meet Brother Meng and discuss an important matter.”

He studied this handsome youth who appeared to be only seventeen or eighteen years old, yet was extraordinarily calm and composed. His words just now contained too many implications—I know your master-disciple relationship, my relationship with your masters is extraordinary, your masters have tacitly approved of my intentions—but this youth only waited unmoved for his continuation.

Xu Qiao was greatly impressed. Truly worthy of being a disciple of the Yan family, with the bearing of a great general, indeed exceptional.

He carefully explained his intentions.

The youth listened quietly to the end, neither surprised nor excited. Xu Qiao gradually felt something was wrong. For such a great matter, why would there be such a reaction?

But his alarm was already a step too late.

The youth’s right hand moved slightly. Under the moon, there was a glimpse of white light flashing, and Xu Qiao felt his chest go cold. After a moment, he looked down in dawning realization at the sharp knife embedded in his chest.

The youth looked at him with pity, as if looking at a fool: “Masters Ming Xin and Ming Xing cannot kill. When they told you to come find me, they were telling me to kill you.”

Xu Qiao felt all the blood in his body slowly congealing. He mumbled: “Even if Master Wu and Master Qi are unwilling to leave the mountain, why…”

The youth watched his face gradually pale, then suddenly smiled slightly: “My name is Meng Jianqing. My father is a centurion at Taizhou Ninghai Guard.”

A centurion at Taizhou Ninghai Guard… A disciple from such a family background, if he were truly loyal to the court, how could he possibly follow him into the Maitreya Sect? How could he let him glimpse the unspeakable master-disciple relationship with Yan Wu and Yan Qi? And if he had ulterior motives, how could he let someone easily see through the secret of his family’s hidden presence in the military?

So that was it…

When he saw that youth practicing with the knife, he mentioned that the knife-practicing youth to Yan Wu and Yan Qi, his fate had already been sealed. His former heroic aspirations, his satisfaction over the past two years, yet ended in such a silent mountain forest, ended at a moment he could never have dreamed of?

Before falling, he dimly heard Meng Jianqing’s sigh by his ear: “How could you be so unlucky as to drag me into this?”

Yan Wu and Yan Qi waited for Meng Jianqing’s return without surprise.

Meng Jianqing sat down. In this autumn night, he wore only a single layer of clothing, yet steam was still rising from his body.

Yan Wu asked only one question: “Finished?”

Meng Jianqing answered: “Finished. I threw the body in Wild Wolf Valley—by now, it’s probably become remains. As for his clothes and all personal belongings, I threw them all into Black Wind Cave.”

This meant that in this one hour, Meng Jianqing had already traveled back and forth fifty li through mountain terrain, with half the journey carrying that corpse—no wonder he was so hot and steaming with sweat.

Yan Qi looked at him with narrowed, smiling eyes: “Not bad, not bad. Clever and decisive enough. Worthy of the years of effort our brothers have invested. What did Xu Qiao say to you? Were you frightened?”

Having trained Meng Jianqing for several years, how could he not see the anxiety and unease hidden behind this youth’s current composure?

Meng Jianqing’s face unconsciously tightened. He secretly clenched his teeth and answered: “Ever since learning the lay names of my two masters, Jianqing feels there is nothing more shocking in the world.”

Even the usually stern and silent Yan Wu could not help but smile.

Three days ago, Meng Jianqing had learned what kind of trap he had accidentally stepped into five years before.

Among the group of naive youths who took turns bringing food up to Damo Cliff, Yan Wu and Yan Qi had chosen him alone to teach knife techniques. After witnessing those knife techniques that could slash down flying birds like meteors and split ground boulders like lightning, he had felt only excitement, never imagining such complex stories lay behind it all. If he had known earlier… if he had known earlier… could he have resisted the temptation of such knife techniques?

He should have noticed the strangeness long ago. Why couldn’t he tell anyone about this? Why could he only practice knife techniques alone in the mountain forest at night? Why did even the wild beasts he killed with his knife have to be destroyed without a trace, just so no one could discern his knife techniques?

But he had been completely absorbed in his rapid progress, absorbed in the intoxicating feeling of every knife flowing smoothly in his hands as if it were part of his own body. Holding a knife under perfect control was like being able to freely grasp his destiny—this feeling was truly intoxicating.

Until three days ago…

Why had Yan Wu and Yan Qi suddenly told him the truth? Was it because they had heard news of the Maitreya Sect uprising in Yanzhou and felt that those old companions would find their way here sooner or later?

Yan Qi suddenly said, “Using someone like Xu Qiao to break your killing precept isn’t bad. But it seems you did it too cleanly—even I would have to admit inferiority.”

Meng Jianqing was only momentarily stunned before saying, “Before coming to Tiantai Temple, I had already broken the killing precept when following my father in bandit suppression.”

Both Yan Wu and Yan Qi were startled. Yan Qi waved his hand dully: “Go on, go on.”

Only then did they understand why, among so many people over so many years, they had chosen Meng Jianqing alone.

That youth who had first arrived at the mountain had already tasted blood and grown accustomed to life-and-death struggles.
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Meng Jianqing had just skinned, deboned, and seasoned with salt and pepper a wild wolf and two wild rabbits, setting them over the fire, when over a dozen companions jumped out from the forest. They lowered their voices as they laughed and talked, surrounding the fire pit, each one salivating as they waited for the aroma of roasted meat to spread.

The reason Meng Jianqing remained outside the temple during evening prayers was simple: today was his turn to hunt.

Killing was forbidden within Tiantai Temple, but they tacitly permitted this group of lay youths with enormous appetites to hunt birds and beasts outside the temple.

Meng Jianqing laughed and joked along with them, but the anxiety in his heart grew deeper and deeper.

He had to find an excuse to return home quickly.

When stripping off Xu Qiao’s clothes, he had seen the flame tattoo on Xu Qiao’s chest, and he had also seen that ancient bronze mirror, seen the secret flames reflected from the bronze mirror.

The former Bright Sect had worshipped precisely this blazing fire.

When he was still a small child, he had seen the same bronze mirror in his own home and glimpsed that cluster of flames reflected in sunlight while playing with the mirror. He had also caught sight of the same flame tattoo on his father’s chest during an unguarded moment.

At that time, he had instinctively felt that his father’s secretly hidden tattoo and the bronze mirror concealed secrets that could not be shown to others. So he had buried this secret in his heart as well. But that fleeting glimpse of flame had been so deeply imprinted in his memory.

Children’s memories are often surprisingly good.

Had Yan Wu and Yan Qi taught him knife techniques merely because they appreciated his natural talent?

Although his father had never come to Tiantai Temple, had Yan Wu and Yan Qi truly never descended from Damo Cliff? Or rather, although Yan Wu and Yan Qi had never descended from Damo Cliff, had his father truly never come to Tiantai Temple? Was there no connection between them at all? If Yan Wu and Yan Qi had made up their minds from the day they became monks never to reenter the world, then what was his father’s purpose in hiding within the military?

The worst possibility was…

Meng Jianqing secretly clenched his teeth.

No matter what, he had to hurry home for a visit. If there truly was another Xu Qiao going to find his father…

A youth said to Meng Jianqing with no small envy: “Jianqing, during evening prayers, I heard from several masters who just returned to the temple that Jiangwu Hall’s recruitment in Zhejiang has already begun. You’re already eighteen, right? When will you go home to register? I’m sure you’ll have no problem.”

Among them, Meng Jianqing was not particularly old in age, but over these years he had unconsciously become a figure who commanded universal respect.

Meng Jianqing’s heart relaxed, and he smiled: “The examination hall is like a battlefield—where is there such a thing as certain victory?”

Yes, calculating the time, it was about right.

His luck wasn’t bad; this was a ready-made excuse.

Just then, he heard faint commotion coming from within the temple. He was startled and alertly turned his head, instructing two youths to go see what was happening.

Before long, the two returned with excited faces: “It’s the Imperial Guard investigating a case, and they’ve come here!”

The famous Imperial Guard—who knew what earth-shaking case they were investigating? No wonder these meddlesome youths were so excited.

Meng Jianqing’s heart sank.

He had long heard of the Imperial Guard’s ability to penetrate everywhere. These people very likely had tracked Xu Qiao to Tiantai Temple. If the investigation reached Yan Wu and Yan Qi, would he also find it difficult to escape?

At this moment, he truly hated Yan Wu and Yan Qi—why did they have to choose him to jump into this trap?

The meat’s aroma spread, and the group of youths quickly forgot about external matters.

The enforcement monk led five Imperial Guards and one masked person toward Damo Cliff. Passing the place where they were roasting meat and seeing the mess everywhere, he couldn’t help but frown, press his palms together, and silently recite a rebirth sutra. A youth said with a grin: “Master Mingguang, wine and meat pass through the intestines, but Buddha sits in the heart—why are you so nervous!”

Mingguang’s frown deepened. Turning to see Meng Jianqing, he beckoned him over.

Meng Jianqing secretly held his heart in suspense and walked over calmly, but it was the lead officer Fan Lishi who spread out Xu Qiao’s portrait and asked if he had seen this person while hunting. Meng Jianqing glanced once at the portrait and laughed: “I didn’t encounter anyone—where would I have seen this fellow?” As he spoke, he called his companions over: “Everyone, take a look. Even if you haven’t seen him before, keep an eye out in the future!”

Officer Fan couldn’t help but take a closer look at Meng Jianqing. Meng Jianqing was the leader of this group of youths, and there seemed to be something very special about him that was quite eye-catching.

However, he quickly remembered what he had to do and put Meng Jianqing to the back of his mind for the time being.

Meng Jianqing watched their group climb up Damo Cliff. After only a moment, suddenly came the strong, clear chanting voices of Yan Wu and Yan Qi from the cliff, like metal and stone striking together. The scripture they chanted was one that Meng Jianqing and the others had never read. Standing below the cliff, only four lines could be heard most clearly: “The present world is dark, evil demons run rampant; reborn through fire, the next world will be bright.”

The short scripture had just finished when they heard Mingguang’s alarmed cry: “Jianqing, quickly notify the abbot—Ming Xin and Ming Xing have passed away!”

Meng Jianqing shot to his feet.

As he ran toward the temple, various thoughts kept turning in his mind.

Yan Wu and Yan Qi were dead.

Before dying, they shouldn’t have said anything they shouldn’t have said, right?

During those years when heroes competed for control of the realm at the dynasty’s founding, the Yan family disciples had suffered heavy casualties. During these years when the Bright Sect had become a demonic sect, the Yan family disciples had suffered even more devastating losses.

Yan Wu and Yan Qi should have had no reason to destroy this disciple they had carefully cultivated, who might very well be the Yan family’s only remaining disciple—having no successor was no laughing matter.

Now they were already dead. No one else in this world knew of his relationship with them.

While feeling relieved, Meng Jianqing also felt an indescribable melancholy and loneliness.

The Yan family’s protective nature was famous, so they were often cursed for not distinguishing right from wrong, black from white. When Yan Qi had once discussed the old martial world’s changing fortunes with him, he had worn the mask of an outsider, commenting on the Yan family with a half-smile.

Yan Wu and Yan Qi must have known about the anxiety and worry in his heart these past days, especially tonight. As soon as the Imperial Guard came knocking, they passed away—such precisely calculated deaths were just to cut off this line of investigation, so that people could not trace back to him.

His ability to live well would represent the continuation of the Yan family knife techniques.

At this moment, Meng Jianqing felt with incomparable clarity the thoughts of Yan Wu and Yan Qi before their passing.

After the abbot arrived, he directed everyone to build a fire at the base of Damo Cliff and placed the gaunt bodies of Yan Wu and Yan Qi upon it. Before lighting the fire, Officer Fan turned to ask the masked person: “Did you see clearly? Are you certain there’s no mistake?”

The masked person nodded definitely but remained silent, perhaps afraid people would remember his voice.

The pyre was lit.

Officer Fan remained by the fire throughout, personally witnessing Yan Wu and Yan Qi’s bodies turn to ash and be buried in the bone pagoda, only then taking the masked person and departing, leaving behind the puzzled crowd to discuss among themselves.

But Officer Fan returned, calling Meng Jianqing over to ask: “I hear you’re the son of Ninghai Guard Centurion Meng Zhiyuan. From here to Ninghai Guard, besides the post road, is there a shorter route?”

Meng Jianqing’s heart suddenly jumped, and he answered: “There’s another small path I often take when going home—it takes just one day.” At this moment, he heard the neighing of horses and immediately realized these Imperial Guards must all have come on horseback. He smiled apologetically: “But that path won’t accommodate horses. On horseback, the post road would be faster.”

Officer Fan nodded and didn’t linger further.

Meng Jianqing watched the group of Imperial Guards and the masked person lead their horses down the mountain in the dawn light. The mountain path was treacherous; being unaccustomed to it and leading horses, it would take them at least an hour or two to reach the post road. The post road wound through towering mountains and steep ridges, extremely circuitous. Even post horses accustomed to this route, who wouldn’t take wrong turns, would need three or four hours to travel from Taizhou City to Ninghai Guard.

His last trip home had taken only five hours—he could probably get ahead of them, and he had to get ahead of them.

The news of Jiangwu Hall’s recruitment couldn’t have come at a better time, allowing the abbot to very understandingly send him off immediately to return home, lest he miss the application deadline.

00 – Chapter 3
The setting sun had already sunk in the west, and white reeds covering the mountain swayed like lake waves in the wind. In the distant village, cooking smoke rose in wisps, adding several touches of warmth to the desolate twilight. In the dusk, the garrison of the Ninghai Guard was still drilling on the training ground outside the village. This deep autumn season was an excellent time for military training.

Meng Jianqing lay hidden in the white reed clumps beside the post road, gazing into the distance at Ninghai Guard encircled by winding streams, quietly waiting. He was certain he had arrived ahead of the Imperial Guard; if they had gotten there first, the Ninghai Guard would not be so peaceful at this moment.

Mountain winds swept vast, twilight deepened gradually, and the drilling garrison had already dispersed.

Night slowly descended, and the fields were so silent that only the faint sounds of laughter drifting from the village could be heard. By now, every household must be eating dinner.

From the other end of the post road, suddenly came the urgent sound of horse bells. Meng Jianqing bit his teeth and quickly took out a white handkerchief to cover most of his face.

At the other end of the post road, six riders appeared—precisely Officer Fan leading the Imperial Guards and the masked person responsible for identification.

Almost the moment he clearly saw the riders, Meng Jianqing had already drawn the short knife from his back.

As the six riders galloped past on the post road, a flash of blade light suddenly rolled out from the white reed clumps.

The blade light targeted the horses rather than the men—they were more obvious targets and easier to hit.

After one round of blade light, six horses collapsed with pained neighing, their severed hooves spattering blood. The masked person seemed quite old; after falling to the ground, he struggled for a time but couldn’t get up. When two horses pressed down on him, he cried out in agony. What made him even more terrified was the blade light rolling along the ground toward him.

Officer Fan couldn’t draw his sword in time and kicked out with his foot. Meng Jianqing took the kick to his back but still managed to slit the masked person’s throat with a backhand stroke before the other Imperial Guards could come to the rescue.

Five Imperial Guards roared in fury and drew their swords to attack Meng Jianqing. But Meng Jianqing had already rolled down the slope.

Below the post, the road was a bend in the stream, with a small stone bridge crossing the water. Beside the bridge stood an ancient tree with sprawling branches thick enough for two people to embrace. Meng Jianqing grabbed a branch and leaped into the dense foliage.

Two Imperial Guards who arrived first rushed to the other side of the stone bridge, blocking Meng Jianqing’s escape route, while the other three cut off his retreat from behind, trapping him in the tree.

The autumn night’s starlight shone coldly, reflecting off the ripples in the river. The flowing water gurgled, especially clear to hear in the quiet night.

In the densely growing branches of the ancient tree, however, neither person nor sound could be seen or heard.

With the enemy hidden and themselves exposed, the five Imperial Guards dared not attack rashly for the moment. After a brief standoff, Officer Fan ordered them to shoot arrows.

Arrow shafts crisscrossed through the tree branches. Even a cat hiding in the tree would hardly escape this well-trained arrow net.

But the tree grove remained silent without human sound.

Officer Fan shouted “Not good!” but was already a step too late. Just as the two Imperial Guards beside him shot their fifth arrows and their momentum was about to wane, a human figure suddenly burst from the soil at the base of the old tree, dancing a sheet of blade light close to the ground. The two Imperial Guards screamed and threw down their longbows, drawing swords to stab downward.

Meng Jianqing had already disappeared into a hole beneath the tree roots. Both long swords stabbed empty air, barely supporting the two Imperial Guards’ swaying bodies. Their legs were already a bloody mess with severed tendons and could no longer move an inch.

Officer Fan flew into a rage and chopped his sword toward the gnarled old tree that was harboring the criminal.

The tree’s roots were already rotten and couldn’t withstand his mountain-moving, world-conquering blow. It crashed down with a rumble, revealing a deep, black, bottomless hole in the center of the trunk.

Suddenly, two dark objects were thrown from the tree hole.

Officer Fan thought they were hidden weapons and blocked horizontally with his sword, but unexpectedly, they weren’t weapons at all, but two fat weasels. They were extremely cunning and agile—as soon as they met the blade, they immediately twisted their bodies and jumped onto his sword-wielding right arm with chattering cries. Though they didn’t bite down, being entangled by these furry, stinking, creature-like things was enough to make one irritated and flustered.

Officer Fan vigorously swung his right arm, trying to shake off these annoying things.

The two Imperial Guards running from the other side of the small stone bridge suddenly shouted: “Officer Fan, be careful!”

Behind him in the soil, blade light appeared again. Officer Fan couldn’t worry about the two weasels clinging to his arm and twisted his waist to turn around, chopping down with his sword. Meng Jianqing struggled to block this chop, then swept up a cloud of dust and fine sand with his left foot. The officer couldn’t help but squint his eyes and pressed down harder on Meng Jianqing’s blade to prevent him from taking this chance to withdraw and counterattack.

But Officer Fan’s lower abdomen suddenly felt pain.

What spun into his abdomen was a small, sharp knife. As the small blade entered his belly, its momentum unchecked, his internal organs felt as if they were being stirred to pieces with excruciating pain.

Officer Fan’s iron tower-like body couldn’t help but stiffen. Meng Jianqing had already leaped to attack. Officer Fan only felt his throat go cold. The two Imperial Guards rushing over watched helplessly as he crashed to the ground with a rumble, raising a cloud of dust, blood drops from his throat spattering on the grass.

Meng Jianqing stepped aside to avoid those blood drops, his right hand sweeping up diagonally as the short knife sliced across the necks of the two Imperial Guards who couldn’t move after their leg injuries.

Those two also fell with thuds.

The remaining two Imperial Guards were horrified with fear. Should they continue attacking this fierce masked man, or should they return to report?

But they no longer had the chance to hesitate.

Meng Jianqing gave a low shout and spun forward in attack.

Blade light flashed, and cold air was fierce.

No matter what, the two Imperial Guards had to first block this round of quick blades before they could retreat.

Both stepped forward two paces simultaneously, side by side, meeting this sheet of blade light.

Meng Jianqing’s short knife suddenly flew from his hand, carrying a sharp whistling sound as it spun toward the two Imperial Guards’ sabers. The two swords crossed to block, but they misjudged the short knife’s flight direction. The spinning blade flew in a rapid circle around their sword-wielding right arms and, with a “thud,” embedded itself in the old orange tree on the opposite bank.

Both their right arms were severed at the elbow. When their sabers crashed onto their own feet, they finally felt the bone-deep pain from their severed arms and screamed as they jumped up.

Meng Jianqing kicked up the two sabers from the ground with his feet and pinned both men to the hillside behind them through their chests.

The autumn moon had risen, shining coldly on the six horses lying across the post road with their throats cut, no longer able to neigh, and the six corpses scattered in the white reed clumps.

Meng Jianqing breathed a long sigh of relief, only then feeling that cold sweat had seeped through his back.

He could finally take care of everything before the Imperial Guard reached Ninghai Guard.

Meng Jianqing turned around. He had to retrieve his knife before leaving.

The moment he turned around, Meng Jianqing was shocked into stunned stillness.

A man with disheveled hair and a bare upper body was slowly rising from the river.

The initial shock passed in an instant. Meng Jianqing crouched down, his right hand flicking out a small knife that cut through the air toward the man who had suddenly appeared in the water.

The man raised his right hand, holding an old wood-chopping knife, barely managing to block this lightning-swift blade. The small knife was deflected with a sharp whistle toward the riverbank, also embedding itself in that old orange tree with its handle trembling and clattering.

Meng Jianqing’s heart shook greatly. His right foot immediately stepped on a saber on the ground, and with one press of the handle, the saber jumped up and was kicked by his flying foot, spinning rapidly toward the man.

If that man tried to block again with the wooden knife, this spinning and flying saber would be enough to circle his wooden knife and sever his right half.

But at the same time Meng Jianqing made his move, the man also gave a great shout and swung out his wooden knife. The wood knife’s rapid spinning direction was from top to bottom, exactly crossing the saber at right angles.

The two blades met in the air. Amid clanging sounds, sparks flew as both fell into the grass by the riverbank.

Meng Jianqing’s hand had already reached the other small sharp knife at his waist, but he managed to stop in time—

He asked uncertainly in a low voice: “Cross Slash?”

The man’s aged, hoarse voice came over: “Whirlwind Slash, Sky-Breaking Slash, Cross Slash—was it Yan Wu or Yan Qi who taught you? How many of the Thirteen Slashes have you learned?”

When he spoke, Meng Jianqing finally recognized who this man was, even more shocked: “Uncle Gen?”

Uncle Gen had drifted to Ninghai Guard five years ago and had been the favorite target for the group of young men there to tease, because no one was more honest, confused, and easygoing than Uncle Gen. Ninghai Guard Centurion Meng Zhiyuan really couldn’t bear to watch anymore and gave his second son Meng Jianchen, born of his principal wife, a severe beating. After that, the youths restrained themselves somewhat. However, it wasn’t until Uncle Gen once accidentally rescued Meng Zhiyuan’s young daughter from a pond that, out of respect for Centurion Meng, everyone stopped brazenly teasing Uncle Gen.

Meng Jianqing had been away for years and had only seen Uncle Gen a few times, but somehow he had an extremely deep impression of this submissive, confused old man. Perhaps it was because Uncle Gen’s concentration and skill when wielding his wood knife had once made him feel an illusion, as if that knife in Uncle Gen’s hands was a living creature, making him unconsciously develop some respect for Uncle Gen.

The moment Meng Jianqing called out Uncle Gen’s name, he immediately felt something was very wrong—even if he was still masked, Uncle Gen could guess his identity.

Uncle Gen stared at him in surprise.

This masked young man was so familiar with the hole in this old tree by the small stone bridge and could recognize him—he must be a local youth from Ninghai Guard. There didn’t seem to be many young men sent from Ninghai Guard to study martial arts elsewhere. Uncle Gen had already figured out who this masked person would be. He grinned and smiled. With this smile, the familiar old good Uncle Gen that Ninghai people knew had returned.

He grinned and said: “Young lad, I really couldn’t imagine that your father with such a meek and mild disposition could produce a son like you! Decisive and ruthless—nowadays it is the world of you young lads!”

Meng Jianqing instinctively felt that when he gave this eight-character assessment, he was quite approving. Had Uncle Gen in his youth also been such a character?

However, the sound of horse hooves suddenly came again from the other end of the post road.

Uncle Gen immediately shouted: “Take your knives and go quickly!”

Meng Jianqing caught his short knife and small knife that Uncle Gen threw to him, looked back at Uncle Gen’s dripping wet, aged but wiry body leaping like an ape onto the post road, and couldn’t help but hesitate slightly.

Uncle Gen seemed to have an eye in the back of his head that could see his hesitation and shouted in a low voice: “Go quickly!”

Meng Jianqing hesitated no more and quickly darted into the white reed clumps on the slope below the post road. But he didn’t go far. Calculating that Uncle Gen had already met the newcomers and wouldn’t have time to notice him, he carefully poked his head out from the white reeds again.

He knew why he had to stay behind. Uncle Gen had already recognized him. If Uncle Gen was captured by the Imperial Guard, he had to ensure that this matter would cause no future troubles.

He wanted to enter that much-envied Jiangwu Hall openly and honorably, absolutely not wanting to waste his life in these remote mountains and desolate valleys. He wanted to achieve success and fame, returning home in glory, absolutely not wanting to become a desperate fugitive living in constant fear.

Under the cold moon, five more Imperial Guards came galloping urgently.

Uncle Gen gave a great shout and leaped forward to attack.

If they hadn’t heard it with their ears, those Imperial Guards would hardly have believed that such a wiry body could burst forth with such thunder-like shouting that made their eardrums buzz and golden flowers dance before their eyes.

In this great shout, Uncle Gen’s body seemed to merge with his wood knife as one, spinning rapidly to attack the five Imperial Guards galloping almost in a straight line on the narrow post road.

The Imperial Guard bearing the brunt couldn’t even draw his sword before being knocked off his horse. The second man managed to draw his sword halfway before being sent flying. The third man’s sword was completely drawn but was knocked so that it embedded in his chest. The fourth man blocked one strike but had his right arm severed by the spinning blade light and fell screaming from his horse. The last man saw the danger quickly, flipped and rolled off his saddle, using his mount as cover to block the blade light once before rolling away from the mountain pass corner close to the ground.

Meng Jianqing secretly drew in a cold breath.

What Uncle Gen had used was the true Whirlwind Slash—so unstoppably forward-charging, like a whirlwind howling across the ocean.

Uncle Gen’s momentum was too urgent and fast, almost rushing off the mountain path. He forcibly stopped his blade and turned around. By this time, the Imperial Guard had already run to another mountain pass. But Uncle Gen didn’t swing his knife, letting him escape around the mountain corner.

Meng Jianqing frowned. Had Uncle Gen intentionally let that person escape, or was he unable to continue?

Among the five horses, the last one had died in place of its master, while the other four horses neighed and turned to follow that Imperial Guard in escape. Uncle Gen paid them no mind, turned around, and gave each of the four Imperial Guards who had fallen to the ground a finishing blow. After confirming there were no survivors, he straightened his back and breathed a long sigh of relief.

But before this breath was fully exhaled, his body had already stiffened.

He stood rigidly in place for a moment, then suddenly gave a great shout and leaped into the icy river water below the post road. Moonlight shone coldly on his face, red as fire, with veins on his forehead pulsing rapidly.

Meng Jianqing rushed toward the riverside. Uncle Gen sensed someone approaching and instinctively raised his wood knife, but his shoulder had just lifted when it dropped down again.

Meng Jianqing crouched by the bank and said in a low voice: “It’s me.”

Uncle Gen struggled to open his eyes, recognized him, and his spirit relaxed as his whole person nearly sank into the water.

Meng Jianqing reached out to press the Baihui acupoint at the top of his head, slowly channeling in true qi.

Meng Jianqing knew he should have taken this opportunity to leave this place. The escaped Imperial Guard must have clearly remembered Uncle Gen’s demon-like appearance and would never implicate him. And since Uncle Gen had done such a thing as drawing fire to himself, he had indicated he would never reveal him.

However, Meng Jianqing remained.

Because he already knew who Uncle Gen was.

In this world, only one person could use that kind of Whirlwind Slash—Master Yan Er.

Master Yan Er… Meng Jianqing’s heart was filled with infinite emotion.

What a thunderously famous name this had once been! The Thirteen Slashes were said to be impossible for anyone in the world to receive—unless his two younger brothers Yan Wu and Yan Qi joined forces.

In the Ming Sect where dragons and tigers hid, Elder Yan Er of the Demon-Subduing Hall had laughed proudly at the world for over ten years with this set of Thirteen Slashes—until Hongwu Emperor’s single decree transformed the Bright Sect that had just rendered great assistance into a demonic sect harmful to the Great Ming overnight.

Master Yan Er had cut a bloody path through the encircling armies to escape, and for years no one knew whether he lived or died.

After a moment, Master Yan Er’s condition stabilized slightly. Meng Jianqing withdrew his palm and said in a low voice: “The ones who taught me knife techniques were Master Wu and Master Qi. Their dharma names at Tiantai Temple were Ming Xin and Ming Xing. Both masters passed away by meditation last night.”

Master Yan Er’s body trembled once. The expression on his face seemed both bewildered and relieved. After a long while of melancholy, he murmured: “Good, good. Those two are better off first. Young lad, you must already know who I am, right? Heh, who would have thought that Yan Er, heroic for a lifetime, would die tonight in this nameless little river? Young lad, what’s buried under the east pillar of my broken grass hut, I’ll give to you. If the Thirteen Slashes are used the way you do them, afraid of being stained with opponents’ blood, can they still be called the Thirteen Slashes? You’re just bringing shame to my name, Yan Er!”

The last sentence he spoke with a stern voice and countenance, making Meng Jianqing’s heart shiver.

Master Yan Er shouted again: “Young lad, go quickly. If you have the heart, properly bury me according to custom in the future, and that will count as repaying the Thirteen Slashes that we three brothers taught you!”

Meng Jianqing slowly retreated.

Master Yan Er no longer looked at him, struggled to crawl to the grassy ground by the shore, sat cross-legged, closed his eyes and pressed his palms together, murmuring words.

Meng Jianqing heard again those four verses that made his heart tremble with fear: “The present world is dark, evil demons run rampant; reborn through fire, the next world will be bright.”

Under the moonlight, the flame tattoo on Master Yan Er’s chest was faintly visible, yet slightly different from Xu Qiao’s. The flame on Xu Qiao’s chest had only four flame tips, while Master Yan Er had five.

Meng Jianqing was startled for a moment, then turned and ran away rapidly.

In Master Yan Er’s heart, which had already become clear as a mirror, a question suddenly passed:

For what reason exactly had Centurion Meng’s extraordinary son masked his face to ambush and kill a group of Imperial Guards?

But Master Yan Er immediately let go of this doubt.

Everything was no longer related to him. He had already seen the blazing firelight of the next world.

00 – Chapter 4
Meng Jianqing circled back to the small path from Tiantai Temple to Ninghai Guard, first going to the broken grass hut where Master Yan Er lived outside the village for a look around, then entering the village. Several dogs wandering the streets immediately barked furiously, but after only one or two barks, they recognized Meng Jianqing and all surrounded him ingratiatingly, wagging their tails vigorously. Meng Jianqing rubbed their heads, finding them quite amusing. These bullying cowards, after being severely beaten by him once and then fed a pile of meat bones, even though he was rarely home, still remembered his scent clearly. Every time they encountered him, they had this same ridiculous appearance of eagerly trying to curry favor.

He pulled down one of the two wild rabbits hanging from his shoulder and threw it to the pack of dogs.

If he had still gotten stained with opponents’ blood despite such caution, these two hunted rabbits should be able to cover up the true origin of any blood traces on him.

He stepped onto the stone steps and had just raised his hand when the door opened.

Meng Jianqing called out softly, “Mother.”

Yu Shi rubbed her eyes and said in a low voice: “I heard those dogs bark twice then stop, so I guessed it was you coming home. Last time was also at this hour… Are you hungry? I’ll go cook for you.”

Meng Jianqing silently handed over the wild rabbit. Yu Shi took it and hurried into the kitchen.

The light in the main room came on. Meng Jianqing hesitated briefly, then walked to the window and said: “Father, Madam, I’ve returned.”

There were rustling sounds of getting dressed from inside the window. Meng Zhiyuan said while dressing: “I have something to discuss with you. Wait in your room.”

When Meng Jianqing lit the oil lamp, Meng Zhiyuan’s clumsy, bulky body had already squeezed in. After sitting down, he said, “Jiangwu Hall has begun recruiting in Zhejiang. I’ve already registered both you and Jianchen. I was planning to send word to Tiantai Temple to call you back quickly to prepare—your timing is perfect. Come, come, let me tell you about the examination situations from the past two years.”

Meng Jianqing closed the door and turned to look at his smiling father: “Do you hope we’ll enter Jiangwu Hall? What do you hope we’ll do after we get in?”

Meng Zhiyuan scratched his head: “You little rascal, what nonsense are you talking? Isn’t this asking something you already know? Don’t tell me those monks at Tiantai Temple have addled your brain?”

Meng Jianqing was too lazy to keep beating around the bush with this old fox and asked directly: “Father, is the flame tattoo on your chest still there? Is that bronze mirror still there?”

Meng Zhiyuan was severely shocked and stood there speechless with his mouth agape.

Meng Jianqing’s eyes stared at him unblinkingly.

After a good while, Meng Zhiyuan came to his senses and smiled bitterly: “You little devil, you have to see it with your own eyes before you’ll be at ease, right?”

Meng Jianqing remained silent.

Meng Zhiyuan could only continue his helpless, bitter smile, thinking to himself that both his sons had this unforgiving nature—he didn’t know which ancestor they took after. He was Ninghai Guard’s famously good-natured Buddha-like Old Meng.

He turned slightly and pulled open his chest garment.

The flame tattoo that Meng Jianqing had glimpsed by chance in childhood had been completely deformed by his father’s bloated, thick chest muscles, transformed into the yellow-fronted tiger pattern most beloved by ordinary soldiers. It would only take a few additional needle pricks to complete the change.

Meng Zhiyuan said self-mockingly, “Your old father has been idle these years, and once I put on weight, it was truly unstoppable. Jianqing, in another two years, I’m afraid your old father won’t even be able to lift a sword. As for that broken bronze mirror, I already said it was a broken bronze mirror. Who knows how many dozens of pieces it shattered into—where could you still find it?”

Meng Jianqing secretly breathed a sigh of relief, but immediately asked again: “What position did you hold then?”

What he wanted to ask was: “How many people recognized you?”

He guessed that not every sect member could have such a bronze mirror; might the flame’s shape also be related to each person’s position? If Meng Zhiyuan had held Xu Qiao’s current status back then, many people would have known him. Even after all these years, finding a witness shouldn’t be too difficult.

If that were truly the case, what could he do to protect this deadly secret?

Meng Zhiyuan sighed: “The things I did were all unsavory matters—how would I dare show my face publicly? Let alone talk about any position.”

Yan Wu and Yan Qi had once said that within the Ming Sect, there was a Fragrance Transmission Hall specifically responsible for informants and secret posts throughout the land. The hall had eighteen envoys who managed affairs in eighteen provinces. Apart from the Fragrance Transmission Elder and the sect leader, no one knew the envoys’ identities.

Meng Jianqing examined his father with uncertainty.

If that were the case… The Ming Sect leader and Fragrance Transmission Elder had long since died, and the provincial fragrance transmission envoys and personnel were said to have also suffered devastating casualties during the heroes’ struggle for supremacy. The Ming Sect’s intelligence network had failed, which was why the armies had successfully surrounded and eliminated them. The Fragrance Transmission Hall had been abandoned with no successors for a long time. This meant no one knew his father’s identity? No wonder he had been careless enough to keep the bronze mirror and tattoo for so many years, allowing him to discover them.

Had he sent him to Tiantai Temple to study martial arts because of local Zhejiang customs, or because, from his years in the all-seeing, all-hearing Fragrance Transmission Hall, he knew the identities of Ming Xin and Ming Xing? However, perhaps since he had decided to sever ties with the Ming Sect, he wouldn’t have intentionally sent him to Yan Wu and Yan Qi’s side. Their choosing him was merely a coincidence.

Meng Zhiyuan was also studying him while shaking his head: “Back when your father hadn’t put on weight, he was quite a handsome youth. You two brothers are much better than your old father, but your tempers are greatly annoying.”

Meng Zhiyuan had gained at least thirty pounds over the years. Even former acquaintances would probably be unable to connect this current, clumsy, heavy centurion with that handsome youth of the past.

Meng Jianqing also thought of this point and unconsciously showed a slight smile at the corner of his mouth.

This old fox!

But what followed was an indescribable anger.

If he had known about this earlier, he would have guessed that the masked person recognized Master Yan Er rather than his father. The Imperial Guard rushing to Ninghai Guard were also looking for Master Yan Er, not his father.

During five years at Tiantai Temple, he had studied literature and martial arts, practicing hard day and night, hoping that one day he would emerge like a sword from its sheath, drawing everyone’s attention. Yet all his efforts had almost turned to ash in the blink of an eye.

Only now did he realize what enormous risks he had taken when ambushing those Imperial Guards. If even one had escaped…

Yu Shi knocked on the door outside, bringing in a plate of smoked fish, a bowl of vegetables, and a large bowl of white rice, then silently withdrew and closed the door.

Meng Jianqing now felt he was indeed quite hungry.

Meng Zhiyuan still smiled as he watched him eat with his head down.

Meng Jianqing suddenly said gloomily: “You should have told me these things earlier.”

This time, Meng Zhiyuan’s sigh was genuine: “Those were things I did in my youth when I didn’t know heaven’s height or earth’s thickness. They’re long past, and both the people above and below are all dead and gone. Why should I still mention them? Not only have I never said half a word to you, but I’ve never mentioned them to your stepmother or your mother either. You should forget them completely, too. None of this concerns you.”

He guessed that Meng Jianqing was asking about this matter simply because news of the Maitreya Sect uprising in Yanzhou had made him worried—everyone knew the Maitreya Sect was a branch and transformation of the Ming Sect, worshipping the same blazing fire that purged darkness and demons.

Meng Zhiyuan sighed again and stood up: “Jianchen should return tomorrow too. I’ll discuss Jiangwu Hall matters with you both then.”

As he was about to leave, Meng Jianqing said in a low voice: “Father, I didn’t understand before why you wouldn’t let Jianchen and me get tattoos like other people. But now I understand.”

In Meng Zhiyuan’s heart, probably no tattoo could compare to the beauty of that cluster of flames; yet it was also a cluster of flames that would only bring disaster to his sons. The new dynasty could not tolerate this heretical flame.

Rather than tattoo a substitute that would leave him unable to let go, better to leave a blank space.

Let his sons begin their lives from this blank space.

But Meng Zhiyuan soon learned that Meng Jianqing could never again begin his life from a blank slate.

The Imperial Guard arrived at Ninghai Guard at dawn the next day. Learning of this major case on the post road, Meng Zhiyuan’s face immediately turned pale and cold sweat poured down—without thinking, even if this wasn’t Meng Jianqing’s doing, it was connected to him. Otherwise why would he suddenly ask about those matters?

Heaven and earth as his witness, he had never dreamed that his rascal son Meng Jianqing would get involved in such a deadly major case. If he had known earlier, he should have told that rascal these secrets. Now what could be done…

The presiding officer of this case, Colonel Shen Qianhu, looked quite refined and amiable. He had Meng Zhiyuan sit opposite him and studied his sweat-drenched face with understanding. This was understandable—nine Imperial Guards had died within Ninghai Guard’s territory. What a major incident! Moreover, the suspect who died at the scene was Uncle Gen, who had lived in Ninghai Guard for five years and had even saved Meng Zhiyuan’s young daughter’s life.

Meng Jianqing was also called in for questioning. His timing in returning home made him a suspect of having possibly witnessed the battle.

This was his first time meeting Shen Guangli. This meeting seemed nothing special to him. Though somewhat nervous inside, the shock and unease he displayed were all within reason. He also answered frankly that the small path he took was quite far from the post road—even if the timing coincided perfectly, he probably couldn’t have seen a battle separated by two mountain ridges. As for horse neighing, this was common on the post road. He might have heard it, but paid no attention.

He was confident his words and actions had no flaws.

It would be several years before he learned that people who didn’t understand Shen Guangli would greatly underestimate this Lord Shen’s insight and methods when first meeting him—he was no exception.

Shen Guangli listened to his words calmly and indifferently, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, only turning to say to Meng Zhiyuan: “The Uncle Gen you mentioned was Master Yan Er. He lived in Ninghai Guard for five years, and you never noticed?”

The cold sweat on Meng Zhiyuan’s head poured even faster. He could only repeatedly claim he was derelict in duty and deserved death.

Shen Guangli didn’t pursue the matter further, only saying indifferently that Master Yan Er could be considered a grandmaster of his generation and should not be treated lightly. Since he had shown grace by saving Meng Zhiyuan’s daughter, Meng Zhiyuan should be responsible for the burial.

During the burial, Meng Jianqing quietly placed a small wooden carved Maitreya Buddha beneath Master Yan Er’s skull.

Let the Maitreya he had worshipped all his life guide his path to rebirth.

Soil was pushed into the pit, covering the white cloth-wrapped body.

After winter passed and spring came, this patch of earth would quickly grow green grass, and no trace of the grave would be visible.

And Meng Jianqing was about to step into a new world.

Part 1: Young Master
01  – Chapter 1

It was deep winter, with heavy snow falling in the courtyard outside, carrying the momentum of breath turning to ice. Yet on the forehead of Hu Yu, the Regional Military Commissioner of Hangzhou, fine beads of sweat had already formed. He stood half-bowed with cupped hands, his face full of smiles as he gazed at Deng Nanting, the Earl of Nanxiang and Left Army Vice Commander-in-Chief of Yingtian Prefecture, who was slowly leafing through the roster before him.

After a long while, the Earl of Nanxiang closed the roster, gave a slight “hmm,” and said, “It appears that this time’s candidate sons are all upright young talents of clean family backgrounds. There won’t be another incident in Zhejiang Province where descendants of Fang Guozhen’s former subordinates are recommended to Jiangwu Hall, will there?”

Commissioner Hu hastily replied, “That’s right, that’s right.”

The Earl of Nanxiang pondered for a moment, then said, “If that’s the case, the selection can begin tomorrow.”

Commissioner Hu quickly said, “Then this subordinate will immediately make arrangements. Please enlighten this subordinate—how shall tomorrow’s competition be conducted?”

The Earl of Nanxiang fixed his gaze on him: “This official has his arrangements. Commissioner Hu needs only to follow orders.”

Commissioner Hu dared not ask further questions. He took his leave and retreated until he was beyond the second gate before daring to straighten his back. When the flying snow struck him, he felt the chill on his back and realized he had broken out in a cold sweat.

Commissioner Hu reflected that in last year’s Zhejiang Province selection, he had not dared to engage in nepotism or fraud. Though there had been oversights, he ultimately had not sent that descendant of Fang Guozhen’s subordinate to the capital’s Jiangwu Hall, thus avoiding alarming the Hongwu Emperor. But facing the Earl of Nanxiang’s face, stern as Justice Bao’s, even with a clear conscience, being stared at like a thief for so long inevitably made one’s heart race with fear. No wonder the military privately called the Earl of Nanxiang the “Southern King of Hell.”

Commissioner Hu’s subordinate officers from Hangzhou Garrison were all waiting in the main hall. Having heard of the Earl of Nanxiang’s reputation for severity, they were all trembling with fear, having worried for half the day already.

Commissioner Hu cleared his throat and said with full energy, “Lord Deng is personally overseeing Hangzhou Prefecture. For this year’s selection, all of us from top to bottom must be extremely careful. Everyone must be vigilant and not fear the harsh cold, so we can complete this important matter properly and bring honor to all the garrisons of Zhejiang.”

A Brigade General cautiously asked, “May I ask Commissioner Hu, the selection begins tomorrow—what preparations should we make?”

This stumped Commissioner Hu. He could only cough dryly and answer vaguely, “Well, Lord Deng has his instructions. We need only follow proper procedures.”

Everyone looked at each other in confusion, not knowing how the Earl of Nanxiang would conduct this year’s selection, their hearts inevitably filled with unease.

The heavy snow fell all night. The next day the snow stopped, and a bright red sun hung clearly in the azure sky, reflecting on the snow-covered houses, mountains, and forests around the drill ground on all sides—a sight that truly delighted the eye.

The snow on the drill ground had been swept clean.

The Earl of Nanxiang ascended the command platform, listening to the herald call names as the young men selected from various prefectures and garrisons of Zhejiang filed past below the platform, bowing to him.

Zhejiang Province had eleven prefectures in total. Except for Hangzhou, which as the capital prefecture had six special garrisons, each of the other prefectures had two garrison posts with two Battalion Commanders each, totaling twenty-six garrison posts with 26,000 stationed troops, plus over 130,000 military households. They normally engaged in military farming and training under the supervision of the Hangzhou Commissioner.

The twenty-six garrison posts each selected five young men, plus five additional candidates recommended by the Hangzhou Commissioner, totaling 135 people. The Earl of Nanxiang had not revealed how many positions Zhejiang Province had this year, but judging from last year’s selection, those who would be chosen would not exceed ten.

The officers and veteran soldiers from various garrison posts who had escorted the young men for selection surrounded the drill ground. Though nervous, awed by the Earl of Nanxiang’s reputation, none dared whisper among themselves.

When the roll call was complete, 135 people formed ranks below the command platform, quietly awaiting the Earl of Nanxiang to announce the day’s selection items.

The Earl of Nanxiang surveyed the excited yet nervous young faces below the platform and slowly said, “Today, this subordinate selects generals for the nation, maintaining absolute impartiality, determined to select fine materials and excellent qualities to shoulder great responsibilities. Heaven, earth, and all spirits bear witness!”

Though the Earl of Nanxiang was not particularly tall, his voice was as resonant as a bronze bell, causing the accumulated snow on the trees to fall with a rustling sound. Everyone on and around the drill ground was moved with awe and respect.

The Earl of Nanxiang waved his hand and said, “Today’s first examination: recite from memory the thirteen chapters of Sun Tzu’s Art of War, to be completed within one hour!”

Sun Tzu’s Art of War was required reading for military strategists. Hearing that the Earl of Nanxiang’s first examination was so simple, everyone couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief.

But the Earl of Nanxiang continued, “The examination venue is not here, but outside the City God Temple!”

Everyone was in an uproar. The City God of Hangzhou Prefecture’s birthday was today. Devout men and women from hundreds of li away had come to celebrate the City God’s birthday and purchase New Year goods, so this day had become a small temple fair. Even from the drill ground, they could faintly hear the sound of drums and music from the City God Temple.

In their alarm, one candidate stepped out of formation, knelt on one knee before the Earl of Nanxiang, performed a salute, then stood up and said loudly, “My lord, with people gathered outside the City God Temple, setting up an examination venue there might inconvenience the people. Moreover, though dispersing those common folk wouldn’t be difficult, it would ultimately waste considerable time and might cause delays.”

Everyone deeply agreed in their hearts, but didn’t dare speak so boldly.

The Earl of Nanxiang looked at this young, handsome candidate with an air of heroic spirit: “Which prefecture’s candidate are you?”

The young candidate raised his head and answered, “Meng Jianchen of Taizhou Prefecture.”

An aide had already turned the roster to that page and handed it over. The Earl of Nanxiang glanced at it quickly.

Meng Jianchen, legitimate son of Meng Yuan, Battalion Commander of Ninghai Garrison under Taizhou Prefecture.

The Earl of Nanxiang noticed that before Meng Jianchen’s name, there was another candidate named Meng Jianqing, the eldest son by a concubine of Meng Yuan, Battalion Commander of Ninghai Garrison. This Battalion Commander, Meng, was quite remarkable, actually able to send both his sons to Hangzhou Prefecture for selection.

The aide put away the roster.

On the Earl of Nanxiang’s dark face, no expression could be discerned, making it impossible to guess whether he was pleased or angry at Meng Jianchen’s bold statement.

Commissioner Hu secretly broke into a cold sweat, thinking about how to mediate, when the Earl of Nanxiang had already spoken: “Young man, you probably think that by doing this, this official will have a deep impression of you and regard you favorably, right?”

Meng Jianchen was startled and blurted out, “This subordinate dares not have such thoughts.”

The Earl of Nanxiang’s expression darkened as he shouted, “Disobeying military orders is a great taboo in the army! Take him away!”

Meng Jianchen’s face changed slightly. For a moment, he didn’t know how to defend himself, when someone else stepped out from behind him and called loudly, “My lord, please wait before punishment! This subordinate has something to say!”

Meng Jianchen’s expression became even more changed, the corner of his mouth curling into a faint, mocking, cold smile.

That candidate had already knelt on one knee beside him, cupping his hands and saying, “Lord Deng, this subordinate believes that though my younger brother may be impetuous and rash, having doubts about military orders cannot be equated with disobeying military orders. This subordinate has read the ‘Imperial Edict.’ His Majesty, recalling the great and small battles during his rise to power, mentioned that it was common for generals to have questions or disagreements about the commander’s orders before battle. Only by resolving everyone’s doubts before battle can there be no misunderstanding that leads to disobedience during combat.”

The drill ground fell silent. This candidate used the ‘Imperial Edict’ personally written by the Hongwu Emperor to criticize the Earl of Nanxiang’s military order?

The Earl of Nanxiang studied Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing raised his head to meet his gaze.

These two brothers, probably due to having different mothers, didn’t much resemble each other. Meng Jianqing was not as handsome as his younger brother, appearing more composed and steady, looking more mature than his age listed in the roster—eighteen years old.

The Earl of Nanxiang could see that though Meng Jianqing was nervous inside, he was trying hard to maintain his composure on the surface.

He had originally thought these two brothers were putting on a show for him, but Meng Jianchen’s attitude nearby was quite intriguing.

After what seemed like a full two hours, the Earl of Nanxiang finally said slowly, “So you have no doubts about this military order?”

Meng Jianqing answered, “This subordinate believes that my lord must have already given deep thought to the selection matter. Moving the examination venue to the City God Temple must have a purpose.”

The Earl of Nanxiang stared at him intently and asked, “What do you think this official’s purpose is?”

If he couldn’t answer, he would undoubtedly be seen as an indecisive person.

Meng Jianqing steadied himself and answered, “This subordinate believes that my lord wants to test our concentration in that bustling place of the City God Temple.”

After a long silence, the harsh lines at the corners of the Earl of Nanxiang’s mouth softened slightly—a smile of approval. He waved his hand, and Meng Jianqing understood, standing up and turning to look at Meng Jianchen. Meng Jianchen glared at him fiercely, then was the first to return to formation. Meng Jianqing followed behind him without changing expression, rejoining the group.

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

The Earl of Nanxiang said, “Outside the City God Temple, the examination venue has been prepared. When a cannon fires from the command platform, the timing begins at the City God Temple examination venue. Those who cannot reach the examination venue on foot within one incense stick’s time will be considered to have forfeited!”

On the main road from the drill ground to the City God Temple, the crowd surged aside like a tide, immediately clearing a path.

A cannon fired, and the first examination officially began.

The smooth official road was instantly covered with accumulated snow and yellow mud. Candidates falling behind were splattered with muddy snow all over their bodies and faces, but dared not stop to clean themselves.

The crowd running wildly ahead suddenly slowed down.

Before the large stone bridge spanning the West Water River outside the City God Temple, twenty-eight soldiers stood with staffs. Anyone who charged forward was met with several long staffs striking simultaneously. Over ten people had already been beaten into the West Water River. Though it was winter and the river wasn’t very deep, the bone-chilling water and thick mud at the bottom made it impossible to climb out quickly, leaving them all in wretched states.

The candidates from Hangzhou Garrison, familiar with the terrain, seeing this formation and estimating they couldn’t break through the staff formation of these twenty-eight soldiers quickly, and also reluctant to fight seriously with these soldiers sent by the Earl of Nanxiang to test them, consulted briefly and turned direction, running wildly upstream toward Rainbow Bridge three li away.

Even if that place was also guarded, the river was much narrower there—perhaps they could find another way to cross.

Meng Jianqing stopped and studied the twenty-eight soldiers and the chaotic crowd.

Another Taizhou candidate, Gongsun Yi, second son of a Taizhou Battalion Commander, said breathlessly, “Jianqing, what do we do?”

The other two Taizhou candidates who had reached the bridge head wiped mud spots from their faces with their sleeves while waiting for Meng Jianqing to speak.

By age, Meng Jianqing wasn’t older than them, but during the three months of training together in Taizhou, the three had unconsciously come to regard Meng Jianqing as the decision-maker.

Meng Jianchen looked at them coldly and said, “You take your time discussing.”

He was already planning to force his way through.

Meng Jianqing shouted, “Wait! With just the five of us, we can’t break through!”

He turned toward the crowd that was beginning to surge upstream in confusion and called loudly, “If we flee without fighting, we’ll definitely be looked down upon by Lord Deng!”

He shouted this sentence with full force, hitting exactly what everyone was most concerned about. The thought of changing routes immediately faded.

Meng Jianchen had already torn off his outer robe and charged silently toward the staff formation. Three long staffs immediately swept toward him from the upper, middle, and lower positions.

Meng Jianchen used his outer robe to wrap around the staff attacking the upper position, his left hand reaching down to grab the middle staff, using the momentum of the staff’s swift sweep to leap up, dodging the staff sweeping toward his knees, then pouncing into the staff formation.

Meng Jianqing and the other three Taizhou candidates followed closely behind him into the formation.

With them taking the lead, the surging crowd quickly changed direction.

Candidates continuously caught in the staff formation were pulled out and thrown into the West Water River, but the chaotic battle had formed. The twenty-eight soldiers ultimately couldn’t hold back this large crowd.

Meng Jianqing had just settled into his seat and hadn’t yet caught his breath when he heard a gong sound. The examination venue doors had already closed, and late-arriving candidates were splashed in the face with ink—even if they wanted to sneak in, it was impossible.

He turned to look beside him.

All five Taizhou candidates had made it through.

Meng Jianqing let out a breath, rubbed his hands and face, and settled down to prepare for the examination.
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In the first examination, twenty-three people failed to reach the examination venue in time; eighteen were eliminated for missing or incorrect characters in their recitation of Sun Tzu’s Art of War. Standing below the command platform in the afternoon were ninety-four remaining candidates. After the herald counted them, he ordered those with odd numbers to step left out of formation.

The Earl of Nanxiang looked around and said, “This second round will test your martial arts and weapon skills!”

The herald announced the rules for this round: every two people would form a group for ground combat, competing on the spot. Within one incense stick’s time, whoever fell out of the marked white circle would lose. If no one fell out within one incense stick’s time, both would be eliminated.

When this latter rule was announced, all the candidates were secretly alarmed.

The first to compete were five groups from Hangzhou Garrison.

Meng Jianqing and Meng Jianchen stood at opposite ends of the five men from Taizhou Garrison. Meng Jianqing’s opponent was a candidate from the Ningbo Garrison.

Both of them, along with Gongsun Yi, the second son of Taizhou’s Battalion Commander, easily won their matches.

Only forty-one people remained on the drill ground. Between Meng Jianqing and Meng Jianchen, only Gongsun Yi stood.

Gongsun Yi’s expression was naturally not pleasant as he secretly counted, trying to figure out whether he would face Meng Jianqing or Meng Jianchen next. However, with heads bobbing chaotically in the front ranks, how could he count clearly?

But in the second round, the herald didn’t divide them into odd and even numbers again, instead ordering them to draw lots below the command platform.

Gongsun Yi drew number forty-one—a bye.

Gongsun Yi breathed a huge sigh of relief, unable to suppress a secret grin—such good fortune wasn’t something everyone could encounter.

Meng Jianchen drew an opponent who was the son of Yanzhou’s Battalion Commander. Meng Jianqing drew Hu Jinyong, Commissioner Hu’s nephew.

The two brothers exchanged glances.

A mocking smile appeared at the corner of Meng Jianchen’s mouth: “Elder brother, I wish you good luck in currying favor with Commissioner Hu.”

Meng Jianqing replied indifferently, “Likewise.”

Meng Jianchen said, “For me, there are no fathers or sons on the battlefield. But for you, elder brother, it’s probably not the same. In your elder brother’s heart, you must be very conflicted right now—wanting to win this round, yet worrying about what to do if you offend Commissioner Hu after winning. After all, we probably won’t reach Commissioner Hu’s current position for another ten years, and we’ll always have to serve under him. Perhaps if the elder brother shows wisdom this year, Commissioner Hu might give the elder brother a better opportunity next year.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “Commissioner Hu is not that kind of person.”

Meng Jianchen looked at Commissioner Hu standing respectfully behind the Earl of Nanxiang and sighed, “Elder brother truly admires Commissioner Hu greatly. I hope these words reach Commissioner Hu’s ears.”

Meng Jianqing smiled without answering.

The red sun had already slanted westward.

The second round was mounted combat. Those who fell from their horses or lost their weapons would lose. Once two horses were separated in their charge, the entire drill ground was barely sufficient, so only one group could compete at a time.

Meng Jianchen’s opponent used a meteor hammer, while Meng Jianchen chose a hook-sickle spear. The incense stick had only burned a small portion when Meng Jianchen hooked the meteor hammer, gave a great shout, and cleanly dragged his opponent off his horse.

Cheers erupted across the drill ground.

The opponent climbed up with shame written all over his face. But Meng Jianchen didn’t return his weapon. Amid the cheering, he threw the hook-sickle spear backwards with the meteor hammer still attached, embedding it in the weapon rack so forcefully that the rack swayed precariously.

Meng Jianqing secretly frowned. What kind of occasion was this? Still acting so willfully and ostentatiously, making him also the target of everyone’s sideways glances.

Soon it was his turn to compete.

Hu Jinyong was tall with long arms and great strength, so he chose a nine-ring broadsword.

Meng Jianqing briefly considered and chose a long spear.

Dusk was gathering. Around the drill ground, dozens of pine torches had been lit, reflecting off the snow and illuminating the drill ground as bright as day.

Hu Jinyong spurred his horse forward, charging with battle cries.

Meng Jianqing rode to meet him, but as they were about to clash, he suddenly veered to the right. Though he was evading, he did so with such agility that it won a round of applause.

The nine-ring broadsword barely swept past his left side.

As the two riders passed each other, Meng Jianqing twisted around on his horse and thrust his spear backward.

Hu Jinyong hastily turned his blade to block, but with all his strength committed to the forward charge, he couldn’t fully deploy his power and was overwhelmed by Meng Jianqing’s spear thrust.

Hu Jinyong wheeled his horse around, and Meng Jianqing also turned his mount.

This time, Hu Jinyong was doubly careful, not allowing Meng Jianqing to attack from the side again. His nine-ring broadsword chopped down from above, forcing Meng Jianqing to meet it head-on. Both man and horse were pushed back more than ten steps before stabilizing.

Gongsun Yi said worriedly, “Jianchen, will your elder brother lose? Hu Jinyong is a famous warrior of Hangzhou Garrison.”

Meng Jianchen said coldly, “Don’t worry. That old fox has plenty of methods to win.”

Hu Jinyong spurred his horse into a gallop, with the momentum to decide everything with one strike.

Meng Jianqing also spurred his horse forward to meet him.

Inside and outside the drill ground, people couldn’t help but sigh.

Hu Jinyong roared as he raised his nine-ring broadsword.

Meng Jianqing suddenly leaped from his horse’s back, touched his spear tip against the blade, borrowed the force to flip to Hu Jinyong’s right side, and delivered a series of flying kicks to Hu Jinyong’s armpit while airborne.

Hu Jinyong was charging forward with full force when Meng Jianqing kicked him in the armpit, immediately losing his balance and falling from his horse.

Meng Jianqing planted his spear tip on the ground to support his falling body, then leaped up again and flipped back onto his horse.

Hu Jinyong jumped up, his face completely red, shouting, “You cheated! Lord Deng specified this round was mounted combat—what you did wasn’t mounted combat at all!”

Meng Jianqing held his spear calmly and replied composedly, “All is fair in war. As for not being mounted in combat, when did I ever touch the ground?”

On the command platform, Commissioner Hu felt very uncomfortable and turned to the Earl of Nanxiang, stammering, “This… my lord, what do you think?”

The Earl of Nanxiang’s face showed nothing as usual, only giving a noncommittal “hmm.” Without receiving clear instructions, the herald followed regulations and declared Hu Jinyong’s fall from his horse a defeat.

The Hangzhou Garrison candidates were in an uproar. If not for their awe of the Earl of Nanxiang’s reputation, they would have already erupted in protest.

Meng Jianchen crossed his arms over his chest, watching this scene coldly, muttering to himself, “If you have the Earl of Nanxiang’s favor, you indeed don’t need to worry about Commissioner Hu’s opinion.”

Meng Jianqing must have calculated this point long ago. No wonder he showed no mercy to Hu Jinyong.

But Meng Jianchen felt something was still not quite right.

This didn’t quite match Meng Jianqing’s usual style. This person had always been tactful and watertight in his dealings. Even if he was certain of the Earl of Nanxiang’s attitude, he wouldn’t so ruthlessly offend Commissioner Hu. After all, their father was still a Battalion Commander under Commissioner Hu’s jurisdiction.

Was Meng Jianqing trying to put himself in a desperate situation to find new life? Was Jiangwu Hall so important to him? So after making up his mind, he would give everything, even ruthlessly cutting off his retreat?

At this thought, Meng Jianchen was startled, while also grudgingly feeling a trace of unwilling respect.

The crowd at the drill ground didn’t disperse until midnight.

Twenty-one candidates successfully passed. Among them, Taizhou Garrison had three, while Hangzhou Garrison also had only three passes. The garrisons that were eliminated were quite indignant. On the road back to the city, seeing that the Earl of Nanxiang’s hellish gaze was no longer fixed on them, candidates from Yanzhou Garrison were the first to cause trouble, clamoring for Meng Jianqing to show his real skills and compete properly with Hu Jinyong to convince everyone. Otherwise, they would report to the Hongwu Emperor to have him removed.

Hu Jinyong had been holding back his anger, and when provoked by those Yanzhou candidates, he immediately exploded.

Meng Jianqing listened impassively to the cursing from across the crowd. Meng Jianchen sneered, “Elder brother, are you feeling regretful now?”

Meng Jianqing glanced at him: “Given another chance, I could only do my best. You can retreat one step and still have room to maneuver; if I retreat one step, there’s nowhere left to go.”

Their father, though only a minor Battalion Commander, held a hereditary position that could be passed down to descendants.

Meng Jianchen scoffed: “That hereditary position—tasteless to eat, wasteful to discard. Who wants to stay in that remote wilderness forever? If elder brother values it, I’d gladly give it to you—” Before he could finish, the cursing people had begun insulting their parents. Meng Jianchen’s face turned iron-blue as he gritted his teeth: “These bastards are cursing too foully! Let me go teach them a lesson!”

His hand reaching for his sword was pressed down by Meng Jianqing, who looked at the Yanzhou candidates, cursing from within the crowd, and said, “If we fight with Hu Jinyong, it would be private combat, and Lord Deng would eliminate us.”

Meng Jianchen impatiently shook off his hand: “This won’t work, that won’t work—what exactly do you want to do?”

Meng Jianqing didn’t answer. Instead, he turned toward Hu Jinyong and the Hangzhou candidates supporting him, raising his voice: “Martial competitions are simply to select officers who can defeat enemies on the battlefield. Private fighting is forbidden in the military. If Brother Hu insists on settling this, would you be interested in making a wager with me?”

Hu Jinyong’s side immediately called out: “A wager it is! What’s there to fear?”

Meng Jianqing said, “From here to Yanzhou, riding hard both ways takes only three hours. The rebel troops have been holed up in Tonglu Mountain for over a month. With the New Year approaching, the Yanzhou garrison troops besieging Tonglu Mountain have all suspended their offensive to prepare for the holiday. The mountain rebels must be lax in their defenses. How about Brother Hu borrowing two good horses from the Hangzhou Commissioner? Before Lord Deng begins the final examination tomorrow morning, whoever brings back the most rebel heads from Tonglu Mountain wins. If I win, there’s nothing more to say. If I lose, I’ll gladly yield my position to Brother Hu!”

Which of these young men didn’t love excitement? Hearing Meng Jianqing’s proposal, they all cheered loudly. While Hu Jinyong went to borrow horses, Meng Jianqing assigned candidates from various garrisons to guard the road entrances, preventing anyone from going toward Yanzhou to tip off the rebels or interfere with their competition.
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The mountain path was covered with snow, both steep and slippery.

Meng Jianqing and Hu Jinyong looked at each other, then both dismounted at the mountain pass, tying their horses to a short tree. They tightened their belts and began climbing up the mountain through the snow in different directions.

Meng Jianqing, having grown up in eastern Zhejiang, was accustomed to mountain paths. Hu Jinyong was from northern Huai and had only followed his uncle to Hangzhou three years ago. By the time he climbed halfway up the mountain, he had already fallen considerably behind. In his haste, he accidentally stepped on a loose stone, which tumbled down the mountain ravine with a thunderous sound.

The mountain was alerted. Torches flared to life, sharp whistle calls rang out, and scattered rocks came flying down.

Meng Jianqing leaped diagonally to one side, making several turns before pouncing onto that watchtower. Hu Jinyong saw the blade light flashing on the watchtower and struggled to catch up. Only moments apart, the four sentries on the watchtower were already lying horizontally on the ground. Meng Jianqing didn’t have time to cut off their heads before rushing toward the second watchtower that had lit its torches, not looking back.

This time, Hu Jinyong caught up faster, arriving in time to swing his blade and cut down another sentry before Meng Jianqing finished off the other three.

The main rebel camp in the mountains had been alerted—shouts of men and neighing of horses could be heard clearly.

Hu Jinyong and Meng Jianqing should have retreated before the main enemy force arrived, but Hu Jinyong didn’t retreat, so naturally, Meng Jianqing couldn’t retreat either.

By the time they fought their way to the fourth watchtower, they were surrounded on the tower by two squads of rebel soldiers.

Meng Jianqing wiped the blood from his blade on the snow, crouched behind rocks to avoid arrows, and studied Hu Jinyong: “Brother Hu shows admirable spirit. Another person might have taken the opportunity while I was charging ahead to cut off some heads and leave first.”

Hu Jinyong spat: “Would I, Hu, be that kind of petty man! I’ve cut down five—what about you?”

Meng Jianqing calculated briefly and answered: “Eleven.”

Hu Jinyong said angrily, “If this were level ground, you wouldn’t have gotten ahead of me! Fine, now let’s compete again!”

Meng Jianqing carefully poked his head out from the rocks to survey the scattered soldiers around the watchtower. In the darkness, the enemy didn’t know how many men they had brought, so they temporarily surrounded the watchtower while sending troops to search everywhere. Once dawn broke, they would launch a major assault.

If they continued searching like this, they would eventually find those two horses and discover that only two men had launched this raid.

Meng Jianqing said in a low voice: “Fine, let’s compete again! In this round, whoever breaks out first wins!”

He reached back and grasped a thick-backed chopping blade from the ground.

The minor leader who had wielded this blade possessed brute strength, and the blade was heavy. If not for his truly poor blade technique, Meng Jianqing would have had real trouble dealing with him.

Hu Jinyong was the first to give a great shout and charge down, swinging his blade.

Meng Jianqing lifted the thick-backed chopping blade, his left hand sliding lightly along the blade’s body.

Such a blade in that brute’s hands was merely a chopping tool.

But in his hands…

Meng Jianqing gave a long howl, his body rising with the blade as he leaped from the watchtower, his form spinning with the blade, stirring up layers of snow from the mountain forest. The chopping blade descended from the air through swirling dust, flying snow, withered branches, and fallen leaves.

The squad of rebel soldiers directly in its path saw their spears snap one after another. The two men in front were knocked aside by the blade’s edge, and the earth-shattering force sent them involuntarily crashing into their comrades behind them. Over ten men fell in succession, and the one who finally managed to barely block the blade’s edge was a middle-aged rebel general, though he was forced to retreat more than ten steps with his back against the cliff face to receive this strike.

His desperate block surrounded Meng Jianqing again.

Meng Jianqing leaped onto that cliff face, using the force of jumping down to strike again.

This blade strike was even more fierce and domineering, felling even more men. The snowy ground was speckled with fresh blood, severed limbs, and broken bodies, creating a heart-stopping sight. The remaining men dared not surround him again for the moment.

Meng Jianqing held his blade across his chest, studying Hu Jinyong, who was still struggling to break through on the opposite side. Should he lend Hu Jinyong a hand?

But from behind came the middle-aged rebel general’s low voice: “Who would have thought I’d see Master Yan Er’s Mountain-Splitting Slash again tonight!”

Meng Jianqing’s expression couldn’t help but change slightly as he whirled around.

The middle-aged rebel general was staring at him intently.

Having barely received that strike, the rebel general had suffered severe injuries, with dark blood continuously seeping from the corner of his mouth.

He slowly slid down the cliff face to sit on the ground, his expression mixing joy and sorrow: “Ah, after so many years, a disciple taught by Master Yan Er can execute the Mountain-Splitting Slash twice in succession—such a pity he cannot see whose heads this Mountain-Splitting Slash will claim—”

His complexion gradually turned ashen. He pressed his palms together, closed his eyes, and murmured scripture. Meng Jianqing could only understand four lines: “This world is dark, evil demons run rampant; reborn through fire, the next world brings light.”

Meng Jianqing silently watched the middle-aged man. Since obtaining Master Yan Er’s blade manual, he had learned the secret of the Yan Family’s Thirteen Slashes, emphasizing intent over form. When striking, he gradually showed signs of preserving spirit while abandoning fixed forms. But this middle-aged man still recognized the Mountain-Splitting Slash, suggesting he had been extremely familiar with Yan family blade techniques in the past.

If Master Yan Er knew all this, would he regret his choice back then?

As the recitation continued, the middle-aged man’s voice grew lower and lower, gradually becoming completely silent.

Among the rebel soldiers, a burst of painful weeping suddenly erupted, clearly showing this man was deeply beloved among them.

Meng Jianqing knew this was bad. Though these men were temporarily awed by his blade technique and didn’t dare attack rashly, such grief would make them desperate fighters—as they say, “mourning troops will surely win,” and “when one man fights desperately, ten men cannot stop him.” If they attacked again, breaking out would be difficult.

He made a snap decision, using his blade to lift the middle-aged man’s corpse and hurl it out, disrupting the rebel soldiers’ mental state and line of sight. Taking advantage of this opportunity, he swung his arm and hurled the heavy chopping blade. The blade whistled as it spun horizontally outward, and several rebel soldiers directly in its path screamed as they rolled down the mountainside, opening a passage. Meng Jianqing already had the short blade in his waistband. As his form swept forward, he slashed diagonally under the armpits of two rebel soldiers who couldn’t retreat in time, then rushed toward Hu Jinyong, who was still fighting desperately.

Hu Jinyong was fighting with rising bloodlust when Meng Jianqing followed his blade momentum and pulled him along, sending him involuntarily charging down the mountainside.

By the time they broke through the encirclement, the east was already showing white.
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Meng Jianqing and Hu Jinyong brought back no heads at all, but Hu Jinyong publicly declared that he was completely convinced of his defeat.

The candidates from various prefectures at the drill ground were eager to know the details, but Hu Jinyong was not a good storyteller—turning it over and over, he said nothing more than the same few sentences. Meng Jianqing naturally spoke evasively.

Some still unconvinced candidates clamored that if Meng Jianqing truly had excellent blade skills, why didn’t he use them yesterday at the drill ground? This victory probably had something suspicious about it, too.

Hu Jinyong felt these words questioned not only Meng Jianqing but also himself, so he angrily said, “Brother Meng, give this fellow a lesson to see!”

Meng Jianchen at the side secretly sneered. After Meng Jianqing’s combination of striking and pulling tactics, Hu Jinyong seemed to have wholeheartedly become another follower.

Meng Jianqing glanced at that candidate and answered indifferently, “My blade is for killing enemies, not for sparring.”

The candidate was left speechless, his face alternating between green and white, unable to find words to respond.

Amid the commotion, the Earl of Nanxiang had already mounted the command platform, and the drill ground immediately fell silent.

This was the final examination. No one knew how many of the remaining twenty-one would be eliminated.

The Earl of Nanxiang’s aide brought out a large paper box with a small hole on top that allowed only one hand to reach inside.

The herald announced the rules: each of the twenty-one candidates must draw a question and answer it publicly, with one incense stick’s time limit.

Gongsun Yi drew: “How did the Hongwu Emperor take control of the realm?”

Such a simple question couldn’t stump Gongsun Yi. He immediately stood straight and recited passages from the Imperial Edict where the Hongwu Emperor recounted how the Mongol Yuan lost the realm, why various heroes failed to succeed, and how the Great Ming unified the realm. His words flowed like a rolling river, endless and unstoppable. If the incense hadn’t burned out and interrupted him, he probably could have continued reciting all day.

Gongsun Yi felt he had answered well and stood there with self-satisfied pride.

The Earl of Nanxiang’s stern, cold gaze swept over, and Gongsun Yi only felt a chill, involuntarily restraining his smug demeanor.

The Earl of Nanxiang said slowly, “How did the Hongwu Emperor take control of the realm? It was a realm carved out by the Great Ming’s army with blade and spear, understand?”

Not only Gongsun Yi, but everyone on the drill ground felt their blood boil and answered in unison, “This subordinate understands!”

The Earl of Nanxiang waved his hand, ordering Gongsun Yi to stand aside.

Gongsun Yi didn’t know whether he had passed or failed. Not daring to ask rashly, he stood below the platform in anxiety, watching as various candidates were directed by the herald either to his side or to the other side of the command platform—only relaxing when the Meng brothers were also directed to his side.

Meng Jianchen drew a question about evaluating the characteristics of Mongol Yuan cavalry.

Meng Jianqing listened to him eloquently discuss how Mongol Yuan cavalry came and went like the wind, fierce and brave, while secretly frowning.

Sure enough, the Earl of Nanxiang suddenly asked, “If Mongol Yuan cavalry were so skilled in battle, why did they still lose the realm?”

Meng Jianchen was momentarily stunned before answering, “There are always stronger among the strong.”

The Earl of Nanxiang half-closed his eyes, neither approving nor disapproving.

Meng Jianchen steadied himself and added, “In the water villages of Jiangnan, with dense forests and deep grass, cavalry has no place to display its prowess. As for the northern plains, if the Mongol Yuan could use cavalry, so could we.”

The Earl of Nanxiang pressed further: “Why did Han cavalry suffer defeats and lose territory a hundred years ago, yet a hundred years later could drive the barbarians from the Central Plains? Don’t give me flattering words!”

Meng Jianchen had intended to answer with something about the Hongwu Emperor’s divine wisdom, thinking no one would dare say such words were wrong. Blocked by the Earl of Nanxiang’s latter statement, in his urgency, he blurted out, “The enemy is both our foe and our teacher!”

Only then did the Earl of Nanxiang show a satisfied trace of approving smile, waving his hand to have him retreat to one side.

Meng Jianqing drew a question about briefly outlining the merits and flaws of military systems throughout the dynasties, quite complex. In one instant, he had to think while speaking, which was very difficult. Meng Jianqing secretly counted on his fingers how many sections he had covered while using his peripheral vision to gauge the burning speed of the incense candle. He simplified and condensed, finishing his evaluation of the Mongol Yuan military system just as the incense burned out.

Everyone thought the Earl of Nanxiang would ask Meng Jianqing how he evaluated the current military system.

But after listening with narrowed eyes, the Earl of Nanxiang suddenly said, “You two brothers could be called matched talents of your time. If someday you met as enemies on a narrow battlefield path, how would you conduct yourself?”

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but be startled.

Was the Earl of Nanxiang setting a trap for him?

If his answer was righteously impartial, though theoretically correct, everyone—including the Earl of Nanxiang himself—would probably think he was too cold-hearted. Since ancient times, loyal ministers must come from filial sons; by the same logic, if one cannot show fraternal love to brothers, how can one show fraternal love to soldiers and colleagues?

But if his answer considered brotherly bonds, everyone would probably think he was not a qualified soldier.

In the Earl of Nanxiang’s narrowed eyes, no expression could be discerned.

Meng Jianchen could completely guess the various thoughts rapidly turning in Meng Jianqing’s mind, and a mocking smile unconsciously appeared at the corner of his mouth.

He wanted to see how Meng Jianqing would face this question that allowed absolutely no ambiguity.

After what seemed like a long time, Meng Jianqing finally answered, “Father often says there are no fathers and sons on the battlefield. If there are no fathers and sons on the battlefield, what more of brothers?”

Since it was father’s instruction, for a son to follow it carefully seemed not entirely wrong, did it?

The Earl of Nanxiang pondered for a while before waving his hand to dismiss him to one side.

Meng Jianqing and Meng Jianchen’s gazes met.

Meng Jianchen turned his gaze toward the command platform and said in a low voice, “Elder brother truly lives up to being the good son taught by that old fox at home. You’ve slipped through again this time!”

Meng Jianqing’s voice was even lower: “It’s fine for you to be so disrespectful at home, but outside, referring to your father in such a tone might draw unfavorable attention.”

Meng Jianchen snorted and turned his head away, no longer acknowledging him.

The Earl of Nanxiang’s gaze swept over the two brothers.

Last night, detailed information on all twenty-one candidates had been delivered to him. The Meng brothers were two whom he paid particular attention to.

Meng Jianqing, the eldest son of a concubine of Ninghai Garrison Battalion Commander Meng Zhiyuan. His mother was Yu Shi, a maid who came as dowry with Meng Zhiyuan’s legal wife, the daughter of Taizhou Battalion Commander Duan De. Meng Zhiyuan had no sons at thirty and took Yu Shi as a concubine because she had the physiognomy of bearing sons. She bore Meng Jianqing, but his mother remained a nameless, statusless kitchen servant to this day. That same year, Lady Duan bore Meng Jianchen. Duan De was skilled in martial arts with distinguished military achievements, but because he delayed important matters due to drinking, he had never been promoted. Meng Jianchen was taught by him from childhood, while Meng Jianqing was personally instructed by Meng Zhiyuan and only sent to Tiantai Temple to study martial arts at thirteen. These two brothers, not born of the same mother, had spent little time together since childhood and lacked deep affection. Additionally, Meng Zhiyuan was known for both fearing his wife and showing favoritism toward his eldest son, repeatedly causing disturbances over this matter. This made the relationship between the two brothers—already incompatible in personality and mutually disapproving—even worse.

The Earl of Nanxiang pondered silently.

Though Meng Jianchen was arrogant, he was relatively simple and easy to see through. Meng Jianqing, however, made him feel an inexplicable unease.

Tiantai Temple had always emphasized martial arts for physical strengthening. But last night, when Meng Jianqing and Hu Jinyong went to raid the bandits in Tonglu Mountain, though Hu Jinyong’s account of events was confused and contradictory, the Earl of Nanxiang was secretly amazed by Meng Jianqing’s achievements—this didn’t seem like a disciple that Tiantai Temple monks could have trained.

However, both brothers possessed a vigorous, ambitious spirit that looked down upon all others.

Meng Zhiyuan was merely an unknown minor soldier—how could he have taught two such sons?

Perhaps it simply confirmed that old saying: poverty produces talent. It was precisely such obscure, declining families that forced these two brothers to strive so vigorously for advancement. Just like the Earl of Nanxiang himself—hadn’t he also risen from the fields?

The Earl of Nanxiang sighed inwardly as his vermilion brush fell.

The Earl of Nanxiang’s selection for Zhejiang Province chose ten candidates in total. The Meng brothers were among them. After the New Year, they would be sent by Hangzhou Regional Military Commission to Yingtian’s Jiangwu Hall.

This group of successful young men was the pride of Hangzhou Prefecture and of their families.

Those seeing them off wished that none would return home during these three years—once entering Jiangwu Hall, unless injured or eliminated, even students from Yingtian Prefecture could not return home for three years.

Having pledged themselves to the nation, they could no longer speak of home.

Epilogue: About Jiangwu Hall
Jiangwu Hall, the supreme military academy of the Great Ming Dynasty, is purely fictional. The basis for this fiction is the Imperial Academy of the Hongwu reign.

During the Hongwu reign, the imperial examinations were temporarily suspended, while the evaluation of officials was extremely strict—many lost their lives for dereliction of duty, creating concerns about a shortage of qualified personnel. Therefore, the Hongwu Emperor extensively used students from the Imperial Academy to assume various official positions and handle various administrative affairs, such as land surveying and water conservancy construction.

What about in military matters? It’s reasonable to suppose that the Hongwu Emperor might very well have established a similar national academy specifically to cultivate young officers who were both loyal (having grown up in the new dynasty’s new era) and vigorous, to fill the numerous vacancies after the great purges.

The selection of Jiangwu Hall cadets, like that of the Imperial Academy, would naturally be extremely strict, because they represented the future hope of the Great Ming.

Part 2: Jiangwu Hall
Jiangwu Hall, which had appeared on the shores of Xuanwu Lake only three years ago, was built on a grand scale and looked quite magnificent with its golden splendor. However, the buildings were too freshly constructed, and the surrounding walls too towering, built to prevent the students within Jiangwu Hall who might very well sneak over the walls in the middle of the night to cause trouble, as ordinary walls would hardly be able to stop these fellows. For safety’s sake, all the large trees along the walls had been cut down, leaving both inside and outside the walls nearly barren of vegetation, making the high wall appear all the more menacing.

Such a Jiangwu Hall, standing abruptly on the picturesque shores of Xuanwu Lake, compared to the Imperial Academy across the lake with its green shade, white walls, and black tiles, and winding secluded paths, inevitably reminded people of… nouveau riche.

Crude, uncultured nouveau riche reeking of money.

The students of the Imperial Academy sat by the lake, gazing across at the new batch of cadets being escorted into Jiangwu Hall’s gates by soldiers from Yingtian Prefecture, exchanging glances with smiles appearing on their faces one by one.

There would be another good show to watch.

02 – Chapter 1

Meng Jianqing had never imagined that the first lesson at Jiangwu Hall would be “taking a beating.”

One hundred and twenty third-term new students stood on the training ground, facing twenty second-term students selected by Instructor Ma.

The flag officer loudly announced the rules. Each new student had the duration of one incense stick to face off against one second-term student, but they were only allowed to parry and dodge—no striking back. If they could stay upright within the lime-marked circle for the duration of one incense stick without falling, they would pass this first trial and could face a different opponent next time—

When the flag officer reached this point, commotion had already broken out below. According to this, wouldn’t each of them have to take a beating from all twenty second-term students in turn? Seeing how those twenty looked at them with undisguised smugness, they must have endured the same treatment last year. Having held their breath for a whole year before finally getting to vent, they were naturally quite pleased.

Instructor Ma, on the command platform, swept his gaze over them and said slowly, “To learn how to hit others, you must first learn how to take a hit. If you don’t even understand this principle, you bunch of idiots, how did you even get into Jiangwu Hall?”

Instructor Ma appeared to be merely a small, unremarkable middle-aged man, his wrinkled face like dried orange peel. Walking on the street, no one would give him a second glance.

Yet he had no qualms about mocking these sons of heaven so sharply and disdainfully in the very first class.

Though the new students dared not contradict an instructor on their first day at Jiangwu Hall, their faces already showed indignation as they cursed silently while keeping their mouths shut.

They soon learned that Instructor Ma’s nickname was “Hornet.”

Upon hearing this nickname, everyone looked at each other and burst into laughter with a roar of amusement.

Wasn’t he just like a hornet that loved to sting people?

Although they knew this was Instructor Ma’s temperament—which was why he couldn’t get along in the military, couldn’t work well with superiors or colleagues, and could only be transferred to Jiangwu Hall where the stung students dared to be angry but not speak out—every time Instructor Ma extended his stinger, it still made them jump and curse inwardly, individually greeting Instructor Ma’s ancestors eighteen generations back.

But we’ve digressed—let’s return to Meng Jianqing and their first lesson on the training ground.

Meng Jianqing was matched against a very burly second-term student whose open palms were as large as fans. Later, he learned his name was Guanxi.

The three new students who had faced Guanxi before him had all been thrown out of the lime circle after he used grappling techniques to dislocate their joints. The attending physician walked over, picked up one student’s right hand, and said expressionlessly, “Remember this—I’ll only reset your joints once. After that, you’ll have to rely on yourselves.” With a series of light popping sounds, his technique so fast it couldn’t be seen, the joint was reset in a flash.

This left the new student standing there with a bitter expression. So fast—how could he possibly remember it?

Meng Jianqing had barely stepped into the lime circle when Guanxi, having easily won three matches in a row, kicked at him, apparently disdaining close combat and wanting to kick him out while his footing was still unsteady.

Meng Jianqing leaned back, Guanxi’s thick leather boot brushing past his chest and abdomen. Meng Jianqing had already slipped under his foot, braced his left hand on the ground, and flipped up to stand exactly in the center of the lime circle. Guanxi’s kick missed, and he immediately spun around, withdrew his left foot, and raised his right, using the spinning momentum to sweep horizontally. Meng Jianqing performed a backflip to avoid this kick and landed still standing in the same spot.

His two evasions were clean and decisive. Guanxi couldn’t help but grunt in surprise, stop his flying kick momentum, and close in. His right palm opened, reaching directly for Meng Jianqing’s left shoulder, while his left arm secretly gathered strength and extended, ready to catch him when Meng Jianqing dodged to the side.

Meng Jianqing quickly retreated several steps. Although he avoided Guanxi’s grab that contained a follow-up move, Guanxi seized this opportunity to suddenly sweep with his foot. Meng Jianqing instinctively leaped to the side.

During this leap, his left foot had already stepped outside the circle. Just as he was about to land, he suddenly heard Meng Jianchen’s cold laugh from among the spectators. Meng Jianqing realized his mistake and quickly pulled back his left foot. In this moment of hesitation, Guanxi’s foot struck solidly against his left shoulder. Meng Jianqing didn’t use internal energy to resist but fell forward with the momentum. Though he tumbled ungracefully in the dirt, he dissipated most of the foot’s force and escaped from the dangerous close combat situation with Guanxi.

During the duration of one incense stick, Meng Jianqing took more than ten kicks and nearly had his shoulder and arm joints seized by Guanxi several times, but he managed to hold on until the end and withdrew unharmed.

As Guanxi rested briefly, Meng Jianqing turned slightly toward Meng Jianchen and said in a low voice, “I should thank you.”

Meng Jianchen replied coldly, “No need to thank me. If you were thrown out, I wouldn’t have any face either.”

Guanxi’s next opponent was Meng Jianchen. Frustrated by his setback, Guanxi was filled with anger and determined to win. No matter how strong Meng Jianchen’s bones and sinews were, Guanxi still managed to find an opportunity to dislocate his left thumb joint. However, Meng Jianchen also gritted his teeth and held on until the end.

After withdrawing, the attending physician was treating another new student who had been kicked and couldn’t get up, so Meng Jianqing reset the joint for him.

Gongsun Yi, who had been defeated in a sorry state, looked at the two brothers with great puzzlement. When had they become so brotherly and respectful to each other? It was truly strange.

The Meng brothers suddenly looked up into the distance.

Gongsun Yi’s eyesight wasn’t as good as the Meng brothers’. Across a wall at least three men high, he could only see a distant high platform obscured by ancient trees, with vague human figures moving about on it.

The attending physician was passing by them and glanced up, saying nothing, but his medicine boy began muttering curses: “Those sour scholars from the Imperial Academy are watching the spectacle again!”

Gongsun Yi asked in surprise, “From such a distance, those sour scholars can see clearly?”

He couldn’t even see clearly—how discouraging…

The medicine boy curled his lip: “They’re just relying on the telescope borrowed from the Imperial Observatory! Spending so much silver to build an astronomical observatory for the Imperial Academy, but instead of seeing many scholars observing stars, they climb up there every few days to watch us train! Sooner or later, that observatory should be torn down!”

When it came time to retire for the night, everyone undressed to reveal bodies covered in bruises, helping each other apply medicinal wine to their injuries—the attending physician had given each person a large bottle of bruise medicine, a large box of wound medicine, and a bundle of clean bandages. However, today everyone only needs the medicinal wine. Looking at the wound medicine and bandages, they all felt a sense of great foreboding. The attending physician wouldn’t prepare these things for them without reason, would he?

Two second-term students making room inspections poked their heads in, saw the scene, and chuckled: “Yellow Weasel is being quite generous this year—last year he only gave us one bottle of medicine and one box of wound medicine per room.”

One room housed six new students.

Only then did Meng Jianqing and the others learn that the attending physician’s nickname was “Yellow Weasel.” It wasn’t hard to understand why—with his pointed chin and sparse yellow beard, he did bear some resemblance.

Before Meng Jianqing and the others could speak, the two second-term students laughed again: “What you should fear is that Hornet told him to prepare this for you. Hornet thought he didn’t bring down enough people last year and is determined to test his blade on you!”

They laughed quietly and closed the door.

Indeed, after passing the trial of twenty-second-term students’ fists and feet, weapons training came next.

In three months, Meng Jianqing suffered more injuries than he had in five years at Tiantai Temple.

As detestable as Instructor Ma’s cold, sarcastic mockery was, the malicious pointing and commenting from those sour scholars at the Imperial Academy’s observatory across the lake.

Until this course ended.

In the final class, there were more figures in the observatory than usual, clearly knowing that this spectacle wouldn’t be available again until next year.

But today, there was an additional person on the training ground.

Instructor Ma introduced him as their archery instructor, Kong Xuan.

The group of new students all showed expressions of great disdain. Military sons like them had been riding horses and shooting arrows since they could walk—what need was there for special instruction? Moreover, this young Instructor Kong wore luxurious clothing and had a handsome face with a pair of peach blossom eyes accustomed to flirting. Wherever he went, waves of fragrance followed, forcing the students in the front row to hold their breath.

Instructor Kong had grown accustomed to such expressions when meeting people for the first time. He smiled slightly, showing his teeth, reached back to grab the iron-core rhinoceros horn hard-backed great bow carried by a personal guard behind him, and in the same motion had already nocked an arrow. Settling his stance and rotating his arm, he shot an arrow toward the distant observatory across the lake.

A student from the Imperial Academy who was happily watching through a telescope cried out as his telescope was shattered by the arrow. The shock cracked the tiger’s mouth, of both hands gripping the telescope, causing blood to flow freely. The student cried out in alarm, holding up his hands at a loss.

The dozen or so new students with good eyesight saw this clearly and looked at each other with laughter, feeling that the stifling feeling in their chests had been completely expelled. They developed a great fondness for the dandy-like Instructor Kong. Those many new students who knew they lacked the arm strength and eyesight to shoot down that annoying telescope on the observatory looked at Instructor Kong with even more admiration—one cannot judge by appearances, just as seawater cannot be measured by the bushel. Instructor Kong was clear proof of this.

Instructor Ma, looking down from his elevated position, naturally saw all the changes in these new students’ expressions. He snorted coldly and said to Instructor Kong, “Playing to the crowd again!”

Instructor Kong smiled and said, “No matter. In three years, those grateful to you will far outnumber those grateful to me.”

Meng Jianqing and the others would not understand the importance of Instructor Ma’s lessons until three years later, when they were assigned to military service and engaged in battle—when surrounded by enemies, having to kill while inevitably being targeted for death, being able to withstand attacks from all directions, being able to instinctively contract or relax muscles when blades, spears, arrows, and lances pierced their bodies, adjusting their bodies to minimize damage at that crucial moment—for them, this was a matter of life and death.

Just as Instructor Kong had predicted, almost everyone would be grateful to Instructor Ma.

But now, what they liked and admired was the peacock-like, showy Instructor Kong, who was skilled at winning hearts and minds.

02 – Chapter 2
The second thing Meng Jianqing had not expected was that the food at Jiangwu Hall would be so poor.

The benches in the dining hall were narrow and hard, barely adequate for support, as if deliberately designed to prevent them from sitting down comfortably for a proper meal. On the pitted long tables, crude earthenware bowls and bamboo chopsticks were lined up in rows—nothing more than a bowl of coarse rice and a plate of pickled vegetables per person.

The new students inevitably began buzzing with discussion.

Deputy Chief Instructor Cai Ben walked in.

Though they were new students, many had heard of this Chief Instructor Cai, renowned for his strictness. It was said that Cai Ben had originally been a personal guard to the Hongwu Emperor, had repeatedly achieved great merit and been granted the rank of Qianhu, stationed at Suzhou Guard—that was Zhang Shicheng’s old stronghold, showing the Hongwu Emperor’s trust in Cai Ben. The sensational Gao Qi case from a few years ago had been exposed by Cai Ben, resulting in the poet, acclaimed as the greatest of his time, being executed by waist-cutting. This also seemed to involve other rather troublesome matters, which led to Cai Ben being transferred back to Yingtian and ordered to establish Jiangwu Hall, to avoid outside troubles. In terms of position, Cai Ben was only Deputy Chief Instructor, but the Chief Instructor position was held in name by Crown Prince Zhu Biao. Since the Crown Prince was busy with governmental affairs, all matters were left entirely to Cai Ben’s management. Thus, this Deputy Chief Instructor wielded enormous power, and everyone at Jiangwu Hall knew that Chief Instructor Cai was the real Chief Instructor.

As soon as Cai Ben entered, there was a gloomy oppressive atmosphere, and the new students all fell silent involuntarily.

Cai Ben looked around and said slowly, “Mencius said: ‘When Heaven is about to confer a great office on a man, it first exercises his mind with suffering and his sinews and bones with toil.’ As the common saying goes, ‘One who can chew vegetable roots can accomplish anything.’ If you cannot even overcome this desire for food and drink, what kind of good men are you?”

The new students looked at each other, each smiling knowingly in their hearts. “One who can chew vegetable roots can accomplish anything” was Chief Instructor Cai’s favorite admonition, so it naturally became Chief Instructor Cai’s nickname. Some mean-spirited people added the word “bitter” in front—Bitter Vegetable Root.

In the silence, someone timidly asked, “May I ask Chief Instructor Cai, how long must we endure before we pass this trial?”

Cai Ben’s sharp gaze pierced over, and the questioning new student couldn’t help but shrink back.

Cai Ben slowly replied, “Until I think you can pass.”

Almost all the new students in the dining hall gasped in shock.

Cai Ben sat down.

Later, everyone learned that for the past two years, Chief Instructor Cai had insisted on dining together with the students, so they would have no reason to complain.

The new students couldn’t help but gasp even more. To think that for the next three years, they would have to spend their time under the watchful eye of such a Chief Instructor—it was truly terrifying…

When the bell rang, all the students raised their chopsticks in unison and swept through their food like a whirlwind. In an instant, everything was cleaned up. They looked at each other, all feeling that after eating, their stomachs felt even more uncomfortably hungry.

But no one dared complain again in front of Chief Instructor Cai.

Meng Jianqing was awakened by hunger in the middle of the night.

Besides Meng Jianchen and Gongsun Yi, there were three other new students from Zhejiang in the same room. They had all awakened by now, and the gurgling sounds from their stomachs rose and fell in succession. Gongsun Yi muttered, “This is no life for humans.”

His appetite had always been enormous. During these three months at Jiangwu Hall, he had endured and endured, but tonight he finally could endure no more. He got up and said, “How about you all? I absolutely must find something to eat, or I’ll truly starve to death here!”

Everyone immediately perked up. One person asked, “Where do you plan to find food?”

Gongsun Yi said matter-of-factly, “The kitchen, of course!”

Although sneaking out at midnight would earn ten military rod strikes if discovered, compared to the cat-scratching sensation of hunger, Gongsun Yi would rather take those ten strikes—besides, he might not necessarily be discovered.

Gongsun Yi returned in less than half an hour, looking dejected and saying resentfully, “How strange! There’s nothing in the kitchen except oil, salt, and firewood—not even a handful of vegetables or rice!”

The kitchen must have already suffered from various foods disappearing mysteriously, so they had adopted a scorched earth policy, leaving nothing for them.

The croaking of frogs outside the high walls came in waves, making them even more irritated.

Meng Jianchen suddenly said, “Go to the kitchen and get some salt. We’ll catch some frogs to roast.”

This was indeed a solution. They decided that Gongsun Yi would still steal the salt—he had already made the trip once and knew the way—while the Meng brothers would take the salt, climb over the wall, and roast frogs.

The wall, three men high, could not stop Meng Jianchen. Meng Jianchen pulled a long spear from the weapon rack beside the training ground, held it aloft as he ran toward the high wall, and when he neared it, touched the spear tip to the ground, leaped up with the spear, bounded toward the wall top, rolled over, and landed outside the wall.

Meng Jianqing threw the spear out to him.

He knew Meng Jianchen wouldn’t necessarily want to use his method to climb back over the wall.

Meng Jianqing flicked his hand and threw out the thin rope tightly wrapped around his waist. The rope’s five-claw hook caught on the wall top, and he climbed out along the rope.

Meng Jianchen looked him over and curled his lip, saying, “This kind of lowly thief’s tool—to think you treasure it and keep it hidden on your person. You don’t also have sleeping powder hidden on you, do you?”

Meng Jianqing said indifferently, “I didn’t dare bring sleeping powder with me, lest the instructors see it and cause trouble. As for the rope and hook, as long as it’s useful, what does it matter what kind of person likes to use such weapons?”

Especially when catching frogs.

In just a moment, they had caught a full bag. Meng Jianchen started a fire and watched as Meng Jianqing skillfully skinned and salted the frogs, then roasted them over the fire, turning them frequently. He couldn’t help feeling somewhat strange inside. He had never done such things.

Meng Jianqing looked up at him and said, “You need to learn to do this. In the future, when you’re out there, you won’t always have cooks following you.”

Meng Jianchen naturally knew this was true, but hearing it from Meng Jianqing’s mouth made him angry no matter how he listened. Just as he was considering how to make some sarcastic remarks, the night wind faintly carried the aroma of roasted fish. Both couldn’t help but sniff—who else would be roasting fish in the wild at this hour?

When they had eaten their fill and were sneaking back with a bag of roasted frogs, they unexpectedly ran into Guanxi and another second-term student. Guanxi was carrying a cloth bag with a fish head poking out of the opening.

The four looked at each other speechlessly. After a long moment, they looked at each other and laughed.

If Chief Instructor Cai knew how they filled their stomachs, would he be so angry that smoke would pour from his seven orifices?

Every night before sleep, they pondered how to sneak out, where to find food, and how to sneak back. Meng Jianqing, surprisingly, no longer dreamed of Mr. Yan Er, who had been troubling him.

More and more people snuck out at night. Finally, one night, the night patrol soldiers caught two of them. Each received ten rod strikes, room inspections increased from once to three times, and iron caltrops over a foot high were installed on the wall tops.

However, where there’s a will, there’s a way. Soon, people began digging tunnels. Each person entering and exiting would leave behind a portion of the food they brought back. But this tunnel later became too prosperous for business. The guards became somewhat carried away with success, and in a moment of carelessness, were discovered by the night patrol soldiers. This route was thus abandoned.

Some students from wealthy families secretly arranged with shops near Jiangwu Hall, agreeing on times and places. At midnight, food would be thrown in, they would catch the packages, then throw out silver in return. This continued many times until it was finally discovered—frequent mountain climbing eventually leads to meeting tigers, which was inevitable.

Meng Jianqing and his five roommates watched these cat-and-mouse games with cold eyes. They still used the old method—climbing walls. Although the wall was high, it could not stop the Meng brothers. As the saying goes, the most dangerous place is the safest place. Everyone thought this wall was heavily guarded and had become forbidden territory, so even the night patrol soldiers had become slack, which made it convenient for them to enter and exit.

Although going in and out was no problem, the Meng brothers encountered another issue—the frogs in the vicinity were becoming increasingly scarce and insufficient to fill their stomachs.

Originally, Xuanwu Lake was a life-release lake with numerous fish of all sizes. But Guanxi and his group had caught fish in the lake too many times, and were finally discovered by the monks of Jiming Temple by the lake. When they tried to stop them, a fight broke out. Those monks were naturally no match, but being unable to catch the fish thieves, they patrolled nightly. At any disturbance, they would beat gongs and drums. Guanxi’s group, fearing they would be caught by the patrol inspectors and cause big trouble, could only change locations. The Jiming Temple monks, still worried, continued their patrols without stopping even for a single night. Meng Jianqing and the others could only gaze at the fish and sigh, secretly cursing why these monks had to be so conscientious.

Thus, the range of Meng Jianqing’s food searching expanded further and further, from within five li of Jiangwu Hall to within ten li, then twenty li… from frogs to wild rabbits, wild chickens, fish, shrimp, snakes, and crabs… Later, within a radius of thirty li, anything that flew in the sky, crawled on the ground, or swam in the water would flee at the first scent of them. When this was mentioned, it caused Gongsun Yi and the other four to burst into wild laughter.

Instructor Kong’s archery classes at this time inspired them. The Meng brothers began shooting fish. They tied thin, long fishing line to arrow tails and lay in wait outside the patrol routes of the Jiming Temple monks. The moment those monks looked away, two fish would be shot and quickly dragged into the grove. Meng Jianchen carried a bag of fish, following behind Meng Jianqing, crouching low and holding their breath as they fled through the low bushes. Only when they were far from Xuanwu Lake would they sit down to roast fish. He found it quite interesting and fun, while at the same time feeling uncomfortable that if both he and Meng Jianqing were thrown into wild mountains and wilderness, Meng Jianqing would be the one more likely to survive.

If Instructor Kong knew they were practicing archery this way, would he be furious with smoke pouring from his seven orifices, or would he just laugh it off?

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help thinking that those fellows who could still fill their stomachs at Jiangwu Hall would probably all become experts at raiding camps and capturing strongholds in the future—people who could survive anywhere they were thrown…

Working so hard at night inevitably led to insufficient sleep. Fortunately, during this period, they had started another course on historical military systems and battle cases.

When they first saw Instructor Gui Younian, there was a chorus of gasps in the lecture hall. They began to understand the second-term students’ exclamation: “A towering mountain to look up to!”

With such a huge mountain of flesh standing in the lecture hall, it was hard not to look up at it…

Instructor Gui’s smile remained perpetually unchanged on his face like Maitreya Buddha. Each class, he would routinely deliver earnest instructions about the principle that “if you read three hundred Tang poems thoroughly, you can compose poetry even if you don’t know how.” Then he would distribute a large sheet densely covered with text for everyone to memorize. After that, the old gentleman would comfortably recline on the enormous arhat couch behind the lectern and sleep soundly until one hour before the dinner bell rang, when he would wake up precisely on time and have everyone recite in turn. Those who could recite could leave first; those who couldn’t had to stay behind. Instructor Gui only had one hour of wakefulness. After this hour, he would sleep soundly again and wouldn’t wake up until two hours later—those students left behind had to stay hungry in the lecture hall for two hours.

Meng Jianqing and Meng Jianchen thus seized the time to sleep for an hour while Instructor Gui was deeply asleep, then used another hour to memorize that densely packed large sheet. Killing two birds with one stone, they were truly grateful beyond measure to this Instructor Gui who seemed to be holding a sinecure.

The second-term students had originally nicknamed Instructor Gui “Gui Mountain”—a mountain of flesh. Some new students who were slightly more well-read quietly laughed, saying that back in the day, Scholar Dongpo had mocked a colleague who was good at sleeping by calling him a “six-eyed turtle”—one who could sleep as much as three ordinary turtles in one breath. Instructor Gui just happened to have the surname “Gui” (which sounds like “turtle”), so wasn’t he exactly a six-eyed turtle? Though the words were harsh, they were perfectly apt. After the new students finished laughing, the nickname “Six-eyed Gui” spread from there.

03 – Chapter 3
Meng Jianqing had originally thought that the three years at Jiangwu Hall would continue to pass in such a tense yet lively manner.

With autumn’s crisp air and rich grasslands, the third-term students who had been dispatched to various garrison posts for practical training returned. The annual military exercises were about to begin, and the air at Jiangwu Hall was immediately filled with excitement.

One hundred and twenty new students, ninety-six second-term students, and seventy-two first-term students drew lots to be divided into two teams—one black, one white. The black team would attack while the white team defended. Each team was given three days to prepare, after which they would depart for Moling Pass for the formal exercises.

Moling Pass bordered the Qinhuai River to the east and controlled the southeastern gateway to Yingtian Prefecture, with strategically important terrain. Meng Jianqing had originally thought the two teams from Jiangwu Hall would respectively attack and defend Moling Pass, but during the assembly training, he realized his assumption was wrong.

The white team’s commander and officers at all levels were held by first-term students, with the commander being the renowned outstanding student Guo Ying. Guo Ying came from a distinguished family background, was extremely accomplished in worldly affairs, and possessed exceptional natural talent, so from the moment he entered Jiangwu Hall, he stood out distinctly above the crowd. After the lot drawing, Guo Ying led his team to the eastern training ground reserved for second-term students, called out names one by one to organize units: five men formed a squad with a squad leader; two squads formed a section with a section leader. The entire army was divided into left, center, and right companies, each with a company commander. Under each company commander was a deputy; if the commander was injured and unable to command, the deputy would take over. If the deputy was injured, replacement would begin with the first section leader, and so forth.

Meng Jianqing was grouped into a squad with another Zhejiang student, Gongsun Yi, and a first-term Shaanxi student. The other two members were a second-term Shaanxi student—the formidable fighter Guanxi—and another second-term Jiangxi student. Guanxi was appointed squad leader. Meng Jianchen, however, was assigned to the black team.

Guo Ying read aloud the military discipline and exercise procedures from the platform. The black and white teams would engage in field battle before Moling Pass; Crown Prince and Prince Yan would personally observe the exercises.

The Prince of Jin was enfeoffed at Taiyuan, the Prince of Ning was enfeoffed at Datong, and Prince Yan, enfeoffed at Beiping, commanded heavy troops and guarded the frontier passes. All were called “Frontier Princes.” Prince Ning alone commanded 150,000 elite cavalry to control and resist Mongol incursions from beyond the passes. The three Frontier Princes took turns traveling south for annual court audiences. With autumn’s crisp air and rich grasslands, this was precisely when Mongol cavalry would launch major border raids, so Prince Yan would also have to return to his defense post soon.

Meng Jianqing immediately understood why Jiangwu Hall’s exercises had chosen field battles.

The Great Ming’s primary enemies were the Mongols who roamed in the northern frontiers and southwestern corners. What Jiangwu Hall students would face in the future was not siege warfare, but how to defeat Mongol cavalry that came and went like the wind.

On the day of exercises, the weather was clear and fine. Looking down from Moling Pass, one could see two teams of troops with bright armor in orderly formation. Prince Yan nodded and said, “Though they’re just a group of students, their bearing doesn’t look bad at all. Big brother has truly taken great care in training them well!”

The Crown Prince, who held the title of Chief Instructor of Jiangwu Hall, smiled and looked toward Cai Ben beside him: “Those words should be said to Chief Instructor Cai.”

Deputy Chief Instructor Cai Ben cupped his hands and said he dared not accept such praise. Originally he wanted to offer a few more modest words, but then thought that since Jiangwu Hall was after all under the Crown Prince’s name, it really wasn’t appropriate for him to be modest on the Crown Prince’s behalf, so he stopped there and said no more.

The first drumbeat sounded, and the exercises officially began.

The black team attacked first. The black team’s commander was Guo Ying’s old rival Ling Feng, who had been competing openly and secretly for three years, determined to knock Guo Ying from his horse. As soon as the drums sounded, he charged directly with his entire army toward the white team’s center, intending to unhorse Guo Ying first.

Seeing Ling Feng’s charging momentum, the instructors observing from Moling Pass immediately understood his tactics. Prince Yan smiled slightly. Among the prince’s retinue, someone spoke the words Prince Yan had left unsaid: “Capture the thief by first capturing the king—the black team’s tactics aren’t bad either. However, this reckless style of fighting inevitably has the drawback of killing a thousand enemies while losing eight hundred of one’s own.”

Tactics Instructor Sima Xiu bowed and replied, “If the white team can withstand this round of attack and has strength left to counterattack, it might indeed cause such casualties.”

Instructor Sima was displeased to see either side disparaged.

Guo Ying did not personally lead the charge like Ling Feng, but steadily held the center, waving his commander’s flag to direct spearmen to intercept Ling Feng’s vanguard. Cavalry from the left and right flanks inserted from the sides, cutting his troops in two. Viewed from Moling Pass, the white team’s left and right wings were like a pair of giant hands slowly surrounding the black team’s rear guard, tightening the encirclement like a great serpent strangling its prey.

Ling Feng abandoned his rear guard and charged forward with a battle cry, swinging his blade down.

They all used unsharpened long swords and spears. Even so, two white team soldiers were struck down from their horses by Ling Feng’s overhead chop. The center guard protecting Guo Ying was slowly being torn open.

If Guo Ying’s left and right companies could finish strangling Ling Feng’s rear guard and attack Ling Feng’s back in time, attacking from front and rear, he would undoubtedly lose. But if Ling Feng could cut down Guo Ying and his commander’s flag before this happened, the white team would likely suffer a crushing defeat.

Now it only depended on who could be first.

The squad blocking Guo Ying’s front was finally struck down from their horses by Ling Feng and his deputy.

Guo Ying reached out and grasped his long saber.

But someone beside him charged out even faster—it was Guanxi and Meng Jianqing. Guanxi, tall and strong, struck first with his blade toward the approaching Ling Feng. The blade’s wind was fierce; though Ling Feng was brave, he dared not take it lightly and fought back with full strength.

As Meng Jianqing spurred his horse forward, he suddenly leaped from horseback. The deputy’s slash struck empty air as Meng Jianqing swept past the front of the deputy’s horse, backhanded his blade to strike one of the horse’s front legs. The horse stumbled forward, throwing the deputy down. As this happened, Meng Jianqing pressed his left hand against the horse’s belly, borrowed the force to leap up, flipped around, and struck again. The deputy was hit squarely in the waist by the blade coming down from above, cried out in pain, and could not get up for some time.

Meng Jianqing touched his left foot to the ground, bounded forward, and went straight for Ling Feng’s mount.

Prince Yan couldn’t help but sigh in admiration: “Shoot the man by first shooting his horse, capture the thief by first capturing the king. Instructor Sima, it seems your students have all learned very well!”

Instructor Sima showed satisfaction on his face and bowed in reply: “Your Highness honors us with such praise.”

Ling Feng was locked in fierce combat with Guanxi and had no guard against someone attacking his mount. Though he glimpsed this from the corner of his eye, he couldn’t spare his hands for the moment.

But Meng Jianqing’s blade was blocked.

Meng Jianchen thrust his spear diagonally to block Meng Jianqing, saying with a half-smile, “I guessed you would make a sneak attack.”

Meng Jianchen’s long spear shook out, its red tassel dancing wildly, cold air rushing forward. Meng Jianqing performed several backflips in succession before finally retreating from the space covered by the long spear. A squad of white team soldiers inserted from both sides to protect Guo Ying, engaged Meng Jianchen’s long spear, while Meng Jianqing leaped back onto his horse and swung his blade to intercept several black team soldiers charging in.

Guo Ying suddenly waved his commander’s flag, and the drummer behind him struck the great drum.

Viewed from Moling Pass, the white army’s left and right companies that had been pincer-attacking Ling Feng’s rear guard suddenly spread apart like two flower petals slowly opening, closing from top to bottom to completely envelop all the troops engaged in close combat.

Guo Ying drew his long saber. The moment for counterattack had arrived.

Just then, from behind a small hill, a troop in red armor suddenly charged out.

Both Guo Ying and Ling Feng were greatly surprised. Today’s Jiangwu Hall exercises were such a solemn affair, with strict security and all residents within several li temporarily relocated—how could such a troop suddenly appear?

As soon as this troop appeared, they charged at everyone regardless of whether they were black or white team. In the confusion, Guo Ying ordered his drummer to beat signals, having the left and right companies that had been surrounding the black team spread out to first block this troop of unknown origin. Ling Feng used his horn to rally his troops, just in time to engage the red team’s vanguard that had broken through the white team’s forces.

By now, everyone had discovered that this red team’s sabers and spears were also unsharpened.

Even the slowest person should understand that this was still an exercise—only the opponent had changed.

On Moling Pass, Jiangwu Hall’s instructors had originally thought this surprise attack was the Crown Prince’s arrangement, but seeing the Crown Prince’s bewildered expression, they understood it must be Prince Yan’s arrangement to test how well Jiangwu Hall students could adapt to unexpected situations. At this point, all the observers were satisfied to see that Guo Ying and Ling Feng’s two teams, faced with this encounter battle, quickly calmed down after initial confusion. Guo Ying gathered his troops to steadily defend the center while Ling Feng charged out from the flank to intercept the red team’s rear guard—exactly the tactics Guo Ying had just used.

Prince Yan raised his left hand. A retainer behind him blew a horn.

The red team began to retreat. The withdrawal gongs of Jiangwu Hall also rang out.

Prince Yan smiled and said to the Crown Prince, “Big brother, I’ve taken a liking to several people—may I ask you for them?”

The Crown Prince waved his hand: “Don’t ask me, just ask Cai Ben.”

Cai Ben bowed and replied, “To receive Your Highness’s approval is Jiangwu Hall’s honor. Except for students who have already received appointment orders from the Ministry of War, all others are available for Your Highness to choose.”

Prince Yan laughed heartily: “The first-term students of Jiangwu Hall won’t graduate until year’s end, yet the Ministry of War has already taken notice of people so early—they must be exactly the ones this prince has noticed too! Good, this prince won’t make things difficult for you—I’ll go argue with the Ministry of War myself. You just sent an instructor to accompany this prince to select people!”
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While speaking, Prince Yan began walking. The Crown Prince was also prepared to follow.

But a guard officer below the steps extended his hand to stop them, bowing slightly and saying softly, “Your Highness Crown Prince, Your Highness Prince Yan, please wait a moment.”

The officer extended his hand to block their path. The Crown Prince and Prince Yan raised their eyebrows in surprise and looked questioningly at Cai Ben. Cai Ben shook his head to indicate he didn’t recognize him. One of the Crown Prince’s retainers quickly came over to explain that this was one of the observing officers sent by the Ministry of War.

This middle-aged officer had delicate eyebrows and refined eyes, with an elegant bearing. In different clothes, one absolutely couldn’t tell his identity. As the Crown Prince’s retainer explained, he maintained his slightly bowed posture throughout, repeating, “Your Highness Crown Prince, Your Highness Prince Yan, please wait a moment.”

Below Moling Pass, Jiangwu Hall’s menial workers were moving injured students from the battlefield, and the observing instructors had successively descended from Moling Pass to make inquiries. Nothing appeared abnormal.

The Crown Prince and Prince Yan studied this officer, waiting for him to explain the reason for waiting.

A badge slid slightly out from the officer’s lowered sleeve. Though it was withdrawn in an instant, both the Crown Prince and Prince Yan were greatly shaken.

This officer was an Imperial Guard Qianhu.

In terms of official rank, this Qianhu was nothing before them, but the Imperial Guard…

Even the Crown Prince and Prince Yan had to regard the Imperial Guard, whom the Hongwu Emperor likened to vicious guard dogs protecting the family, with special attention.

The Qianhu remained slightly bowed, saying softly, “This humble officer Shen Guangli, following His Majesty’s imperial decree and under the command of Commander Lu Qianzhizi, escorts Your Highness, the Crown Prince, and Your Highness Prince Yan to inspect the exercises. It would be best if Your Highnesses did not descend from Moling Pass. If you wish to see anyone, this humble officer will summon them.”

The Crown Prince and Prince Yan looked at each other, then turned to survey the battlefield below Moling Pass.

There was nothing unusual—

But when Meng Jianqing turned around and saw two menial workers going to lift the fallen Gongsun Yi, he suddenly noticed something glinting in the sunlight on one worker’s hand. His mind stirred, and he shouted, “Wait!”

Of the two menial workers, one looked up at him blankly, while the other continued reaching toward Gongsun Yi.

As Meng Jianqing’s mind moved, his internal energy had already flowed to his blade. The long saber in his hand whistled out, breaking through the air as it spun rapidly toward that menial worker.

The worker’s right hand had just touched Gongsun Yi’s clothing when he was startled by the blade breaking through the air. He instinctively jumped to the side but was still struck in the right shoulder by the long saber. Fortunately, it was unsharpened, or this arm would likely have been severed.

Meng Jianqing’s expression couldn’t help but change. With the force of his strike, even a big man like Guanxi would probably be knocked to the ground if caught off guard, but this worker’s seemingly clumsy jump had dissipated most of the blade’s force. After just a stumble, he had steadied his footing.

As the worker retreated, Meng Jianqing rode his horse to Gongsun Yi’s side, studying his opponent.

The worker was now looking up at Meng Jianqing, mounted high on his horse, with the same blank expression as his companion.

If Meng Jianqing hadn’t been deeply aware of the force behind his blade, he probably never would have suspected anything wrong with this stupid-looking worker.

In Meng Jianqing’s mind, thoughts flew by rapidly. Should he watch this suspicious worker, or should he report to Guo Ying or some instructor? Perhaps while he was reporting, this worker would hide whatever suspicious items he carried without a trace—

But then, seeing those injured students being carried off the battlefield by workers with no guard whatsoever, Meng Jianqing’s heart jumped. A thought suddenly flashed into his mind, and he shouted, “The attending physician orders: do not move the injured! Instructor Sima orders: all menial workers and other unrelated personnel leave immediately!”

He used his full voice to shout this command. Jiangwu Hall students had developed a habit of obeying orders, and without time to think about who had issued this command, the uninjured ones instinctively moved to stop the workers from carrying people and drove those workers away from the battlefield.

Meng Jianqing kept his eyes fixed on that suspicious worker. The menial workers in Jiangwu Hall were all selected by the Ministry of War and sent in only after reliable people vouched for them, so he shouldn’t have been suspicious, but…

That worker had already mixed into the crowd.

Meng Jianqing flicked his left hand, and the thin rope silently swung out, the five-claw hook at its end grasping toward the worker’s suspicious right forearm. With a light “clang,” the iron hook seemed to strike iron, and in that instant of contact, it swung back.

Meng Jianqing hesitated no longer and shouted, “Stop that worker who has a blade on him!”

When Meng Jianqing was falsely transmitting orders, Meng Jianchen had already recognized his voice and was greatly surprised. He rode over to see what was happening. Seeing Meng Jianqing testing that worker and shouting this command, he immediately understood his meaning and thrust out his spear. But that worker had already darted into the crowd. All the workers wore identical clothing, and once that person mixed into the crowd, he couldn’t be identified for the moment. Using the crowd as cover, the man shouted, “There’s an assassin! Run!”

Those workers were startled and involuntarily began running about in confusion.

Meng Jianchen spat, “Damn it, he’s using this trick of muddying the waters!” While horizontally sweeping his long spear to knock away two workers who were running toward him.

In the chaos, someone suddenly screamed in agony.

Outside the battlefield, Archery Instructor Kong Xuan shot three arrows in rapid succession.

In an instant, over ten menial workers had been shot through their feet by Instructor Kong and pinned to the ground, clutching their feet and howling in pain.

The rest didn’t dare run anymore and froze in place.

Only then did Instructor Kong leisurely lower his bow and arrows.

Each worker was called forward for individual body searches. Meng Jianqing found the worker from before, but there was no weapon on his right forearm. That sharp dagger lay quietly on the ground—no one would admit to being its owner. Meng Jianqing’s face turned pale. He thought he had probably made a grave error. Falsely transmitting orders was a great taboo in the military, especially since he hadn’t been able to catch his opponent.

Moreover, the exercises explicitly prohibited carrying personal weapons, yet in his carelessness, he had failed to remove the rope and hook that he wore daily around his waist.

Fortunately, a dagger had been found, proving that someone on this battlefield had indeed carried a private weapon with intent to assassinate, preventing Meng Jianqing’s previous actions from appearing too outrageous.

The attending physician suddenly cried out, “What’s going on?”

Three injured students had been stabbed in vital points without anyone noticing. By the time their companions realized something was wrong, they could no longer be saved.

When this news was reported, the Crown Prince’s expression was very unpleasant. Three students had died in an exercise, right under his nose, with such bold and ruthless assassins…

Shen Guangli had somehow appeared beside the Crown Prince and Prince Yan, saying softly, “Your Highness Crown Prince, Your Highness Prince Yan, the assassins’ original target was probably Your Highnesses.”

In such circumstances, given the Crown Prince’s character of caring for his subordinates and his nominal role as Chief Instructor of Jiangwu Hall, and Prince Yan’s military knowledge, martial prowess, and desire to recruit talent, they would certainly personally comfort Jiangwu Hall students—the future officers of the Great Ming. Even menial workers would have opportunities to approach them.

Seeing that the Crown Prince and Prince Yan had been dissuaded and would not descend from Moling Pass, the assassins mixed among the workers could only settle for second best. In this important exercise setting, they killed a few students as a demonstration to dampen military morale.

Speaking of it, those students were scapegoats.

Understanding this, the Crown Prince’s expression became melancholy.

Those three students had all been sons of heaven upon whom the nation had placed high hopes…

Prince Yan said angrily, “Killing has reached Jiangwu Hall’s exercise grounds! Shen Guangli, what have you people been doing that the court supports?”

Shen Guangli’s face still showed no expression, slightly bowing his head in reply, “This humble officer will investigate the assassins’ origins and root out whoever is behind them.”

Prince Yan snorted, “This prince departs the capital in three days. I hope this prince can receive your news before departing.”
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Meng Jianqing had originally thought that without evidence, and with that suspicious menial worker having reliable guarantors, his guilt probably couldn’t be established. But the Imperial Guard’s case handling was completely different from what he had imagined. Regardless of whether there was evidence, as long as it was related to the case, everyone would first be arrested and questioned later. Thus, all the menial workers from Jiangwu Hall who had been present that day were taken away for interrogation. The Imperial Guard’s imperial prison had long enjoyed great fame. Halfway there, that suspicious menial worker finally couldn’t contain himself and fled—had he not escaped, once he entered the imperial prison, guilty or innocent, he would lose a layer of skin if not his life. His escape played right into Shen Guangli’s hands. That very night, the guarantor’s and the Ministry of War handler’s entire families and relatives were all arrested. Following the trail methodically, preferring wrongful punishment to letting anyone escape, within three days, Shen Guangli had indeed uncovered leads—that suspicious menial worker was connected to Zhang Shicheng’s former subordinates.

Once this case was opened up, how many more than dozens of people were implicated? All males sixteen and older in the guarantor’s and handler’s entire clans were executed, while the remaining population was sold into slavery. Two clerks and five secretaries from the Ministry of War, responsible for assigning menial workers to Jiangwu Hall, were sent to Fengyang for hard labor. All other menial workers at Jiangwu Hall were detained to investigate whether there were any remaining conspirators.

Thus, all manner of menial tasks fell to the first-term new students.

These young men could still manage chopping wood, lighting fires, sweeping courtyards, washing dishes, ringing bells, and even watering plants and trees. But as for cooking, this was truly beyond help.

The one reluctantly taking up the large ladle was Gongsun Yi, who had luckily escaped with his life from the exercise ground. Everyone said Gongsun Yi had great fortune and destiny, with extraordinarily good luck, so surely this head chef position would come naturally to him without learning. Thus, they joined hands to push him onto the cooking platform, and now he couldn’t get down even if he wanted to.

Gongsun Yi threw unevenly chopped old pumpkin into the oil pot and hurriedly jumped back, but the splashing oil still burned his hands, making him blow on them repeatedly while muttering complaints about the Imperial Guard’s vine-pulling investigative methods that caused them to suffer collateral damage as well.

Just as he was complaining, someone suddenly called from the kitchen doorway, “Gongsun Yi, Chief Instructor Cai is calling for you!”

Gongsun Yi was startled and hurriedly removed his greasy outer robe, not forgetting to wash his hands before rushing to the small hall where Chief Instructor Cai received students.

There were already about ten people in the small hall. Gongsun Yi recognized Meng Jianchen and Guanxi among them.

It probably wasn’t anything bad.

Gongsun Yi anxiously stood at the back of the line.

Cai Ben cleared his throat and announced the reason for summoning these students. It turned out Prince Yan had personally selected them to be directly transferred to serve in the Beiping military.

This was naturally a good thing. Even after graduating properly three years later, they might not have such an opportunity.

While excited, Gongsun Yi was also somewhat puzzled. How were the two most outstanding students, Ling Feng and Guo Ying, not selected, while he—a student with mediocre grades in all subjects who had nearly lost his life during the exercises—was chosen?

Quite a few students shared his confusion. Not daring to ask other instructors, they only dared quietly ask Instructor Kong, with whom they were most familiar. Instructor Kong smiled and said, “Ling Feng and Guo Ying were long ago noticed by General Lan Yu and are to be transferred to Yunnan. How could Prince Yan steal another’s good fortune? As for you, Gongsun Yi, His Highness said that having survived great calamity, you must have great fortune ahead. You’ll likely be a fortunate general. Since ancient times, fortunate generals, like famous generals, are a rare encounter!”

The group of new students burst into laughter, and Gongsun Yi also scratched his head and chuckled.

Well, though it was a bit of that, when good luck was going to fall on someone’s head, it was something that couldn’t be stopped.

Another person asked, “Why did Prince Yan select Meng Jianchen but not Meng Jianqing?”

Logically, during that day’s exercise, Meng Jianqing had merit for exposing the assassins and should have been more qualified for selection than Meng Jianchen.

Instructor Kong shrugged, “His Highness is magnanimous—how could he steal another’s good fortune?”

Everyone guessed that someone who had noticed Meng Jianqing was probably also some great general, so Prince Yan didn’t want to cause trouble.

But Meng Jianqing knew the truth in his heart.

Though he had never met him, he had already learned that the Shen Qianhu in charge of the assassin case was the same Shen Guangli who had come to Ninghai Guard last autumn to investigate Mr. Yan Er’s case.

Now he had heard many legends about Shen Guangli and knew of this Lord Shen’s mystery and terrifying nature.

Had Shen Guangli already become suspicious of him, thus preventing Prince Yan from selecting him?

At Jiangwu Hall, he had never let anyone see his true blade techniques—except for that aerial strike on the exercise ground.

He didn’t know whether Shen Guangli had seen it or become suspicious, but he preferred to plan for such a possibility.

Would the Imperial Guard’s vine-pulling investigations one day also fall upon his head?

He now stood on a sheet of thin ice that could crack at any moment. With no other way out, he could only grit his teeth and continue forward until the thin ice finally cracked, or until he finally stepped onto solid ground.
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Two years later.

On a winter night by Xuanwu Lake, the wind was cold as ice. In the dark, somber courtyard of Jiangwu Hall, all was as quiet as the silent lake.

Meng Jianqing suddenly sat up in his sleep, cold sweat streaming down his forehead.

He had dreamed again of Mr. Yan Er emerging from beneath the grass-covered ground, grinning at him with a smile that seemed to say: Young man, your secret will be known to others someday.

Outside the gauze curtain, his roommate Yan Fuping, who exceptionally was not snoring like thunder, immediately sat up upon hearing him turn over: “Brother Meng, you can’t sleep either, right? Sigh, thinking about our three years of hard study and how our future prospects will be revealed tomorrow, it’s no wonder we can’t sleep.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “Brother Yan has a deep fortune and need not worry about career prospects.”

Yan Fuping’s father-in-law was said to be a figure with extensive connections in the military.

Yan Fuping said gloomily, “That may be so, but who knows if there won’t be unexpected changes? You, Brother Meng, are the one who truly does not need to worry. In our Jiangwu Hall, which of the top three graduates from the past two years hasn’t received special favor from His Majesty and been entrusted with important tasks? I heard that Guo Ying, who has risen fastest, is now the Deputy Commander of the Guiyang Guard. In another two or three years, he might even earn a hereditary Qianhu position.”

Meng Jianqing was third in their class.

Yan Fuping then continued enthusiastically: “Brother Meng, where do you think you’ll be assigned? You’re from Zhejiang, so presumably you won’t be sent back to Zhejiang? I heard your brother Meng Jianchen is highly valued by Prince Yan—perhaps Prince Yan will also request you.”

Meng Jianqing chatted intermittently with Yan Fuping about this topic that concerned them all, until the horn for morning practice sounded.

After breakfast, there was half an hour of rest.

As a menial worker passed by Meng Jianqing carrying a tea tray, he said quietly, “Young Master Meng, Instructor Leng requests you to come to his room for a talk.”

Instructor Leng, who managed the armory, was a fellow who knew and loved weapons. Because they got along well, he had always shown special care for Meng Jianqing. Calling him now surely concerns his prospects. Meng Jianqing quietly slipped away from the noisy dining hall and headed toward the armory in the eastern quarters. Instructor Leng’s room was on the left side of the armory.

Instructor Leng wasn’t there. A hunched elderly menial worker was tidying the room. Hearing Meng Jianqing ask after Instructor Leng at the door, the worker turned around, grinned, and said, “Instructor Leng asks Young Master Meng to wait a moment.”

When the elderly worker turned around, Meng Jianqing’s expression suddenly changed dramatically. He instinctively stepped back and reached for his waist—but found nothing there. Since last year’s dining hall brawl that resulted in three deaths and seven injuries, Jiangwu Hall has prohibited students from carrying weapons anywhere outside the training grounds.

The elderly worker seemed completely oblivious to the ghostly expression on Meng Jianqing’s face and the killing intent that instantly surged up. He continued bowing and scraping, saying, “Please come in and sit, Young Master Meng.”

He slowly left, clutching his cleaning cloth.

Meng Jianqing stared at that hunched figure.

There had never been such a menial worker in Jiangwu Hall.

He turned to look at this familiar room. What exactly was waiting for him inside?

A voice he would never forget came from the inner room: “Meng Jianqing, come in.”

Meng Jianqing secretly gritted his teeth and stepped inside.

Two doors closed behind him.

Below the eastern window, sitting with his back to the light, was a rather scholarly-looking middle-aged man wearing the uniform of a Ministry of War Bureau of Operations clerk that could be seen everywhere in Jiangwu Hall today—these Jiangwu Hall students first had to be received by the Ministry of War’s Bureau of Operations and issued appointment documents before being dispatched to their official posts.

But Meng Jianqing knelt on one knee: “I pay respects to Commander Shen.”

The seemingly gentle, even somewhat languid, middle-aged man before him was the former Shen Qianhu from three years ago, now the Imperial Guard Commander Shen Guangli, feared by everyone in Yingtian Prefecture.

Shen Guangli smiled: “You have a good memory. You met me three years ago and can still recognize me. No wonder you were so startled by my old servant—presumably you never forget anyone’s face, especially faces like Mr. Yan Er’s.”

The face of that elderly worker, identical to Mr. Yan Er’s, suddenly appeared before Meng Jianqing again.

His complexion couldn’t help but pale slightly. Steadying himself, he replied, “Lord Shen’s perception is keen.”

Shen Guangli looked at him thoughtfully. Meng Jianqing’s words seemed like flattery, but upon reflection, they carried deep meaning.

After pondering a moment, Shen Guangli said instead, “Years ago, I examined Mr. Yan Er’s corpse. He had already suffered severe injuries over ten years prior, with several meridians damaged. That he lived until then was already remarkable; that final strike completely exhausted his vital energy. The strength he had left was only enough for that one blow. Moreover, the way several of those people died didn’t quite match Mr. Yan Er’s usual thunderous methods. Though the killer also used the Thirteen Cuts, he was far more cautious and meticulous than Mr. Yan Er.”

Meng Jianqing’s heart pounded.

Shen Guangli’s gaze fell upon him, heavy as a physical weight, making breathing difficult. His slow words struck directly into the depths of his heart, word by word: “I’ve always thought there must have been another person. But who could this other person be? Yan Wu and Yan Qi had already turned to ash by then, so it naturally wasn’t them. Mr. Yan Da? I know it wasn’t him either. Perhaps this other person was a disciple of the Yan brothers?”

Fine, cold sweat quietly seeped from Meng Jianqing’s back.

Shen Guangli continued: “What do you think?”

Meng Jianqing suddenly raised his head: “I don’t know why Lord Shen brings up this old case after three years. What is your purpose? This subordinate is young and ignorant—please enlighten me, my lord.”

He met Shen Guangli’s meaningful gaze without blinking.

Outside the window, shadows quietly moved to the treetops.

As if several hours had passed in a trance, Shen Guangli smiled slightly: “Young man, are you threatening me? The case from three years ago was handled by me. If errors were discovered now, wouldn’t I also be implicated? Is that it?”

Meng Jianqing lowered his head: “This subordinate wouldn’t dare.”

Shen Guangli said as if casually, “Young man, nothing can be hidden from the Imperial Guard or His Majesty. If someone keeps secrets, it’s only because someone chooses not to reveal those secrets. Would you rather be someone who lives in constant fear because of keeping secrets, or someone who makes others live in constant fear?”

Meng Jianqing was stunned and immediately understood Shen Guangli’s meaning.

To keep one secret, he had been forced to create one deadly secret after another, each sufficient to ruin his reputation and destroy any hope of advancement.

He had to choose: would he go to the Ministry of War carrying these heavy secrets, or would he go to the Imperial Guard, serve under Shen Guangli, place this heavy burden in Shen Guangli’s hands, and also entrust his fate to Shen Guangli.

Shen Guangli stood up: “I must first tell you, young man, I have been watching you for three years, and perhaps will watch you for another three years or even longer. If you cannot satisfy me, you will have nothing.”

Meng Jianqing felt a chill in his heart. He began to understand why he had frequently dreamed of Mr. Yan Er these past three years—because deep down, he had actually sensed the surveillance he was under, so he worried about his secrets being exposed and had such strange dreams.

He did not want to repeat these three years of bizarre nightmares.

He met Shen Guangli’s gaze: “Since Lord Shen favors me with such regard, this subordinate shall naturally serve unto death.”

Shen Guangli studied him for a long time, then smiled again: “Young man, you understand how to assess situations and make quick decisions. The Imperial Guard indeed needs people like you. Good, you may go. I will arrange your position.”

As Meng Jianqing was about to leave, he wanted to ask whether that elderly worker merely resembled Mr. Yan Er, or had some connection to him, or was simply Mr. Yan Da himself—though he thought it inconceivable that Mr. Yan Da, who had retired at the beginning of the struggle for supremacy, would stoop to being a servant. But when he met Shen Guangli’s light yet condescending gaze, he understood he no longer had the right to ask questions.

Because from this moment, he had truly become Shen Guangli’s subordinate.

After Meng Jianqing left, Instructor Leng emerged from the inner room, saying coldly, “Lord Shen, your reach extends too far—you’ve come to Jiangwu Hall to recruit people.”

Shen Guangli smiled slightly: “If I didn’t take Meng Jianqing under my wing, it would truly be a waste of good material. What other person could endure three years of pressure and wait for me to show my hand?”
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Meng Jianqing was assigned by the Bureau of Operations—or more precisely by Shen Guangli—to serve as a junior officer in the Yunnan military. Though Yunnan was a land of miasma and poison, the war between the Great Ming forces and the Mongol Prince Liang had not yet ended, making it exactly the place where hot-blooded young officers from Jiangwu Hall longed to achieve merit and establish careers. The outstanding first-term graduates like Guo Ying and Ling Feng were now both in Yunnan-Guizhou, so almost everyone envied Meng Jianqing’s assignment.

According to Jiangwu Hall tradition, before graduation, students were allowed to choose one weapon from the armory as a memento.

Meng Jianqing was the third to enter the armory.

The two before him had chosen a short sword and a long sword, respectively.

In this dark, cold armory, Meng Jianqing had spent countless nights.

His hand slowly passed over rows of long and short blades of various designs. The sabers used by Ming army soldiers had already been standardized to the simplest, most practical single-ring great saber. However, the armory preserved all manner of blade styles from throughout the history of war blades.

He could only choose one.

Outside the door came impatient urging voices.

Meng Jianqing finally chose an extremely light, thin short blade. Etched on the blade were two plum blossom seal characters: “Hundred Folds.” Whether this meant the blade had been folded and forged a hundred times, or symbolized never yielding despite a hundred setbacks, was unclear.

As soon as he walked out of the armory, someone burst into laughter: “How did Brother Meng choose such a delicate short blade? When facing Mongols in battle, such a blade probably couldn’t even block a single strike! Brother Meng wouldn’t be afraid of making Instructor Leng feel bad, so he didn’t dare choose a good blade, would he?”

Meng Jianqing smiled indifferently, neither confirming nor denying.

His opponents would not be Mongols on the battlefield.

Another classmate laughed: “Brother Meng’s blade would be quite good for shaving whiskers—haha!”

The laughter rose wave after wave.

Meng Jianqing hesitated. Should he continue to laugh it off, or should he respond in kind? Which approach would be wiser and more correct?

He turned his gaze to look at those classmates. All along, many of them believed that this illegitimate son of a minor Baihu from an impoverished place in eastern Zhejiang could squeeze into the dragon-and-tiger den of Jiangwu Hall and achieve third place only because he was cautious, good at maneuvering, and never disappointed or displeased superiors or instructors.

He had already lived like walking on thin ice for three years.

If he couldn’t make them understand what kind of person he was, in his future career he couldn’t expect respect and help from these classmates who were destined for success and prosperity.

Meng Jianqing drew the short blade and gently caressed the blade body, though over the past three years he had already fondled this blade countless times.

In his manner was a wildness and arrogance different from usual.

The classmates’ laughter gradually stopped, and they looked at him with some confusion.

Meng Jianqing was waiting for exactly this moment.

He raised his right hand, and the short blade spun horizontally through the air toward the courtyard. In the sunlight, it traced a blindingly bright arc. When the blade edge swept past an arm-thick osmanthus tree at the far end of the courtyard, it was blocked by the tree and no longer flew forward, but instead circled the trunk once before flying back.

Meng Jianqing reached out to catch the handle, sheathed the blade, and kicked up a small stone with his left foot, striking the osmanthus tree.

That arm-thick osmanthus tree, struck by this small stone, crashed down with a thunderous sound, breaking at the waist and revealing a circle of neat blade marks around the trunk.

The classmates gasped and looked at each other in astonishment.

Meng Jianqing smiled and said, “Any blade has its worthy aspects.”

He had placed his fate in Shen Guangli’s hands, allowing himself to be bound by an invisible chain. But from now on, he could practice and use his blade in daylight.

That nightmare would never return.

Epilogue: Secret War
03 – Chapter 1

Though it was already April, after a whole day of rain, there was still a chill in the air.

The sky had darkened, and the relay station in Zhenning Zhou of Anshun Prefecture was brightly lit. The three-courtyard compound was packed with people and horses. The worried-looking old station master was running around frantically, his brow furrowed even tighter; the officials who arrived later could only squeeze into the front hall to spend the night.

A station worker added several large chunks of charcoal to the fire pit, immediately making the flames burn more vigorously. The dozen or so pairs of soaked leather boots hanging on the iron railings beside the fire pit sizzled and hissed, creating a misty vapor that reeked terribly.

A military officer with a long scar on his left cheek complained bitterly in a Shandong accent about the wretched weather of this barbarous, miasma-ridden land. Beside him, a middle-aged Vice General who had come from the Yunnan front said this place was quite good – during this season in the Yunnan jungles, after a single rainfall, the rotting leaves, dead grass, and loose soil could bury a grown man in the blink of an eye. There were also thunder mosquitoes as large as fists that moved in great swarms – even if they attacked a bull, they could drain all its blood in mere moments.

The Vice General spoke with great animation, leaving the group of northern officers who had never been to Yunnan completely dumbfounded.

A thin station worker crouched by the stove brewing tea suddenly burst into quiet laughter.

Though the laughter wasn’t loud, it was particularly grating. The Vice General naturally knew what he was laughing about. With alcohol surging through him, face flushed red, he swayed as he stood up, glaring at the thin station worker and saying, “What are you laughing at! I’ve been fighting for my life on the front lines, while you little brat hides here eating safe meals, yet you still have the face to laugh!”

The station worker said unhurriedly, “I was just remembering what some officials who passed through here a few days ago said, and found it amusing. How would I dare mock you, sir! But when those officials mentioned Yunnan’s weather and climate, they praised it endlessly, saying it was such a treasured land that it’s no wonder the Mongol Prince Liang would rather die than give it up.”

His voice was clear and crisp – he was just a youth.

The Vice General was provoked by these lukewarm words and suddenly drew his waist saber, pointing it at the station worker and shouting, “You little brat, how dare you mock me!”

While cursing, he strode forward with large steps. Unexpectedly, a short blade thrust out diagonally. The Vice General couldn’t stop his momentum, and his knee hit the blade. His whole body immediately pitched forward, but the short blade gently supported and guided him, steadying him back on his feet.

Meng Jianqing, who had been leaning against the wall corner, sheathed his short blade and said coolly, “General, you’ve had too much to drink.”

The Vice General burped and stared in bewilderment at this unfamiliar young junior officer, who dared to intervene and discipline someone wearing a Vice General’s uniform?

He pointed his waist saber at Meng Jianqing: “You little brat, whose subordinate are you?”

Meng Jianqing stood at attention and replied, “Your subordinate serves under General Qi of the grain supply supervision in Marshal Mu’s rear army, ordered to return to the capital on official business.”

The Vice General laughed harshly: “Qi Tianci? When he sees me, Old Luo, he still has to respectfully call me ‘Uncle.’ You milk-toothed little brat dare to discipline Old Luo?”

Relying on his seniority and somewhat drunk, he shouted and swung his waist saber down. Meng Jianqing hadn’t expected him to draw his blade and attack someone in the relay station. Startled, he instinctively jumped to the side. The waist saber cut through empty air, and Vice General Luo angrily pursued him.

Meng Jianqing frowned.

Should he draw his blade? Was the other party using alcohol as an excuse to act crazy, or did he have some other motive?

After dodging three strikes, with the front hall packed with people, he had nowhere left to retreat.

The station worker who had been tending the fire suddenly swung the red-hot fire tongs toward Vice General Luo’s thigh. Vice General Luo cried out and retreated, but despite his quick retreat, a patch of his thigh was still burned. Seeing their commander suffering, his guards couldn’t help but rush to his aid, all drawing their sabers and surrounding them.

In this situation, Meng Jianqing could only draw his blade. He retreated with his back against the wall, parrying the chaotic strikes coming at him.

The station worker wielded the red-hot fire tongs, and for the moment, no one dared provoke him. He had the leisure to laugh while saying, “Oh my, daring to wreck the relay station – be careful or the Hongwu Emperor will have all you gentlemen officers skinned alive!”

Vice General Luo paid no attention, shouting, “This little brat committed insubordination. I, Old Luo, am maintaining military discipline. Everyone else, step aside!”

Meng Jianqing suddenly realized – Vice General Luo’s intentions were not what they appeared to be.

He had to end this quickly, not giving the other party a chance to gather more men.

While parrying a single saber with his blade, Meng Jianqing hooked his left foot up, kicking toward the saber-wielding soldier’s groin. The soldier screamed and collapsed, curling up in pain. As Meng Jianqing landed, he had already stepped diagonally to the left, his blade following his body’s turn, deflecting two waist sabers. While pivoting, his right foot flew up, kicking the left side of a soldier’s neck in mid-air. The soldier couldn’t even cry out before collapsing limply. Meng Jianqing smoothly crouched low as two waist sabers swept over his head. His right hand drew back the short blade, slashing across two sword-holding right wrists before rolling several feet away on the ground.

The waist sabers clattered to the floor. Two soldiers clutched their blood-dripping wrists and screamed in agony. Vice General Luo roared in fury and charged forward with his saber.

Meng Jianqing flashed to the side, avoiding the blade’s edge, watching Vice General Luo while gently rotating the short blade in his hand.

But someone outside the door shouted, “Old Luo Ji, stop this instant!”

Vice General Luo recognized who had arrived. After a moment’s hesitation, he reluctantly stopped his attack.

The crowd in the hall squeezed to one side with difficulty, letting the newcomer through.

The person who squeezed in was Colonel Mao Gui, whom Meng Jianqing had once seen in Marshal Mu’s tent. Mao Gui was accompanied by two personal guards and a young officer.

Vice General Luo sheathed his saber and pointed at Meng Jianqing, saying, “Colonel Mao, you saw clearly – this time it’s not me, Old Luo, having a drunken fit. This junior officer under Qi Tianci injured so many of my men. You handle this!”

Before Colonel Mao could speak, the young officer beside him said coldly, “Vice General Luo, you disrupted the relay station first, then let your subordinates gang up on him. When someone fights one against five, if he doesn’t fight back, wouldn’t that be letting himself be slaughtered? If the Imperial Military Academy’s elite students were such cowards, wouldn’t they lose all face for His Majesty?”

Only then did Vice General Luo realize what kind of person he had provoked. He was stunned, but still felt unconvinced: “So what if he’s from the Military Academy? He injured so many of my men—”

The young officer interrupted him: “The Military Academy only teaches methods for defeating enemies and achieving victory. He was already showing mercy!”

Colonel Mao coughed and said, “Old Luo Ji, stop arguing and take your men out.”

The front hall quieted down. Meng Jianqing sheathed his blade, first saluting Colonel Mao, then turning to the young officer and cupping his hands: “I am Meng Jianqing. Thank you, Senior Guo, for speaking up for justice.”

The young officer patted his shoulder and smiled: “So you still recognize me. I recognize you, too. During that exercise two years ago, weren’t you and Guanxi the ones who charged ahead of me to block Ling Feng? I heard long ago that you were also assigned to Yunnan, but there was never a chance to meet. What a coincidence this time.”

Guo Ying, born into a distinguished family, was accomplished in both civil and military arts, with a fine reputation from a young age. From the moment he entered the Military Academy, great hopes were placed on him. His father, Guo Huan, had been promoted to Vice Minister of Revenue two years ago. With the Minister being old and not handling affairs, national finances were entirely managed by Guo Huan, who was deeply trusted by the Hongwu Emperor. Yet he still sent his beloved son to the urgent battlefields of Yunnan. Though it was called training, it was real training with actual swords and spears. Therefore, the Military Academy instructors often used Guo Ying as an example to motivate their junior classmates. It was said that Guo Ying had a photographic memory for people and events. During the academy exercises, he only needed one inspection to remember the names and faces of all one hundred and forty-plus men assigned to his command. This ability made him very popular with the soldiers in Yunnan, giving him far greater prestige in the army than the hot-tempered Ling Feng.

Meng Jianqing hadn’t expected to encounter this legendary figure from the Military Academy at a relay station in this wilderness, and couldn’t help feeling a strange emotion.

He turned to ask, “How does Senior Guo come to be in this place?”

Guo Ying replied, “I’m accompanying General Mao back to the capital on official business. Are you alone? Come, squeeze into my room.” Seeing Meng Jianqing’s slight hesitation, Guo Ying smiled: “Come on, it’s not like I haven’t shared quarters with others before. Three years at the Military Academy – which night wasn’t spent like this?”

Further refusal would be impolite. Meng Jianqing also smiled, gathered his luggage, and left the front hall with Guo Ying.

Guo Ying asked about the cause of his conflict with Vice General Luo and was somewhat surprised: “You have official duties – why meddle in others’ affairs?”

This wasn’t something the Military Academy allowed students to do.

Meng Jianqing hesitated for a while before answering: “I have a sister who always likes to disguise herself as a boy and get into fights with people.”

Guo Ying immediately understood and burst into laughter: “So you had already seen that the station worker tending the fire was a girl! That’s Ma Yicheng’s granddaughter, named Ai Ai. Don’t think she would have suffered if you hadn’t intervened – last time I stayed at Zhenning Station, two of my guards shouldn’t have provoked her, and they nearly had their legs broken by her fire-blowing tube. I heard her parents both died, leaving only this daughter, so she’s always stayed with Ma Yicheng. Having seen many soldiers coming and going from north and south, she’s developed this fierce temperament. You’d better be careful – don’t think you can provoke her just because you helped her earlier.”

Meng Jianqing asked with amusement, “Why would I provoke her?”

Guo Ying smiled without answering.

Meng Jianqing soon learned the reason.

Guo Ying’s room had only one bed. Meng Jianqing had just set down his small bundle when the door was kicked open with a “bang.” Still wearing station worker clothes, Ma Ai Ai entered carrying a straw mat and a grass mat, threw them on the floor, and said, “Hey Guo, here’s what you wanted!”

She had washed the soot from her face. Though her complexion was somewhat dark, her pretty eyes and brows were like mountain flowers washed by rain, fresh and delicate, carrying a faint, subtle fragrance that seemed to drift toward them.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but be momentarily stunned. No wonder those soldiers traveling north and south wanted to provoke Ai Ai, and no wonder Ai Ai had to disguise herself as such a grimy-faced boy.

Guo Ying said with a smile, “Ai Ai, you haven’t thanked my junior classmate yet.”

Ai Ai glanced sideways at Meng Jianqing: “Oh? It’s not like I asked him to meddle. He should thank you first.”

After speaking, she twisted her waist and walked away directly.

Meng Jianqing’s heart suddenly stirred.

Ai Ai’s tone with Guo Ying seemed extremely familiar. Even if Guo Ying was a rather warm and easygoing person, Ai Ai looked like she was covered in thorns…

That night, Meng Jianqing slept on the grass mat. Guo Ying didn’t force him to share the bed. Between them, there was no host-guest relationship requiring such courtesy.

Guo Ying was quite talkative, asking about the various instructors and affairs at the Military Academy since he had left. They talked until midnight before going to sleep.

Having traveled all day, Meng Jianqing was quite tired.

In his drowsy state, Meng Jianqing suddenly jolted awake. As he opened his eyes, the short blade hidden under his grass pillow was already in his hand, and he leaped up.

Guo Ying had just put on his shoes and gotten out of bed. He looked at him in surprise: “You weren’t asleep? Why so tense, as if facing a great enemy?”

Meng Jianqing smiled self-mockingly and lay back down.

Guo Ying returned from relieving himself and also lay down peacefully. The room was once again completely quiet.
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The next day, when they rose, the rain was still falling without cease. Guo Ying frowned and said, “This damned place – not three days of clear weather, not three li of level ground!”

From a distance, suddenly came a muffled rumbling sound. Guo Ying and Meng Jianqing looked at each other, both feeling that something terrible had happened. This sound seemed like—

Indeed, the news that came confirmed it: a section of the cliff ahead had been softened by rainwater and collapsed in a landslide. The entire post road below the cliff was completely buried, making passage impossible for both men and horses. It was estimated that without one or two days, there was no way to clear that road.

Colonel Mao was extremely angry. Marshal Mu was still waiting for him to complete his military business in Guiyang and return immediately to report back – if he were delayed here for a day or two and missed his schedule, even if Marshal Mu didn’t have his head cut off, he would still receive eighty military lashes and be dismissed from office for investigation.

But the cliff was steep with no passable roads on all sides.

Both Guo Ying and Meng Jianqing were pressed for time. Meng Jianqing examined the stone cliff to the left front that had not yet collapsed, thinking aloud: “This section of cliff must be relatively solid. It should be possible to climb over it, shouldn’t it?”

Guo Ying shook his head: “Don’t take that risk. The rock quality here is different from elsewhere, mostly quite brittle. Besides, even if we could climb over, General Mao can’t get across, so it still wouldn’t work.”

Ai Ai stood behind them with her arms crossed, watching with a half-smile as they pondered desperately.

Guo Ying smiled and said, “Ai Ai, you’re smiling like that – you must have a good solution waiting for us to beg you for it?”

Ai Ai tossed her head and said, “I’m just a little girl who tends fires – what good solution could I have that would be worth your begging?”

Guo Ying walked over to discuss with her in a low voice. Ai Ai alternated between keeping a straight face and shaking her head in ignorance, then haggling and arguing endlessly with him. Meng Jianqing stood to the side watching them, a slight smile unconsciously appearing at the corner of his mouth.

He now understood why the thorny Ai Ai would be so familiar with Guo Ying.

After a long while, Guo Ying walked back and said, “Ai Ai knows a small path that can bypass this place. In this weather, it would take about two hours to walk before we could return to the post road. She’s agreed to guide us. Will you go?”

Meng Jianqing looked at the rain-misted mountains: “Good. The path that Miss Ai Ai shows you, Senior Guo, surely won’t be wrong. I’ll go!”

Guo Ying was momentarily stunned, then shook his head with a smile: “This isn’t the Military Academy – don’t joke carelessly about a young lady’s reputation.”

Ai Ai searched out all three sets of oiled cloth raincoats in the relay station. Ma Yicheng was extremely reluctant but could think of no alternative. Colonel Mao got one set, Ai Ai took one for herself, and for the remaining set, Meng Jianqing tactfully asked Guo Ying to wear it, while he only wrapped an oiled cloth around his shoulders. Together with Colonel Mao’s several personal guards, they followed behind and climbed up the mountain ridge opposite the relay station.

Ai Ai darted through the mountain forest like a young deer. Before long, Meng Jianqing, walking behind, could no longer see her figure. Rainwater continuously flowed down his face. Meng Jianqing wiped it away while stepping over yet another gully.

In the dense forest, Ai Ai’s scream suddenly rang out, immediately followed by Guo Ying shouting: “Ai Ai! Ai Ai!”

Meng Jianqing was startled, gathered his qi, and rushed forward.

Guo Ying was lying at the edge of a cliff, looking down, his face pale.

Meng Jianqing’s gaze fell on the small path above the cliff. In the grass along the path were traces where Ai Ai had slipped and slid. Below the cliff, clouds and mist spread thick, with no way to tell the depth.

Colonel Mao scratched his scalp in frustration: “What should we do? What should we do?”

Guo Ying immediately answered: “I’ll go down to find her.”

Fortunately, there were plenty of vines in the mountains. Guo Ying and Meng Jianqing quickly cut down a pile of long vines, connected them, and tied them securely to two large trees. Guo Ying grasped the long vine and slowly slid down the cliff. In just moments, the clouds and mist had swallowed his figure.

Colonel Mao’s four personal guards also caught up and gathered around Colonel Mao, quietly awaiting news. In the continuous drizzle, Meng Jianqing and those four guards were so soaked they could wring water from their clothes. The mountain forest was completely silent. In such weather, even the birds refused to come out.

After a long time, from deep in the cliff came a faint cry that was immediately swallowed up.

Meng Jianqing felt something was wrong. Had Guo Ying also encountered trouble? Should he turn back to Zhenning Station, or should he follow this barely discernible small path to rush toward the post road ahead, or—

But he suddenly gritted his teeth, threw off the oiled cloth wrapped around his shoulders, and walked to the cliff edge.

Guo Ying was down below the cliff. He absolutely could not stand by and watch.

He grasped the long vine and slowly slid down the cliff. What rose from the bottom of the cliff was nothing but heavy moisture, still heavy moisture.

Suddenly, his feet found space. What he had stepped on was a cave opening.

Meng Jianqing carefully slid down, trying to see clearly how large this cave opening was.

A wooden stick suddenly shot out from the cave, striking toward Meng Jianqing’s abdomen. With both hands gripping the long vine, he had no way to defend himself. The cave was also dark with no visible figures. By the time he heard the wind sound, it was too late to dodge, and his whole body was knocked flying. Fortunately, he still gripped the long vine tightly in his hands, swung in a large circle through the air, then swung back.

The wooden stick in the cave was poised and ready, aimed at the path of his return swing, striking out again at his waist.

Meng Jianqing contracted his body, brought his feet up to hook the long vine, and flipped upside down. His left hand still gripped the vine while his right hand had drawn his short blade.

The short blade swung out diagonally from bottom to top, deflecting the wooden stick, and Meng Jianqing swung away again.

Was Guo Ying’s disappearance due to an attack from within the cave?

No matter what, he couldn’t just flee back up the cliff – he had to investigate thoroughly.

After several rounds, Meng Jianqing could see clearly that the cave opening was large enough for him to squeeze through.

When he swung back to the cave opening once more, facing the wooden stick that was determined to knock him down to the bottom of the cliff, Meng Jianqing suddenly released the long vine. His body followed his blade’s movement, circling the wooden stick’s momentum, and he spun into the dark mountain cave.

The person in the cave, feeling the approaching blade qi, immediately abandoned the wooden stick and retreated into the deeper, darker recesses.

Meng Jianqing pursued relentlessly. He couldn’t give that person time to counterattack at leisure.

The mountain cave was unexpectedly neither narrow nor particularly long. After turning two bends, light could be seen filtering in.

A dark shadow quickly flashed out of the cave opening ahead.

Meng Jianqing rushed toward the cave opening.

But as he burst out of the cave opening, a rope net fell over his head. Caught off guard, Meng Jianqing tumbled onto the grass.

The rope net tightened, and a blade was placed at his neck.

In the white mist, Meng Jianqing took a moment before he could see clearly that the person holding the blade was Ai Ai!

Guo Ying stood to one side, looking at him with a complex expression.

After the initial shock, Meng Jianqing quickly steadied his mind and said, “Senior Guo, whatever the matter is, can’t we just have a good talk about it? Why must it be done this way?”

Guo Ying’s face carried a faint, bitter smile: “If you were in my position, you would also feel there was no other choice.”

He slowly walked over, gazed at Meng Jianqing for a long time, and said, “I’m very sorry. If you want to blame someone, blame Colonel Yang – why did he have to give that task to you?”

Meng Jianqing suddenly understood.

Colonel Yang, who supervised grain supplies, had given him an account book related to a major case of selling military grain illegally. His orders were to deliver it directly into the hands of Shen Guangli, Commander of the Imperial Guard.

Why would Guo Ying be involved? Guo Ying’s family was wealthy, and his future was limitless – he did not need to commit such crimes of embezzlement or even risk setting up a murder plot!

Meng Jianqing’s thoughts raced. Seeing Guo Ying reverse his blade handle to strike at his head, he realized the plan was to knock him unconscious, then untie the rope net and throw him off the cliff to create the illusion of an accidental fall. Meng Jianqing was trapped in the net, unable to wield his blade to resist, and Ai Ai’s blade was at his neck, ready to slice down at any moment.

As Guo Ying swung his blade, he couldn’t help but sigh inwardly. He didn’t want to do this, but he had no choice.

Before his sigh was finished, Guo Ying suddenly felt a chill in his lower abdomen, followed by intense stabbing pain.

Ai Ai screamed.

Guo Ying looked down in disbelief at the small knife embedded in his lower abdomen. The knife had penetrated extremely deep, leaving only the handle visible outside, its spinning momentum not yet stopped, still trembling slightly.

Ai Ai’s eyes left the blade she had placed at Meng Jianqing’s neck.

In just that moment, Meng Jianqing had rolled away. His right hand, trapped in the net, moved again, and a small knife shot out from his sleeve along the ground, piercing upward into Ai Ai’s heart.

Ai Ai’s body trembled, but she still struggled to reach out toward Guo Ying.

Guo Ying grasped her hand.

The net woven from old vines was very sturdy, but Meng Jianqing’s Bai Zhe Dao, brought from the Military Academy, was extremely sharp. In moments, he had calmly cut through the vine net and freed himself.

He threw the vine net down into the deep valley, leaned back against the cliff, and stood with blade horizontal, looking at the two of them with indescribable feelings.

Both of them, struck by his blades, had their internal organs shattered and no chance of survival.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but say, “Senior Guo, I’m very sorry. I had no choice.”

If he hadn’t killed them, he would have died himself.

The smile on Guo Ying’s face seemed both agonized and relieved as he murmured, “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help asking, “Why did you do this?”

Guo Ying didn’t answer, only looked toward Ai Ai: “Ai Ai, it’s I who have harmed you.”

Ai Ai’s eyes reddened, and she gripped his hand even tighter.

She wanted to say that she had never regretted it, never thought Guo Ying was harming her, but she no longer had the strength to speak.

She was originally a wild bramble growing in this deep mountain relay station, a delicate flower covered with thorns. What she saw daily were either rough soldiers like the barbarous mountains and wilderness, or arrogant generals and officers.

But Guo Ying was different from all of them. When he walked into the relay station, he was like sunlight penetrating heavy miasma – dazzling and brilliant, high above others. Yet when his two subordinates were injured by her, he apologized to her with great remorse. Ai Ai instinctively felt that Guo Ying wasn’t acting, and did not need to act for someone like her, a mere station master’s granddaughter.

Perhaps in that very moment, she had already given her heart completely and unreservedly. From then on, she saved even more thorns for all other people, smearing her pretty face with a layer of soot – until Guo Ying returned to the station on his journey back.

She also knew that someone of Guo Ying’s birth and family background would never allow her to enter their world. But she didn’t care about any of that. She only wanted to help Guo Ying with everything, to watch him remain forever so noble and brilliant.

Ai Ai’s gaze began to grow dim, but it never left Guo Ying’s face.

Guo Ying looked at her with countless emotions, as if he still had much to say. But in the end, he said nothing at all and suddenly mustered his last bit of strength, grasping Ai Ai’s hand as he leaped down into the deep valley.

Meng Jianqing watched their figures disappear into the valley’s mist. This wasn’t the ending he had wanted to see, but it was the only thing he could do. He could guess what kind of story existed between Guo Ying and Ai Ai. A girl secluded in deep mountains, suddenly encountering such an exceptionally outstanding young man who showed her special affection – how could she not throw her entire life into it like a moth to the flame? He only hoped that Guo Ying’s feelings for that thorny girl weren’t merely exploitation, or else he would feel that even though they were both dead, there would still be a thorn lodged in his heart, impossible to dislodge.

After a long silence, Meng Jianqing finally gathered his spirits and returned along the path to the cave opening.

He could only report to Colonel Mao that he couldn’t find any trace of Guo Ying and Ai Ai.

The long vine hung quietly at the cave opening.

When Meng Jianqing grasped the long vine, his heart suddenly turned cold.

He had never imagined that Guo Ying would set a trap to kill him. Last night, Guo Ying had wanted to make his move, but refrained only because he was too alert.

Although Colonel Mao hadn’t cut the long vine when he went down, was he truly trustworthy?

If Colonel Mao cut the vine while he was climbing up…

But if he didn’t rely on this vine, he might never be able to get up…

Meng Jianqing gripped the long vine, unable to decide for a moment.

Having waited long above the cliff with no signs of activity, they leaned over the cliff edge and shouted down.

Meng Jianqing’s gaze fell on a row of short pines growing diagonally in the rock crevices below the cave opening. Several thin branches had been broken off – he guessed this must have happened when Ai Ai slid down.

Taking such risks was all just to help Guo Ying eliminate him.

When Guo Ying had lain at the cliff edge shouting “Ai Ai,” that pale face and anxious expression weren’t pretense after all. Such risks were indeed matters of life and death. Had Guo Ying felt any regret in that moment?

While Meng Jianqing’s emotions were still unsettled, a thought suddenly occurred to him.

He firmly tied the lower end of the long vine to the two short pines.

Even if Colonel Mao cut the upper end of the long vine, this anchored vine would ensure he wouldn’t fall to the valley bottom.

Colonel Mao didn’t cut the long vine.

As soon as Meng Jianqing set foot on solid ground, he couldn’t help but let out a long breath.
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Having lost Ai Ai as their guide, Colonel Mao and Meng Jianqing could only return to Zhenning Station by the same route. Colonel Mao was naturally dejected and unhappy at losing his beloved general, while Ma Yicheng was even more stricken with grief and collapsed unconscious in his room. Vice General Luo, who had caused trouble yesterday, saw Meng Jianqing return safely while Guo Ying and Ai Ai were nowhere to be seen. His face shifted between pale and sallow, greatly uneasy. But having already tested Meng Jianqing yesterday and knowing he was no match, he restrained himself and dared not cause more trouble.

Meng Jianqing waited at Zhenning Station for a day and night before the post road was cleared. During this day and night, even in his sleep, he kept one eye open with his blade close at hand.

On the road ahead, there might be another Guo Ying or another Vice General Luo.

A month later, Meng Jianqing delivered that crucial account book into Shen Guangli’s hands. Shen Guangli granted him three months’ leave to return to the Ninghai Guard to visit his family. When Meng Jianqing returned to report back from leave, he encountered the outbreak of the Guo Huan case.

Vice Minister of Revenue Guo Huan, in collusion with officials from various provinces and local magnates, had conspired with military commanders to privately sell official grain and even military rations. Seven million shi of grain were traced and recovered. The Hongwu Emperor was furious and issued an edict for a thorough investigation. The confessions implicated many, with tens of thousands dying. Among households of the middle class and above, three or four out of ten were bankrupt.

“One general’s success is built on ten thousand bleached bones.” Meng Jianqing finally understood that this saying didn’t apply only to battlefields.

He also finally understood that bitter smile on Guo Ying’s face before death – both agonized and relieved.

No matter what ambitions Guo Ying might once have had, faced with such a father, he had no choice but to do everything in his power to prevent the matter from being exposed.

Otherwise, when the nest is overturned, how can any eggs remain intact?

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help thinking of himself, of that unknown fierce battle on the Ninghai Guard post road, and his nightmares these past few years – ah, no, that battle wasn’t unknown to everyone.

Because of his father’s situation, and because of his teacher’s background, he would never be able to escape Shen Guangli’s controlling dominance.

Meng Jianqing gripped his blade handle tightly.

Shen Guangli only looked at him coolly and said, “Having handled this case, you can no longer remain in the army.”

Meng Jianqing remained silent.

Although the Guo Huan case first broke in Beiping, quite a few people knew what Meng Jianqing had done.

The ones who first exposed the military grain theft case in Beiping were Meng Jianchen, Gongsun Yi, and that group of young officers assigned there from the Military Academy. They refused bribes, exposed the dark dealings, and brought down a large group of corrupt and incompetent old generals. This greatly enhanced the Military Academy’s reputation for loyal service to the country. Whether it was the Hongwu Emperor, the Crown Prince, Prince Yan, or ordinary soldiers, all were pleased to see this and gave great praise.

However, the dark dealings Meng Jianqing had exposed in Yunnan implicated people from both the new and old systems. Guo Ying, whom the Military Academy held up as a model, had died at his hands and was additionally disgraced. When the Crown Prince and Chief Instructor Cai learned this news, their faces turned green.

He had offended too many people.

After pondering for a while, Shen Guangli said again, “You should formally take a position in the Imperial Guard.”

Meng Jianqing cupped his hands and accepted the order.

Shen Guangli’s gaze had already turned to the moth futilely struggling against the window paper, saying as if to himself, “The enemies of the Great Ming are in the open, but even more so in the shadows.”

Meng Jianqing’s heart stirred slightly. This statement from Shen Guangli seemed to be telling him that whether he was in the army or in the Imperial Guard, he had never violated the Military Academy’s motto: loyal service to the country.

However, one general’s success is built on ten thousand bleached bones.

Prequel: Pursuit
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Meng Jianqing silently passed through the courtyard carpeted with yellow leaves. The late autumn night wind carried a piercing chill, and from far away in the night breeze came the distant sound of the night watchman’s wooden clappers.

In the pond, withered lotus leaves swayed forlornly in the wind.

Meng Jianqing took a deep breath and stepped onto the winding bamboo bridge that spanned the lotus pond.

Shen Guangli was waiting for him at the end of the bamboo bridge in the Lotus Fragrance Pavilion.

Meng Jianqing had never understood why Shen Guangli – this Imperial Guard Commander whose power reached the heavens – would choose to live in such a secluded place that bordered on desolation.

Just as he also didn’t understand why the Hongwu Emperor, who had always avoided words like “light” and “bald,” would tolerate Shen Guangli’s frequent appearances before the throne.

The awe and reverence that all ranks within the Imperial Guard felt toward Shen Guangli was not merely due to his position, but also because of his mysterious and unfathomable nature, as if he were always shrouded in clouds and mist.

The lamplight flickered, and Shen Guangli leaned back in his chair, his face appearing and disappearing in the light, elusive and unpredictable.

Meng Jianqing knelt on one knee in salute.

Shen Guangli raised his hand to indicate he should sit, studied him for a moment, then said: “You’ve been under my command for almost three years now, haven’t you?”

Meng Jianqing cupped his hands in response: “Yes.”

Shen Guangli was lost in thought for a while, then continued: “You’re now a Captain – that’s quite a rapid advancement. In these three years, it seems you haven’t made a single mistake, have you?”

Meng Jianqing quickly considered this in his mind before answering cautiously: “This subordinate dares not claim to have never made mistakes. I have simply never delayed official business.”

Shen Guangli smiled slightly and picked up a thin sheet of paper from the table. Meng Jianqing hurriedly stepped forward and received it with both hands.

On the paper was a portrait of a young man, so young he could almost be called just a youth. Between his brows was a flying heroic spirit that, once seen, would be very difficult to forget.

Shen Guangli spoke slowly: “This person is named Jiang Wuji. I’m giving you three months to bring him to see me – remember, I want a living Jiang Wuji. If he dies, whether you killed him or someone else did, you can prepare to accompany him in death.”

Meng Jianqing felt a chill of alarm in his heart. Shen Guangli was not unaware that his blade techniques had always focused on killing enemies.

But he did not question this, carefully tucking the portrait into his robes. After thinking for a moment, he said: “This subordinate boldly asks – for this operation, what personnel may I deploy?”

Shen Guangli tossed him a golden medallion: “Within the Imperial Guard, anyone below the rank of Chiliarch can be deployed at will with this medallion!”

Meng Jianqing grasped the heavy golden medallion, deeply understanding that this operation was of great importance. After taking his leave, he looked up at the night sky and let out a long sigh, hoping the cold night wind could calm his burning heart.

Behind the window, Shen Guangli observed him from afar.

An old servant who bore a striking resemblance to Master Yan Er poured Shen Guangli a cup of hot tea, then stepped back and stood to one side, asking inquiringly: “Commander Shen, why didn’t you tell Meng Jianqing who Jiang Wuji is?”

Shen Guangli replied indifferently: “He will naturally investigate and find out clearly. If he doesn’t even know how to investigate Jiang Wuji’s background and origins, then he needn’t bother with this case.”

After a pause, he added: “Old Yan, you’re still concerned about him, aren’t you?”

The old servant lowered his head: “No matter what, he is still the disciple of my second, fifth, and seventh brothers, and perhaps the sole inheritor of our Yan Family’s Thirteen Slashes.”

That kind of blade technique was not something everyone could master.

Shen Guangli glanced at him: “Then, how about you take action this time? That way, we can avoid him accidentally slashing Jiang Wuji to death, forcing me to kill him to answer to Xiaoxi Tian.”

The old servant hesitated before answering: “If Meng Jianqing doesn’t even have this much ability, then he’s not worthy of being chosen by our Yan Family as an inheritor.”

Shen Guangli smiled and leaned back in his chair: “Exactly. Then we’ll wait here for his news. Let’s hope that this time, he won’t disappoint us all.”

As Shen Guangli had predicted, Meng Jianqing quickly learned of Jiang Wuji’s background and origins from Centurion Qin Youming, who managed the Imperial Guard archives.

Jiang Wuji was from Xiaoxi Tian in the Qinling Mountains.

Xiaoxi Tian had originally been a branch of the Ming Sect, but had established its separate sect very early on. After the Hongwu Emperor founded the nation, considering that the northwestern people were tough and various tribes lived intermixed there, making them difficult to control through gentle means, he often relied heavily on Xiaoxi Tian. The current leader of Xiaoxi Tian was a woman whom the entire northwest region called “Xi Wang Mu” (Queen Mother of the West). Jiang Wuji was the final disciple of Xi Wang Mu’s martial brother Ouyang Buxiu, and was said to also have blood relations with Xi Wang Mu. Three months ago, for unknown reasons, Jiang Wuji had been expelled from the sect by Ouyang Buxiu and was now wandering outside. Various factions who knew this news inevitably had their thoughts stirring.

Meng Jianqing roughly guessed the purpose of his mission. Politely relying on Xiaoxi Tian to pacify the northwest was ultimately not as convenient and flexible as commanding it from a position of superiority to govern the northwest. And Jiang Wuji, who had grown up in Xiaoxi Tian from childhood, would be the most powerful weapon to use against it.

Centurion Qin described the various circumstances of Xiaoxi Tian in great detail. By the time he finished speaking, the eastern sky had turned white. Centurion Qin exhaled a long breath and only then had time to pick up his long-cold tea to moisten his throat.

Meng Jianqing silently memorized this information, then suddenly remembered something and asked: “If there’s a Xi Wang Mu, there must be a Dong Wang Gong (Duke of the East). Why didn’t Centurion Qin mention who Dong Wang Gong is?”

Centurion Qin was taken aback and hesitated, not knowing whether he should answer this question. But when Meng Jianqing saw his expression, he already knew there must be a reason behind it, and without a word, he took out the golden medallion.

Centurion Qin was startled and set down his tea bowl, understanding that the young Captain before him was no longer the respectful Meng Jianqing who had politely requested information from his memory. He immediately straightened his expression and said, “Since it has come to this, this official should naturally speak without reservation. Has Captain Meng ever heard this saying: ‘Suddenly I heard there are immortal mountains on the sea, the mountains exist in the ethereal void’?”

Meng Jianqing was shocked: “Dong Wang Gong is actually from the immortal mountains on the sea?”

Immortal mountains on the sea… A hundred years ago, when the Central Plains fell, a group of survivors took refuge on the sea, passing down their mission from generation to generation to restore Chinese civilization as their lifelong duty. When the Hongwu Emperor conquered the realm, he received much assistance from them. It was said that during the great battle at Poyang Lake, the arrow that struck Chen Youding and turned the tide in one stroke came from their hands. After the realm was settled, most of those people had dispersed back to the sea, though some descendants remained to serve the new dynasty. The current Vice Commander-in-Chief of the Front Army, Zhang Dasheng, was one of them.

Centurion Qin said: “Jiang Wuji is said to also have extremely close blood relations with Dong Wang Gong. He is one of the very few people who can freely enter and leave the immortal mountains on the sea.”

No wonder Shen Guangli had warned him that he must bring back a living Jiang Wuji.

The immortal mountains on the sea, free from worldly constraints, had probably always been a troubling concern for the Hongwu Emperor. To find an opportunity to bring them under control would naturally be ideal.

What Shen Guangli had entrusted to him this time was indeed a mission of utmost importance.

Meng Jianqing pondered for a long time, then put away the golden medallion and looked at Centurion Qin with a smile: “Would Centurion Qin be interested in handling this case together with me?”

Centurion Qin, whose mind contained all the Imperial Guard’s archival materials, would be his best assistant.

Centurion Qin was startled and said, “If Captain Meng commands it, how dare this humble official not comply?”

Meng Jianqing shook his head: “I’m not using Commander Shen’s golden medallion to order Centurion Qin to accompany me on this case, but rather asking Centurion Qin to help me with this favor. Besides, does Centurion Qin want to spend his entire life sitting in this storage room, aging into a white-haired centurion?”

Centurion Qin’s heart stirred, but then he hesitated: “I’m already quite old, I’m afraid I don’t have the strength to follow you young people in fighting and killing—”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Would Centurion Qin need to personally fight and risk his life? Well?”

Centurion Qin hesitated for a long time, but finally made up his mind: “Very well, I’ll follow you on this journey!”

In his memory, Meng Jianqing had never botched a case. Following Meng Jianqing to handle affairs should not present any problems.

Such an important mission would certainly allow his aging self to grasp this last opportunity.

That very night, Shen Guangli received a report. Looking at the roster of personnel that Meng Jianqing had assembled, Shen Guangli smiled slightly and said to the old servant beside him: “If I were to choose, I would probably select these same people. It appears Meng Jianqing can now handle things independently.”

The old servant cautiously said: “Aren’t you afraid he’s advancing too quickly, getting too close to you, my lord?”

Shen Guangli replied indifferently: “No matter how high a hunting falcon flies, it’s still just a hunting falcon.”
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After Centurion Li, who was skilled in various medicines and poisons, had checked the tea and food one by one, Meng Jianqing’s group finally sat down to eat.

The two Captains sitting across from him said mockingly, “Captain Meng is truly a careful man. No wonder Commander Shen values you so highly!”

Meng Jianqing replied nonchalantly: “I dare not claim such praise.”

Centurion Qin didn’t understand why Meng Jianqing had requisitioned these two Captains, who were unwilling to follow his orders, along with their ten subordinate guards. Seeing that Meng Jianqing didn’t take offense, he naturally couldn’t say anything, but muttered to himself whether these two would refuse to obey orders and disrupt the overall situation when trouble arose.

This roadside inn had cramped quarters. When Meng Jianqing’s Imperial Guards arrived, the other diners quickly settled their bills and made way. The innkeeper looked nervous and personally came out to attend to them, deeply afraid of making any mistakes.

Meng Jianqing studied the boundary marker beside the official road outside the inn. Going further ahead would be the Luzhou territory. The intelligence reports he had received said that since Jiang Wuji had descended from the Qinling Mountains, he had appeared three times, each time closer to Yingtian Prefecture. His last appearance was at Qianshan, northwest of Luzhou. From Qianshan to Yingtian, Luzhou was a necessary passage.

Why was Jiang Wuji heading toward Yingtian Prefecture? He shouldn’t be unaware of the delicate relationship between Xiaoxi Tian and the imperial court.

A single rider came racing down the official road. Meng Jianqing whistled once, and when the rider saw clearly who was sitting in the small inn, he quickly reined in his horse, rolled down from the saddle, knelt on one knee before Meng Jianqing, and said breathlessly: “Reporting to Captain Meng, the person you’re looking for didn’t enter Luzhou city. He took a detour toward Zhaoming Temple!”

Meng Jianqing ordered him to lead the way, and they immediately assembled and set out.

Zhaoming Temple was twenty li southwest of Luzhou, originally built by Emperor Wu of the Southern Liang Dynasty to commemorate Crown Prince Zhaoming. Among the so-called “four hundred and eighty temples of the Southern Dynasties,” there were several Zhaoming Temples alone.

The autumn colors were late, and yellow leaves flew chaotically on both sides of the official road. In the distance, they could see the shimmering waves on White Lake, dazzling to the eyes.

Meng Jianqing suddenly reined in his horse.

The guide running in front couldn’t stop his horse in time and was caught squarely by trip ropes that sprang up from the dust. Fortunately, his reflexes were quick enough – he jumped down from his saddle in time and rolled into the grass by the roadside.

There was more than one trip rope. The dozen or so riders following behind Meng Jianqing were all tripped up and tumbled awkwardly from their saddles.

Immediately, volleys of arrows shot out from the dense forest. In the blink of an eye, four guards had been struck by arrows and fallen.

The two Captains shouted orders for their men to draw swords and shields, forming a circle on the spot to block the rain of arrows.

Meng Jianqing let them pin down the ambushers in the dense forest while he, Centurion Qin, and Centurion Li each led their subordinate guards, following the guide as they continued racing toward Zhaoming Temple.

The two Captains cursed angrily, but with the arrows continuing to fall, their men dared not stop.

When they rounded a pine grove, they encountered the second wave of attackers. Meng Jianqing left eight guards to cover the rear.

Zhaoming Temple was now in sight.

But in the middle of the official road stood a black monk like an iron tower, leaning on a staff as thick as a wrist. The prayer beads on his chest, upon closer inspection, were actually carved from human bone.

On both sides of the official road were rice paddies with mud up to the ankles.

Meng Jianqing’s group reined in their horses.

Centurion Qin had been racing all the way and was so exhausted he could barely catch his breath. He reached Meng Jianqing’s side and said between gasps: “This monk’s surname is Lu. People call him Lu Jingang (Lu the Vajra). He’s also a disciple of Ouyang Buxiu.”

Meng Jianqing was slightly surprised: “Is this the Southern King Lu Jingang from Dongting Lake?”

Centurion Qin sighed: “Exactly so!”

On Dongting Lake, there were two great leaders – Southern King Lu Jingang and Northern King Tie Luohan (Iron Arhat), both disciples of Ouyang Buxiu and once subordinates of Chen Youding. After Chen Youding’s defeat, these two had retreated to Dongting Lake. Although they submitted nominally, they had always refused to come ashore and surrender. Since these two usually only engaged in robbing passing merchants and had no other rebellious activities, and with many border troubles, the court had turned a blind eye to them, leaving them to be dealt with later.

If Lu Jingang were here, then where was Tie Luohan? Were the two of them worried that Jiang Wuji might defect after entering Yingtian Prefecture, so they had come to intercept him?

Meng Jianqing turned to look at Centurion Li: “Centurion Li, this battle is yours.”

Lu Jingang had always been famous for his iron body conditioning. Meng Jianqing estimated that if his men fought this brute monk head-on, it would be very difficult to deal with him in a short time.

Centurion Li silently put on his deerskin gloves. His four subordinate guards simultaneously nocked arrows to their bows.

Meng Jianqing and the others all retreated several zhang.

At Centurion Li’s command, the four guards released their arrows simultaneously.

Lu Jingang stood contemptuously facing the arrows, too lazy even to swing his staff to block them. The iron arrowheads struck his body with ringing sounds.

Centurion Li gave another command, and his four guards’ four longbows were doubled into two, using their feet to draw the bows and shooting three arrows at once.

The sharp whistling sound of arrows cutting through the air made Lu Jingang’s expression slightly more serious. Not daring to be careless anymore, he swung his staff to deflect the arrows.

Mixed among the arrows was a cluster of mother-and-child iron thorns. When struck by the staff, they split into nine pieces, spinning chaotically as they hit Lu Jingang. The iron spikes on the rings were dark azure-black – if not for Lu Jingang’s thick skin, even the slightest scratch from these spikes would seal his throat with blood.

The powerful arrows were manageable, but these poisoned, hidden weapons mixed among the arrows were truly treacherous. Lu Jingang cursed angrily: “You cowards only dare to hide behind and shoot arrows! You might as well go back to your mother’s arms!”

Centurion Li suddenly retreated rapidly.

The flying locust stone he threw didn’t hit Lu Jingang, but another flying locust stone. When the two stones collided, one immediately exploded, emitting a brilliant flash of fire and thick smoke mixed with a pungent, spicy smell that instantly filled the entire road.

Violent coughing sounds came from Lu Jingang in the smoke. Two close guards also began coughing.

Centurion Li’s hands didn’t stop – he threw two more medicinal stones. This time, what exploded was a thick fragrance.

Meng Jianqing and his men had wisely taken out face masks to cover their mouths and noses.

Meng Jianqing shouted: “Move out!”

He and Centurion Qin charged forward first. As they approached the thick smoke, Meng Jianqing suddenly pulled Centurion Qin, leaping up as his left hand whipped out a long rope that wrapped around an old pagoda tree at the other end of the road, carrying Centurion Qin as they flew across. Lu Jingang’s staff came down in a furious blow, crushing the bones of two horses that screamed piteously as they fell into the rice paddies.

Meng Jianqing paid no attention to how Centurion Li and the others would deal with Lu Jingang, who had inhaled the intoxicating fragrance but hadn’t yet collapsed and was in a wild rage. He just dragged Centurion Qin as they raced toward the nearby Zhaoming Temple.

Centurion Qin felt like his old bones were about to break apart.

Meng Jianqing suddenly stopped, almost throwing Centurion Qin into the roadside ditch.

Less than a li ahead stood the high wall of Zhaoming Temple’s rear courtyard. Grass and trees grew wild, and water gurgled. In the grass lay a dozen or so corpses. In front of a broken stele, there were two people on each side. On the right side were two men – one was a bearded giant carrying an iron staff, whom Centurion Qin whispered was Tie Luohan, and the other was a thin, tall man who was Tie Luohan’s most capable assistant, He Qi. On the left side, the two men wielding wolf-tooth clubs were twin brothers. Centurion Qin said these two were originally notorious bandits from the Shanxi road who called themselves Jiao Da and Jiao Er – probably not their real names, but since everyone called them that, no one bothered to investigate their true names.

Meng Jianqing finally saw the Jiang Wuji he had been thinking about day and night for the past two months, even in his dreams.

Jiang Wuji stood among these four men who were eyeing him like tigers, leaning against the stele with a pair of silver hooks in his hands. His body was covered with bloodstains – he was seriously injured.

He was slightly thinner than in the portrait, though this was understandable. His eyes were bloodshot, suggesting he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since leaving the Qinling Mountains.

When Meng Jianqing and his companion appeared, all five men turned their gazes toward them.

Meng Jianqing ignored the others and first cupped his hands toward Jiang Wuji, saying: “Brother Jiang, I am Meng Jianqing. On the orders of Imperial Guard Commander Shen Guangli, I invite Brother Jiang to the capital for a meeting.”

Tie Luohan’s expression immediately changed dramatically: “Little junior brother, did you arrange to meet with them?”

Jiao Da laughed strangely: “Tie Luohan, who is your little junior brother? Your old master threw away such a good disciple and still wants to control others from taking him? Brother Jiang, the Imperial Guard, is a tiger’s den – not a place you should go. My master has long heard of Brother Jiang’s talent and youth, and would like to invite Brother Jiang to visit him. What does Brother Jiang think?”

Though his appearance was vulgar, his speech was quite cultured. Meng Jianqing was secretly surprised, wondering what kind of person these two bandits’ master could be.

Tie Luohan shouted, “Stop talking nonsense! Little junior brother, don’t talk to these scoundrels. Let’s go to Dongting Lake first and stay for a few days. After some time, when the master’s anger subsides, he’ll naturally change his mind. Brother Lu and I will plead with him – master and master’s wife love you so much, they definitely won’t let you wander outside like this. Come—”

He reached out to pull Jiang Wuji, but Jiang Wuji blocked him with his hook and said coldly, “I dare not presume so highly. Please let me pass!”

Tie Luohan was stunned, his face unable to save face.

Meng Jianqing said from the side: “Where is Brother Jiang planning to go? If there’s anywhere I can help, I will certainly do my best.”

Tie Luohan immediately called out: “Little junior brother, don’t forget master’s instructions not to associate with these people!”

Meng Jianqing was secretly amused. Didn’t he know that at this moment, whatever he said, Jiang Wuji would do the opposite?

Sure enough, Jiang Wuji turned to Meng Jianqing and said: “Very well, I want to go to Zhaoxin Nunnery.”

Centurion Qin whispered: “Zhaoxin Nunnery is exactly three li due east of Zhaoming Temple.”

Meng Jianqing studied Jiang Wuji and said, “Brother Jiang seems to be injured already? If Brother Jiang doesn’t object, I’m willing to make the trip for you.”

Jiang Wuji’s expression changed dramatically, but Meng Jianqing had already turned and run toward Zhaoxin Nunnery.

Jiang Wuji said urgently, “Senior Brother Tie, will you let me go or not?”

This call of “Senior Brother” immediately made Tie Luohan beam with joy: “Alright, wherever you want to go, I’ll escort you there!”

Seeing the wind changing direction, Jiao Da and Jiao Er immediately cupped their hands and smiled: “Brother Jiang, please go ahead, please!”

Meng Jianqing turned back and smiled at Jiang Wuji.

Even in his anger and urgency, Jiang Wuji still sensed the deep meaning in Meng Jianqing’s smile. It took him a while to understand—

If not for Meng Jianqing’s move forcing them to break the deadlock, even if he had stood there until tomorrow, he couldn’t have passed through the two barriers of Tie Luohan and the Jiao brothers to reach Zhaoxin Nunnery.
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Zhaoxin Nunnery was hidden deep in a bamboo grove, with a bend of flowing water and a delicate, small bridge.

Meng Jianqing was the first to reach the small bridge, but he deliberately slowed his pace, letting Jiang Wuji rush ahead.

Their entire group followed Jiang Wuji as he burst into Zhaoxin Nunnery.

An old nun in the nunnery hurriedly pulled two young nuns into the main hall and shut the doors tightly.

When Jiang Wuji’s kick failed to break open the hall doors, Tie Luohan and the Jiao brothers immediately took action for him. With blades and staffs striking together, several large holes were immediately smashed in the doors, which looked ready to shatter completely.

A young woman’s voice from within the hall said angrily: “Wuji, what are you making such a scene for?”

Joy immediately spread across Jiang Wuji’s face as he called out loudly: “Mu Chen, come out!”

Meng Jianqing now understood why Jiang Wuji had been expelled from his sect – it must be because of this woman named “Mu Chen” in the nunnery.

Tie Luohan also understood, and his iron staff involuntarily slowed down. He asked Jiang Wuji uncertainly: “Little junior brother, is this ‘Mu Chen’ the little ‘Mu Chen’ from eldest senior brother’s household?”

Jiang Wuji looked at him strangely: “Could there be a second ‘Mu Chen’?”

Tie Luohan’s face fell.

This was troublesome indeed – so little junior brother had been expelled because of this…

Meng Jianqing had somehow quietly moved to his side and asked in a low voice: “Senior Tie, may I ask what kind of person this ‘Mu Chen’ is?”

Tie Luohan answered with annoyance: “She’s my eldest senior brother’s adopted daughter.”

By rank, she would be Jiang Wuji’s martial niece. No wonder Jiang Wuji had been expelled.

The hall doors collapsed with a thunderous crash, and through the smoke and dust, a woman in a light blue dress floated out.

Contrary to Meng Jianqing’s expectations, this Miss Mu Chen wasn’t particularly beautiful – he had thought that for a young man like Jiang Wuji to love someone so recklessly, it must be an exceptionally rare beauty. But although Mu Chen had a slender figure and delicate features, she was merely of above-average looks. Moreover, she appeared to be several years older than Jiang Wuji.

Jiang Wuji stepped forward wanting to grasp Mu Chen’s hand, but she glared at him, so he smiled and withdrew his hand, standing beside her.

Tie Luohan awkwardly scratched his scalp and coughed dryly: “Martial niece Mu Chen, it’s been a long time!”

Mu Chen was quite gentle and refined with the others, bowing slightly and answering softly: “Senior Tie, Mu Chen has been expelled from the sect and dares not accept the title ‘martial niece’ anymore.”

Tie Luohan, who was usually a mighty overlord commanding wind and clouds on Dongting Lake, now didn’t know what to do.

The Jiao brothers, well aware of Tie Luohan’s embarrassment, were naturally pleased. With faces full of smiles, they said to Jiang Wuji: “Brother Jiang, Miss Mu Chen, you two—”

Before they could finish, Mu Chen politely cut them off: “You two gentlemen needn’t mention me in the same breath as this person. Which benefactors broke this hall door just now? Please compensate according to the price, lest the Buddha blame us.”

Jiang Wuji smiled: “Mu Chen, why are you speaking like a nun? Are you still angry?”

Mu Chen answered indifferently: “I’m a lonely woman who knows her mother but not her father – what virtue or ability do I have to dare be angry with Senior Ouyang?”

Jiang Wuji felt something was very wrong. If Mu Chen were angry with him directly, that would be manageable. But looking at her expression now, it wasn’t ordinary anger – she harbored deep resentment and gnashing hatred, which was why she appeared so detached instead.

When the master expelled Mu Chen, he must have been truly furious to speak so carelessly, even cursing Mu Chen’s deceased mother along with her. No wonder Mu Chen held such a grudge.

But Meng Jianqing was secretly startled.

This indifferent expression of Mu Chen’s – where had he seen it before?

He looked toward Centurion Qin beside him. Centurion Qin was studying Mu Chen with a puzzled expression, seeming to share his feeling.
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The autumn sun sank westward, and the sky was gradually darkening.

Suddenly, in the distance, a blue flare rocket shot skyward, followed by a red flare rocket.

Meng Jianqing raised his hand and fired a red flare rocket, but saw that Jiao Da had released a blue flare rocket. He couldn’t help but frown secretly.

It turned out both sides had reinforcements behind them.

Zhaoxin Temple wasn’t far from White Lake. Tie Luohan and Lu Jingang’s men were probably hidden on White Lake.

Sure enough, before long, forces from three sides had all arrived outside Zhaoxin Nunnery, but they were checking each other mutually, and for the moment, none could move.

Centurion Li, whom Meng Jianqing had left behind to deal with Lu Jingang, arrived a step ahead of the others. Tie Luohan looked uneasy, not knowing what had happened to Lu Jingang that allowed all these people to pass through that official road. Centurion Li bowed slightly to Meng Jianqing and said: “After Lu Jingang was poisoned, he went into a wild rage and ran about everywhere until he got stuck in the mud. The poison will gradually wear off after three hours, and he’ll naturally return to normal.”

Listening carefully, they could faintly hear Lu Jingang’s wild shouting.

Only then did Tie Luohan breathe a sigh of relief.

Meng Jianqing nodded to Centurion Li with an approving smile.

Before departure, he had strictly ordered Centurion Li not to carry lethal poisons or hidden weapons. Centurion Li understood his intentions well and had done excellently.

Meng Jianqing’s mind turned several times before he said in a low voice: “We’ll find a way to take away that Miss Mu Chen. You block the others.”

He should have personally blocked the others himself – after all, his blade techniques focused on killing enemies rather than capturing them. Centurion Li might be more successful at subduing Mu Chen.

But Meng Jianqing didn’t want to place Mu Chen in someone else’s hands.

At any time, the most trustworthy person was always oneself.

Centurion Li silently accepted the order.

More than one person shared Meng Jianqing’s thinking.

The Jiao brothers and Tie Luohan were all inconspicuously persuading Jiang Wuji while moving closer to the two of them, their gazes intentionally or unintentionally resting on Mu Chen.

Wherever she went, Jiang Wuji would follow.

Meng Jianqing suddenly gave a great shout and drew his blade, slashing toward the Jiao brothers who were closest to him.

The Jiao brothers simultaneously raised their wolf-tooth clubs – one blocked Meng Jianqing’s blade while the other swept horizontally toward Meng Jianqing’s waist.

Tie Luohan immediately seized this opportunity to attack Jiang Wuji, while his lieutenant, He Qi, attacked Mu Chen from the side.

Meng Jianqing spun to avoid the wolf-tooth club and shouted, “What’s the point of just blocking me?”

The Jiao brothers grinned menacingly: “First, we’ll deal with you Imperial Guards, then talk!”

Although Tie Luohan and Jiang Wuji’s side was fighting intensely, if outsiders joined in, the two sides would probably first unite to eliminate the outsiders before turning back to settle their family affairs. Better to let them fight each other first.

Meng Jianqing understood this principle, and how could the Jiao brothers not understand it too?

The Jiao brothers were strong with heavy clubs. Meng Jianqing didn’t want to fight them head-on, so he retreated several steps, rolled along the ground, and switched places with Centurion Li to bear the brunt of their attack. Centurion Li’s hands moved continuously, sending out a shower of plum blossom darts. The Jiao brothers simultaneously moved closer together, whirling their wolf-tooth clubs with a whooshing sound that protected their bodies completely. After the plum blossom darts were finished, a handful of diamond sand followed. The Jiao brothers didn’t dare relax at all and blocked thoroughly.

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly, letting the Jiao brothers continue their dance.

This was the most energy-consuming fighting style for them.

As Meng Jianqing swept past Tie Luohan, his right-hand short blade suddenly slashed diagonally upward from below. Tie Luohan couldn’t dodge in time, and if Jiang Wuji hadn’t blocked for him in time, he would have been injured to some degree.

Meng Jianqing had already swept behind He Qi.

He Qi’s body contracted as he spun around like a monkey, his eagle-claw hook meeting Meng Jianqing’s blade. Mu Chen didn’t take the opportunity to counterattack but withdrew to the covered walkway with her sleeves folded.

As Meng Jianqing’s right-hand short blade parried the eagle-claw hook, his left hand rose.

Two small, sharp knives flew out in intersecting spirals.

The sharp sound of blade energy cutting through the air startled He Qi. In his haste, he didn’t know how to block these two flying knives whose flight paths were unpredictable, so he could only perform several iron bridge maneuvers to flip away. The small knives whistled as they struck a courtyard wall, and that wall collapsed with a thunderous crash.

The moment the small knives left his hand, Meng Jianqing immediately grasped the Weaving Cloud Net at his waist, fine as silk thread.

This was something he had spent three days searching through the Imperial Guard’s mountain of stored goods to find. Years ago, Big Mouth Crocodile Tian Liuqi had relied on this net to claim countless lives in the Yangtze River. But if not for Centurion Qin’s reminder, probably no one would have remembered there was such a treasure in the storehouse.

Standing in the covered walkway, Mu Chen saw Meng Jianqing force back He Qi and knew his intention. She retreated backward, grasping a pillar and sliding like a snake toward the top of the main hall. Jiang Wuji and Tie Luohan simultaneously turned and rushed toward this side.

Just as Mu Chen leaped onto the main hall, she suddenly felt her body tighten.

The transparent, silk-like Weaving Cloud Net had already bound her firmly. Unable to maintain her footing, she fell.
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As Meng Jianqing stepped forward to catch Mu Chen, three glossy black boneless nails suddenly flew at them. Meng Jianqing deflected two with his horizontal blade, but the third still struck Mu Chen’s left shoulder.

When Centurion Li was distracted to shoot these three boneless nails at Mu Chen, the Jiao brothers immediately seized the opportunity to close in on him. With clubs raised and falling, Centurion Li took a blow directly to the chest, was knocked backward against the wall, and could no longer get up.

Having whirled their wolf-tooth clubs for so long and using excessive force in this final strike, the Jiao brothers could only stand in place, panting for the moment.

Tie Luohan and Jiang Wuji thought Centurion Li had shot the boneless nails merely to help Meng Jianqing subdue Mu Chen, so although they were angry, they weren’t particularly worried.

Only Meng Jianqing knew that Centurion Li’s action was not so simple. The order he had given Centurion Li was to intercept the Jiao brothers, not to capture Mu Chen.

He flicked his wrist and retracted the Weaving Cloud Net.

Mu Chen collapsed weakly on the ground, her face already showing a faint bluish color.

Centurion Qin, who had been hiding far away, now rushed over in panic: “Captain Meng, I’m afraid the boneless nails were coated with no ordinary poison!”

Meng Jianqing was startled and looked toward Centurion Li, who lay fallen against the wall.

Jiang Wuji’s expression changed dramatically. He rushed over to support Mu Chen, sniffed her shoulder wound, and detected a sweet, fishy odor. Knowing that Centurion Qin’s words were indeed correct, he raised his head and shouted angrily at Meng Jianqing: “Quickly bring the antidote!”

Tie Luohan dragged Centurion Li over.

Centurion Li had broken ribs and blood gushing from his mouth, but his face bore a mysterious and satisfied smile. Meng Jianqing suddenly felt something was wrong and shouted urgently: “Don’t bring him over!”

But it was too late.

Centurion Li suddenly opened his mouth, and three black, gleaming thin needles shot out from his mouth, all embedding in Jiang Wuji’s chest.

Centurion Li barely maintained his breath to say: “Captain Meng, this humble official has not failed in his mission.”

Having said this, Centurion Li’s head tilted to one side, and he died cleanly and efficiently.

Jiang Wuji also fell backward at the same time.

Both Meng Jianqing and Tie Luohan reached out to support him.

Tie Luohan tore open Jiang Wuji’s chest garment. The three thin needles had already penetrated his body – where could they possibly be found?

Tie Luohan held Jiang Wuji tightly and laughed angrily in his rage: “Good, good! The Imperial Guard truly has excellent methods and calculations! As long as I, Tie Luohan, have breath in my body, if I don’t settle this account, I swear I’m not human!”

Meng Jianqing pressed several major acupoints on both Mu Chen and Jiang Wuji to delay the poison’s onset, saying as he did so: “Whether you believe it or not, I must tell you that Commander Shen’s order was only to bring Brother Jiang to see him.”

He didn’t mention Shen Guangli’s other order – that if anything happened to Jiang Wuji, he would have to accompany him in death.

A rough person like Tie Luohan wouldn’t believe such an order.

Meng Jianqing took out a small white porcelain bottle from his robes and poured out the single remaining Return to Spring Pill.

When selecting Centurion Li to accompany him on this mission, Meng Jianqing had brought along the Return to Spring Pill that could neutralize a hundred poisons.

He had long understood that he couldn’t trust anyone.

But he hadn’t expected that it would be Jiang Wuji rather than himself who would need this hard-to-obtain pill.

Meng Jianqing brought the pill to Jiang Wuji’s lips. Tie Luohan reached out to knock it away, but Meng Jianqing was prepared, avoided his palm, and brought the pill to Jiang Wuji’s lips again, saying: “If I wanted to kill him, I need only sit and watch. Why would I go to such trouble?”

Tie Luohan was stunned. Wasn’t that exactly right?

Jiang Wuji had already smelled the pill’s clear fragrance, and his consciousness became slightly clearer. In his dazed state, Meng Jianqing had already grasped his jaw, forcibly stuffed the pill into his mouth, and slapped the back of his neck, making him swallow it involuntarily.

Behind Meng Jianqing, Centurion Qin urged: “Quickly give Miss Mu Chen one too!”

Meng Jianqing turned and answered in a low voice: “I only have one.”

Centurion Qin’s face became very ugly.

Meng Jianqing was secretly puzzled and was about to ask for details when Jiang Wuji had already sat up. Grasping the hand of the barely conscious Mu Chen, he turned to Meng Jianqing and said anxiously, “Why aren’t you saving her?”

Without a word, Meng Jianqing smashed the porcelain bottle on the ground. The bottle was empty.

Tie Luohan suddenly understood and rushed to search Centurion Li’s body. Meng Jianqing had just managed to shout “Don’t touch him!” when Tie Luohan cried out and retreated, holding his hands. It turned out that Centurion Li’s body was hidden with poison needles everywhere. However, Tie Luohan had reacted quickly – the poison needles had only punctured a bit of skin without drawing blood. He decisively cut away that patch of skin, finally blocking the poison’s onset.

He Qi hurried to bandage Tie Luohan’s wound, while the Jiao brothers, having caught their breath, were eager to try something.

But Mu Chen’s complexion grew increasingly dim. Meng Jianqing placed his left palm on her heart, channeling his qi to help her resist the poison’s spread.

Jiang Wuji raised his head to look at Meng Jianqing and said through gritted teeth: “If you have the ability, you’d better kill me right now. Otherwise, I will make all of you pay with your lives for Mu Chen!”

Meng Jianqing secretly breathed a sigh of relief. Using his true qi to forcibly protect Mu Chen’s heart meridians was very taxing, but he had been afraid that Jiang Wuji would commit suicide for love before seeing Shen Guangli. Since Jiang Wuji had sworn to kill them, he definitely wouldn’t commit suicide.

As for whether Xiaoxi Tian would turn hostile because of this – that problem could be left for Shen Guangli to worry about.

Meng Jianqing was about to withdraw his left palm.

But Centurion Qin whispered in his ear, “Captain Meng, you must find a way to save Miss Mu Chen. Otherwise, all of us will have to accompany her in death.”

Meng Jianqing’s heart grew cold. Centurion Qin was well-informed – if he said this, he must have his reasons.

Meng Jianqing dared not withdraw his left palm. Beads of sweat had already appeared on his forehead.

At this moment, Jiang Wuji felt that the poison he had suffered seemed to have been neutralized. He immediately placed his left palm on Meng Jianqing’s back. With his assistance, Meng Jianqing’s pressure was greatly reduced, and he couldn’t help but sigh with relief.

Tie Luohan and He Qi also joined in.

The Jiao brothers looked at each other. Now, only the decrepit old Centurion Qin remained in the courtyard – shouldn’t they seize this opportunity to kidnap the immobilized Jiang Wuji?

But they feared that if they touched any of these people, everyone would be severely injured as a result.

For a moment, the four factions were deadlocked again.
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In the clear emptiness, Meng Jianqing suddenly heard the sound of Imperial Guard horns from outside the courtyard.

He naturally understood the meaning of the horns. Shen Guangli had come here personally?

At the same moment, an aged but vigorous voice rolled like thunder from the distance: “Who dares to block my path?”

Meng Jianqing looked toward Centurion Qin, who forced a smile that looked even uglier than crying: “Ouyang Buxiu has also come personally.”

Seeing the situation turning bad, the Jiao brothers immediately retreated.

That old demon was not someone the two brothers could afford to provoke.

Ouyang Buxiu and Shen Guangli arrived at Zhaoxin Nunnery almost simultaneously.

The autumn moon had risen, and the faces of the several people sitting in a circle in the courtyard were all illuminated by the autumn moon in an unusually pale manner.

Ouyang Buxiu had completely white hair and beard and a short stature. Because he deliberately put on an arrogant and overbearing air, he appeared somewhat comical.

But as soon as he made his move, Meng Jianqing knew that everyone who found this little old man amusing would regret it.

Ouyang Buxiu struck He Qi’s back with his palm, and a torrent-like force surged forth, shaking everyone apart. Among them, only Jiang Wuji was swept over by Ouyang Buxiu’s long sleeves without his feet touching the ground. While channeling qi to expel the remaining poison from Jiang Wuji, Ouyang Buxiu still had leisure to curse loudly: “You little bastard! I worked so hard to raise you for eighteen years, and before your wings are even fully grown, you want to fly away? Just because I scolded you a couple of times, you want to sneak off, and even spread the word that this old man drove you out – you had it easy, but you’ve made your master’s white beard get plucked by your martial aunt until who knows how many whiskers are left!”

Having lost support, Mu Chen softly collapsed. Fortunately, Centurion Qin hurried to support her.

Mu Chen’s gaze turned toward the person behind him, her eyebrows slightly raised, seemingly surprised, and seemingly questioning.

Shen Guangli had somehow quietly appeared behind Centurion Qin, gazing at her.

Centurion Qin was startled and stepped aside with an apologetic smile, briefly explaining what had happened, then retreated as far as possible, not daring to stand nearby.

As Shen Guangli gave Mu Chen a Return to Spring Pill to take, he bent down and whispered something in her ear. Mu Chen’s expression immediately became relaxed, and a slight smile appeared at the corners of her mouth.

Shen Guangli turned to look at Meng Jianqing, who was drenched in sweat and whose complexion had not yet recovered, and said indifferently: “You can report mission accomplished.”

Meng Jianqing immediately took out the golden medallion from his robes and presented it with both hands.

But Shen Guangli didn’t take it. With a wave of his left hand, he removed the dark cloak he was wearing, wrapped it around Mu Chen, and appeared ready to take Mu Chen away immediately.

Jiang Wuji was pressed down by Ouyang Buxiu’s palm and couldn’t move. In his anxiety, he shouted: “Where are you taking Mu Chen? Mu Chen, don’t go! Master, quickly stop him!”

Ouyang Buxiu snorted: “Stinking brat, be quiet. If I don’t expel this poison from you soon, be careful you don’t become a cripple – the Imperial Guard’s methods are truly vicious. This old man has learned his lesson today!”

Shen Guangli answered indifferently: “If Senior Ouyang wants to blame the Imperial Guard for this account, that’s not impossible. After all, Li Mu was an Imperial Guard. Meng Jianqing, this matter is yours to handle. You must investigate Li Mu’s true identity. You have three months. I hope you won’t make the same mistake again this time.”

Meng Jianqing put away the golden medallion.

He still had one more chance. Shen Guangli had always only given people one chance to correct their mistakes.

Shen Guangli helped Mu Chen to her feet.

Tie Luohan said urgently, “Master, if you don’t keep her here, little junior brother will run away again sooner or later!”

Ouyang Buxiu rolled his eyes: “If he runs again, I’ll break both his legs first!”

Though he said this, he still shouted at Shen Guangli: “Surnamed Shen, leave the person before you go!”

Shen Guangli bowed slightly: “I wonder what relationship Senior Ouyang has with this young lady?”

This question stumped Ouyang Buxiu completely.

Shen Guangli continued: “How about we ask this young lady what her own choice is?”

He looked at Mu Chen: “What’s your name?”

A faint, self-mocking smile appeared at the corners of Mu Chen’s mouth: “Mu Chen.”

Shen Guangli seemed stunned for a moment, then smiled and said: “Oh? The person who gave you this name – did they think that even the fate of a speck of dust was worth your envy? Where do you want to go?”

Mu Chen answered softly: “Where else can I go?”

Shen Guangli immediately said: “Very well then. Let’s go.”

Seeing that Mu Chen was leaving with Shen Guangli without resistance, Jiang Wuji blurted out, “Mu Chen, you promised to marry me. Why are you going back on your word?”

Shen Guangli frowned slightly and looked at Mu Chen.

Ouyang Buxiu became furious again, but before he could explode, Mu Chen smiled bitterly and said: “Wuji, let’s say I spoke wrongly, alright? Think about how young we were then. I can use such insincere words to coax a child, but I can’t use them to coax an adult. I’m leaving. You should return to Xiaoxi Tian, too. Senior Ouyang, in this life and the next, I will never leave Yingtian City even half a step, and I will never again seduce your prized disciple. Are you satisfied now?”

Shen Guangli’s frown became more pronounced: “Seduce?”

Mu Chen’s mouth held a smile, but her eyes reddened: “Isn’t that right? Senior Ouyang also said, ‘Like mother, like daughter.'”

Shen Guangli’s face gradually turned iron-blue.

Not to mention Meng Jianqing – even an old Imperial Guard like Centurion Qin had never seen Shen Guangli with such an expression. They couldn’t help but hold their breath, worried that if their supreme commander flew into a rage, he might first take it out on subordinates like them.

But Shen Guangli’s expression slowly returned to normal, and his tone became as indifferent as if nothing had happened: “Senior Ouyang, I’ll take my leave first.”

Jiang Wuji watched helplessly as Shen Guangli took Mu Chen away. For a moment, anxiety and anger attacked his heart, hot blood surged up, and he spat it out directly before collapsing. This frightened Ouyang Buxiu into frantically treating him.

Meng Jianqing summoned four guards and used ropes to carefully drag Li Mu’s corpse to Luzhou Prefecture, planning to start with his body to investigate the background of this fellow who had nearly killed them all.

He and Centurion Qin withdrew from Zhaoxin Nunnery, looked at each other, and simultaneously let out long sighs.

Investigating cases would be much easier than this mission.
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On the road to Luzhou city, Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but ask: “Centurion Qin, who exactly is Mu Chen?”

Centurion Qin lowered his voice to answer: “When Commander Shen first entered the Imperial Guard, he once brought a portrait of a woman to the archives and asked me to help find that woman’s whereabouts. However, at that time, he was just a small, powerless guard. Though I sympathized with him, I had no way to deploy personnel to help him investigate.”

He sighed: “I’m getting old – I can’t remember yesterday’s events, but I remember things from over a decade ago. Ah, that face – two identical faces.”

And that identical calm demeanor. They really should have made this connection earlier.

Not every woman would naturally possess such bearing and temperament.

Meng Jianqing pondered: “Why did Commander Shen stop looking for her later?”

What he wanted to ask was: Did Mu Chen end up at Xiaoxi Tian intentionally or by chance?

Centurion Qin said with emotion, “Who knows? Perhaps it was because later, as Commander Shen’s position grew higher and higher, he made more and more enemies, making it inconvenient to continue searching for this woman. Otherwise, if even the slightest rumor leaked out, this woman would immediately face mortal danger. I only wonder why, given Commander Shen’s later fame, that woman never came to find him.”

Meng Jianqing remained silent.

He had heard the words Shen Guangli whispered in Mu Chen’s ear – his hearing had always been surprisingly acute.

Shen Guangli had said to Mu Chen, “My original name is Shen Bai, from Xiao Shan.”

That woman probably never knew that the all-powerful Imperial Guard Commander Shen Guangli was Shen Bai.

Even to this day, Meng Jianqing wasn’t clear whether Shen Guangli had any family. By his side, there seemed to be only that old servant.

If Shen Guangli had no other family, and their operation had caused Mu Chen’s death, probably all of them would die without burial places.

Meng Jianqing felt cold sweat beginning to seep out on his back again.

Centurion Qin said in a daze, “I’ve stayed in the Imperial Guard too long and know too much. I’m afraid sooner or later I’ll lose this old life of mine.”

Meng Jianqing suddenly smiled and said: “Centurion Qin, since that’s the case, you wouldn’t mind telling me one more thing, would you? Who is Shen Bai of Xiao Shan?”

Centurion Qin thought for a long time before answering: “The Shen family of Xiao Shan was also considered a local prominent clan. They did have a youngest son named Shen Bai, but he had already become a monk during the Mongol Yuan period.”

He suddenly understood who Shen Bai was and stared at Meng Jianqing: “Captain Meng, you mustn’t go investigating old cases. If Commander Shen turns against us, neither you nor I can withstand it!”

He and Meng Jianqing had originally been casual acquaintances, but having shared this life-and-death crisis, they had naturally grown closer. He couldn’t bear to sit by and watch this young man carelessly provoke a tiger.

Meng Jianqing understood that Centurion Qin meant well, so he smiled and said: “I naturally know that none of us is Commander Shen’s match.”

After a pause, he said as if to himself: “No wonder His Majesty doesn’t mind at all the character ‘guang’ in Commander Shen’s name.”

The Hongwu Emperor probably already knew long ago that Shen Guangli had indeed been a bald monk.

Shen Bai of Xiao Shan…

What kind of story lies behind Shen Guangli?

In Meng Jianqing’s mind, various thoughts spun like a whirlwind.

Part 3: Flowers on the Sea
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As the year’s end approached, distant sounds of firecrackers occasionally drifted from outside the barracks—likely youngsters setting them off secretly behind their families’ backs.

Yan Fuping poured another bowl of wine for Meng Jianqing, grinning as he said, “Come, Brother Meng, let’s drink again! That boy Hu Jinyong—why hasn’t he shown up yet? Even if he doesn’t give face to me, Old Yan, he should at least show respect to you, Brother Meng! When he gets here, we’ll have to make him down ten big bowls as punishment!”

Meng Jianqing smiled and raised his bowl.

After graduating from Jiangwu Hall, Yan Fuping had been transferred here and there through seven or eight postings. Recently, he’d been assigned to the Zhejiang Regional Military Commission to oversee the Zhejiang armory. There was a saying among later generations: “Armory, armory—both idle and wealthy.” Zhejiang was prosperous with no military conflicts, so these words “idle” and “wealthy” truly lived up to their reputation. With the help of his father-in-law, Yan Fuping had secured this comfortable position and was thoroughly satisfied. Looking at him with a cold eye, Meng Jianqing could see that compared to when they’d met last year, Yan Fuping had gained a full layer of fat, appearing even more round-headed and adorably simple-minded.

Hu Jinyong had entered Jiangwu Hall a year after them and was now the most capable roving commander under the Zhejiang Regional Military Commission. He’d always gotten along well with Yan Fuping, and they’d grown quite close. When Meng Jianqing suddenly arrived in Hangzhou, Yan Fuping naturally wanted to call over Hu Jinyong, who was also stationed in the same city, to drink together. Fortunately, with the year’s end approaching and no military affairs to attend to, Hu Jinyong had agreed to come early in the day. Unexpectedly, he’d delayed until this late hour without showing his face.

Just as they were talking, the doorway darkened, and Hu Jinyong entered. Instead of sitting immediately, he stood before the table and first downed three large bowls in one go, then said to Meng Jianqing, “Senior Meng, it’s been too long! I, Old Hu, arrived late, so I’ll punish myself with three bowls first! There’s someone outside who’d like to make your acquaintance, Senior Meng—”

Before he could finish speaking, Meng Jianqing had already stood up with a smile, saying, “Brother Hu, why be so formal? Since you’ve brought him here, he must be your friend, and your friend is our friend too. Quickly invite him in!”

Hu Jinyong turned and brought in his companion, introducing him as a secretary from the Zhejiang Provincial Governor’s office, surnamed Zhou, given name Zheng.

Though Secretary Zhou appeared somewhat weasel-faced, his conversation was quite eloquent and not at all disagreeable. Moreover, he was an excellent drinker. Hu Jinyong laughingly said they’d competed in drinking three times with no clear winner, which made both Meng Jianqing and Yan Fuping look at Secretary Zhou with new respect—Hu Jinyong’s drinking capacity had been famous even back at Jiangwu Hall.

As for Secretary Zhou’s intentions, Meng Jianqing was crystal clear about them. Though he was merely a Lieutenant, everyone in the Imperial Guard knew of Shen Guangli’s regard and even reliance on him. In official circles, news naturally traveled fast, so presumably the Zhejiang Provincial Governor had some matter and wanted to establish connections through Secretary Zhou, then work through Shen Guangli’s channels. Otherwise, local officials typically maintained a respectful distance from the Imperial Guard, rarely initiating contact. Secretary Zhou wouldn’t be so tactless as to force himself into a gathering of old Jiangwu Hall classmates.

Military drinking lacked female entertainment, but Yan Fuping had his methods. He summoned two young, refined-looking soldiers—one to pour wine and serve food, the other quite musical, carrying a short flute. The musician played several Jiangzhe folk tunes softly, then switched to a vertical bamboo flute, selecting a gentle, slow melody.

After draining a bowl, Yan Fuping laughed in his cups, “Hey, do you know the latest ranking of Jiangwu Hall’s Ten Greatest Villains has been released?”

Jiangwu Hall had operated for ten sessions so far. Though graduates were scattered across the realm, they stayed informed about each other’s situations through daily court reports and military dispatches. Consequently, some busybodies compiled an annual Ten Greatest Villains list, updated yearly and spread by word of mouth—many military officers had heard of it. With his well-informed ears and eyes, Secretary Zhou naturally knew of it too and leaned forward with a laugh, “This year’s came out rather early!”

Yan Fuping looked at Meng Jianqing with a grin. “Brother Meng was ranked seventh last year but rose to third this year.”

Meng Jianqing laughed dryly, “Really? I’m afraid I’ve benefited from the reputation of these robes!”

The Imperial Guard had handled several major cases this year, and throughout the court and beyond, mentioning the Imperial Guard made people fall silent like cicadas. No wonder Meng Jianqing’s ranking had risen with the tide.

Hu Jinyong shook his head, “Among ourselves, let’s not be overly modest. Whether you have the Imperial Guard’s tiger skin or not, what does it matter to you? Honestly, I think those who compiled the list still lack good judgment—you ranking only third!”

Meng Jianqing smiled without answering, but his heart suddenly jolted.

Like a wisp of dark cloud suddenly crossing a clear sky, a shadow flashed through his mind.

Was something not quite right?

Secretary Zhou immediately asked, “Who are the two ranked above Brother Meng?”

Yan Fuping laughed, “Second place is Guanxi. That fellow only knows fighting and killing. Originally, he wasn’t even qualified to appear at the list’s end, but unexpectedly became famous overnight!”

Meng Jianqing said, “Oh,” and asked, “You mean when he encountered a Mongol ambush during patrol, lost all his weapons, and tore apart three men and a horse with his bare hands?”

After that battle, Guanxi had vaguely become a fearsome deity that people avoided.

Yan Fuping said, “Exactly! So as I was saying, when fighting and killing skills reach a high level, they can indeed amount to something.” He then smiled at Meng Jianqing, “Guess who this year’s number one is?”

Meng Jianqing was too lazy to play guessing games with him.

Yan Fuping naturally continued on his own, “Do you remember a Li Hua from the fifth session? We always felt that boy looked familiar, but couldn’t place where we’d seen him?”

Hu Jinyong slapped his thigh, “So you also felt that boy seemed familiar!”

Yan Fuping sighed, “Guess whose son that boy is? Don’t think too far—just think within Jiangwu Hall.”

As the faces of various Jiangwu Hall instructors and even servants flashed through his mind, Meng Jianqing blurted out, “It couldn’t be—”

Hu Jinyong and Yan Fuping shouted in unison, “Bitter Vegetable Root!”

Cai Ben, Chief Instructor Cai.

Secretary Zhou was bewildered, not knowing who they were talking about, while the three of them burst into laughter. Yan Fuping laughed and gasped, “That fellow only resumed his original surname after graduation. He was assigned to the Huai River area, and apparently, he quite admired his father. He moved his father’s entire approach to the Huai River military, vowing to train truly elite troops who could ‘chew vegetable roots and accomplish anything’!”

Hu Jinyong laughed heartily, “I pity the soldiers under his command!”

Yan Fuping continued, “What do those soldiers call him behind his back? Guess!”

Meng Jianqing laughed loudly, “Still need to guess? ‘Hua’ means flower—”

Hu Jinyong and Yan Fuping chimed in, “Bitter Vegetable Flower!”

This time, all three laughed until they nearly fell over, and Secretary Zhou, having roughly understood, joined in the laughter. The soft vertical flute became inaudible amid the laughter and finally stopped.

Meng Jianqing’s expression suddenly changed. His mind barely moved before his left hand struck out. The flute-playing soldier’s unexpected knife thrust was blocked squarely by the wine bowl in his hand. Porcelain fragments flew, and as Meng Jianqing’s left hand reached through the debris, his index and middle fingers caught a shard of broken porcelain. The sharp fragment immediately sliced through the soldier’s right wrist artery. The soldier cried out in pain and dropped his short blade. Meng Jianqing’s left hand had already withdrawn, catching the short knife. With a flick of his wrist, the thin boning knife shot diagonally upward from below, piercing the soldier’s throat.

The soldier’s throat rattled as he staggered and fell.

Meng Jianqing slowly stood up.

Yan Fuping and Hu Jinyong stared at each other, while Secretary Zhou’s face turned pale.

The sound of the soldier falling alerted Meng Jianqing’s two guards, who were drinking in the adjacent room. They rushed in, shouting in unison, “What happened?”

Meng Jianqing gestured for them to drag out the soldier’s corpse, saying calmly, “Investigate this person and report to me tonight.”

The two guards acknowledged the order and withdrew.

Only now did Meng Jianqing understand that the sudden shadow in his heart had been the killing intent hidden in the soldier’s flute music.

Though he wasn’t versed in music, he absolutely couldn’t fail to sense that killing intent.

Yan Fuping muttered, “Good heavens, so Brother Meng, you’re already qualified to be an assassination target! Lucky that you and I know each other well—otherwise, with my subordinate turning into an assassin, I’d probably have the Imperial Guard skin me alive!”
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After several rounds of drinks, Secretary Zhou had become quite familiar with Meng Jianqing and tactfully explained his purpose for coming.

It concerned the matter of pig dragons (note: alligators) in the Qiantang River harming people and livestock. Over the past year or two, for unknown reasons, pig dragons in the Qiantang River had become extremely rampant, even appearing in broad daylight. Zhejiang Province had petitioned the throne to dispatch troops to hunt and kill them, but due to the Hongwu Emperor’s taboos, they dared not call them “pig dragons” and instead referred to them as “soft-shelled turtles.” When the Ministry of War issued orders, they deployed garrison troops from Hangzhou to eliminate all the soft-shelled turtles in the Qiantang River. Yet the pig dragons continued to run wild. Every few days, people along the river would surge to the Hangzhou prefectural office and the Zhejiang Provincial Governor’s office to beat drums and file complaints. The people of Zhejiang were naturally litigious, and a group of legal manipulators stirred up trouble among them, seemingly determined not to rest until they brought down both the prefect and the provincial governor.

Secretary Zhou sighed, “Speaking from the heart, how could the Provincial Governor not cherish the people under his jurisdiction? How could he bear to watch these good common folk suffer death and injury for no reason? It’s just that—” He sighed again. “Brother Meng serves in the Imperial Guard, close to the Dragon’s countenance. Could you perhaps advise us on a plan that benefits all parties? One that allows the Provincial Governor to avoid triggering the sovereign’s anger as a subject, while still fulfilling his duties as a father-mother official?”

Hu Jinyong said resentfully from the side, “Does Senior Meng know why I was late today? Just as I was about to leave the camp, soldiers came to report that two soldiers washing vegetables by the river had their hands and feet bitten off by pig dragons!”

Yan Fuping slammed the table, “There’s something even more infuriating and ridiculous! A few days ago, one of my soldiers was relieving himself by the river and had a chunk of his buttocks bitten off by a young pig dragon!”

Meng Jianqing and the others truly didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Secretary Zhou continued, “Though Brother Meng belongs to the military register, you’re still a son of Zhejiang after all. If you could resolve this matter, it would show some care for the elders of Zhejiang. The people along the river wouldn’t know how to express their gratitude. Everyone says that within government offices, one can cultivate good karma. What do you say, Brother Meng? Ha ha ha!”

Hearing Secretary Zhou’s tone, Meng Jianqing realized he wasn’t hoping to establish connections with Shen Guangli through him, but rather hoped that he would resolve this extremely troublesome matter. Such high expectations both surprised and gave him pause, wondering whether this was due to the Zhejiang official circles exaggerating his position within the Imperial Guard, or because of strong advocacy from Yan Fuping and Hu Jinyong.

But Secretary Zhou’s phrase about “cultivating good karma within government offices” truly stirred something in his heart.

During five years at Tiantai Temple, what he daily practiced and witnessed were all Buddhist teachings about karma and retribution. Whether one believed or not, over time, that shadow couldn’t be shaken from one’s heart.

One general’s success is built on ten thousand bones. Within the Imperial Guard, wasn’t it just the same?

If one truly followed Buddhist teachings about karma, then in hell, who knew how many headless vengeful spirits were waiting for people like them?

A self-mocking smile faintly appeared at the corner of Meng Jianqing’s mouth.

Secretary Zhou watched the hesitant, contemplative Meng Jianqing, silently wondering whether this young Lieutenant truly lived up to his reputation.

Hu Jinyong and Yan Fuping calmly awaited Meng Jianqing’s answer, clearly having deep confidence in him in Secretary Zhou’s view.

After a long while, Meng Jianqing finally said, “I wonder if the Provincial Governor has already submitted orders to the Ministry of War to withdraw the troops?”

Hearing this question, Secretary Zhou knew there was significant meaning behind it and immediately perked up, answering, “Not yet. His Excellency considers this matter quite troublesome, so he’s hesitated and hasn’t submitted the orders.”

Meng Jianqing let out a breath. “That’s good, then.”

He looked out the window. It was afternoon, with gentle wind and warm sun, precisely when pig dragons emerged from the water to hunt for food. He stood up, “Very well, let’s go to the riverside now.”

Under the Ming system, civilian officials commanded troops, while the Zhejiang Regional Military Commission only had responsibility for training soldiers. The Provincial Governor, holding the Ministry of War’s troop deployment order, first deployed garrison troops from Hangzhou to the Qiantang River bank. When people on both sides of the river heard they were going to kill soft-shelled turtles again, they covered their mouths and laughed. Those who had suffered harm from pig dragons both laughed and cursed. Even so, they still called their children and summoned their wives, surging to the riverside to see how the Provincial Governor would kill soft-shelled turtles this time.

Hu Jinyong whispered to Meng Jianqing, “With such a crowd, what if the pig dragons don’t come out?”

Meng Jianqing studied the river surface and replied, “Though pig dragons have been causing trouble these past few years, no one has dared to kill dragons, right?”

Hu Jinyong blurted out, “Of course not.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly, “Then do you think those pig dragons would still fear humans?”

Hu Jinyong scratched his head, truly unable to answer.

Meng Jianqing added, “Besides, having many people makes for good witnesses.”

Under the warm winter sun, the river water flowed turbulently. A squad of soldiers cut several wounds on three pigs and threw them into the river near the shore. Pig blood spread through the water, and immediately, over ten pig dragons surfaced to compete for the food.

Meng Jianqing cried out in apparent surprise, “What enormous soft-shelled turtles!”

This exclamation was made with his full breath power, so officials and commoners on the shore heard it. Just as they were wondering about this, Meng Jianqing had already taken the divine arm crossbow held by a guard behind him, stepped forward several paces, drew the bow and nocked arrows, shooting one after another at those dozen or so pig dragons. Their archery had all been personally taught by Instructor Kong—truly drawing the bow like a full moon, arrows flying like shooting stars. Though pig dragons were covered in hard armor, they couldn’t withstand these steel armor-piercing cones with five-inch points and three-foot shafts piercing through their armor. In the blink of an eye, five pig dragons fled with arrows in them, and two of those couldn’t swim more than a few zhang before sinking into the water.

Only then did everyone come to their senses. Hu Jinyong’s soldiers were the first to follow orders, shooting arrows after Meng Jianqing while shouting, “Kill the giant soft-shelled turtles!” The spectators on shore were dumbfounded, then burst into laughter, joining in the shouting of “Kill the giant soft-shelled turtles!”

Hu Jinyong laughed while patting Meng Jianqing’s shoulder, “Brother Meng, how did you ever come up with such an idea!” But as he laughed, he suddenly felt something wasn’t quite right, “Wait a moment—if someone investigates this, Senior Meng, you were the first to shoot arrows. I’m afraid—”

Meng Jianqing gazed at the river surface and said flatly, “On this mission, I don’t even know if I’ll have a life to return with—why worry about this? If someone investigates, remember, you can all push it onto me. Commander Shen will naturally find a way to handle the aftermath.”

Let Shen Guangli worry about it.

Hu Jinyong looked at him with confusion, “What mission is so dangerous that even you think you might not return alive?”

Meng Jianqing smiled without answering.

Hu Jinyong didn’t feel it appropriate to ask further, only saying, “If there’s anywhere you can use us, just speak up.”

Meng Jianqing was silent for a while before saying, “You know something about my family affairs. If I truly don’t return, you and Yan Fuping are close to Ninghai—please help look after my mother.”

His birth mother was merely a kitchen servant who could only maintain her position in the Meng household by having such a son.

Though Hu Jinyong agreed, he felt uncomfortable and changed the subject, “But speaking of it, Brother Meng, I think you’ll have good fortune and protection—you won’t fail to return.”

Meng Jianqing smiled, “I’m not Gongsun Yi after all.”

Hu Jinyong also smiled wryly.

Gongsun Yi’s good luck was famous throughout Jiangwu Hall. Most recently, he and Meng Jianchen had been ordered to patrol the borders. After traveling five hundred li beyond the Great Wall, they got lost. When their water and provisions were exhausted, they incredibly stumbled right into the tent of a Wuliangha tribal princess. Fighting their way through, they captured the princess and brought her back to Beiping. The Wuliangha Mongols broke arrows in oath, swearing not to raid the borders for ten years before welcoming back their princess. Though Prince Yan said nothing openly, privately, he probably couldn’t help but regard Gongsun Yi as a “blessed general.”
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Returning to the city at dusk, Meng Jianqing was still lodged at Yan Fuping’s place. The guard he’d sent out to investigate the assassin soldier returned to report that the soldier hadn’t originally been military personnel, but was bought this autumn by a household due for service to substitute for their son. Further investigation revealed that this soldier came from a wealthy family that had fallen during the Guo Huan case several years ago. Due to deep involvement, all males over fifteen in the household had been executed, while women and males under fifteen were sold into slavery by the government.

This didn’t differ much from Meng Jianqing’s speculation. However, the Guo Huan case had originated in Beiping, not Yunnan, and not many people knew the role he’d played in it. How did this soldier know to settle this score with him?

After pondering for a while, he said, “I heard that the soldier’s flute and vertical bamboo flute playing had considerable skill—he must have received instruction from renowned masters in the Imperial Music Department and practiced diligently. Sold into slavery at fifteen—he’d be seventeen or eighteen now. Where was he during those two or three years? And who taught him?”

Yan Fuping was secretly surprised. When did Meng Jianqing learned to distinguish whether this soldier’s flute and vertical bamboo flute playing had been instructed by renowned masters from the Imperial Music Department? Honestly, he couldn’t hear anything special about it.

The guard reported that after the official sale, this soldier had passed through several masters, apparently without major incident, so they hadn’t investigated thoroughly.

As they spoke, both guards felt uneasy, their expressions somewhat fearful. They should have investigated the complete background before reporting.

Meng Jianqing asked again, “Among this soldier’s various masters, were any from the Imperial Music Department? Or people with close connections to the Imperial Music Department?”

The two guards suddenly had an epiphany, understanding Meng Jianqing’s repeated questioning. One said, “We heard one was a local gentleman called Squire Ding, extremely wealthy, who liked to keep singing girls and catamites. It must be him. Many famous courtesans from Suzhou and Hangzhou, as well as boat women from the Qiantang River, had dealings with him.”

Meng Jianqing stood up, “Then we’ll visit this Squire Ding tonight.”

As he was leaving, Yan Fuping couldn’t help saying, “Brother Meng, why such haste? That Squire Ding has extensive family and business—he can’t run away. Tomorrow would be fine too. Hu Jinyong and I invited several people and were planning to have a good time tonight.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly, “The blessed need not hurry.”

Yan Fuping sighed, “The unblessed are busy as one-legged cats—really can’t tell who’s blessed and who isn’t! Go on then, we’ll drink when you return!”

Meng Jianqing smiled and departed.

This left Yan Fuping puzzling over how to entertain the group of fair-weather friends they’d invited tonight.

When Meng Jianqing’s party suddenly called to visit, despite Squire Ding’s wealth and influence, he couldn’t help feeling alarmed. He carefully inquired about their purpose while mentally reviewing whether he’d made any recent missteps—was it merely because tall trees attract wind that brought the Imperial Guard, or was there another reason? Hearing that a servant who’d once stayed under his roof had been killed today for attempting to assassinate Lieutenant Meng, he broke into a cold sweat. Only when Meng Jianqing directed the conversation toward musicians or music masters who’d taught that soldier did he secretly breathe a sigh of relief. He hurriedly summoned his steward to compile a complete list of Imperial Music Department people he’d associated with in recent years, while privately wondering whether he should present a generous gift when seeing the deity off, but feared being too clever by half. Though Lieutenant Meng was young, his preferences were truly hard to fathom.

Meng Jianqing took the list and read it intently for a long time before tucking it into his robes, smiling, “Sorry to disturb you, Squire Ding.”

After seeing them out, everyone in the Ding household broke into cold sweats. Squire Ding was deeply worried, sometimes hoping everyone on the list was innocent so he could escape involvement, sometimes hoping Meng Jianqing would find the truly guilty party to clear everyone else.

The winter night was cold, with a new moon rising. Moonlight, cold and clear as water, poured straight down, illuminating the azure stone streets in snowy blue.

While the rest of Hangzhou began quieting down, the people on that list were just beginning their day’s revelry.

Meng Jianqing had summoned two veteran constables from Hangzhou Prefecture—Secretary Zhou was a legal secretary, so arranging for two constables was quite convenient—and they led the way with familiar routes, following the list systematically. Meng Jianqing said the West Lake area mostly had official brothels, which they’d leave alone for now, starting instead with the boat women.

The two constables looked at each other. One said quietly, “Lieutenant Meng, boat women are supposedly a grade below proper official brothels, but truth be told, many nobles prefer the unique charm of boat women. If we barge in rashly, I’m afraid—”

Meng Jianqing glanced at them. The two constables immediately fell silent. Thinking it over, they felt foolish—when the Imperial Guard investigated cases, how many nobles dared interfere? Moreover, they’d already witnessed this Lieutenant Meng’s boldness during the day, making their concern unnecessary.

Along the Qiantang River, boat shadows clustered and lights dotted the water. River waves harmonized with music and song. Though it couldn’t match West Lake’s enchanting scenery, the open river and sky under moonlight, like water, had its distinctive beauty.

They stopped by the river, waiting for Meng Jianqing to name his target.

The first name Meng Jianqing spoke was “Meihong.”

One constable blurted out, “That’s the head woman of the Ke family’s sixteenth boat.”

He pointed toward a large boat moored under an old willow in a small bay.
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Though the name “Meihong” was common and flashy, Meihong under the lamplight was indeed like the reddest flower on a branch. But precisely because she was at her reddest, having reached the peak of red that would soon turn to ash, and carrying three parts wine-induced languor, she trembled as if about to fall yet hadn’t fallen, revealing a soul-stirring, tragic beauty.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but be secretly startled.

Though he’d already known Meihong was very likely not an ordinary popular boat woman, her portrait compared to her actual appearance had not only failed to capture her truly captivating red beauty, but also lacked that intoxicating, flowing charm. The difference was so vast that seeing her suddenly caused him great shock due to his miscalculation.

When Meihong saw them board the boat, she too was startled. As their eyes met, Meng Jianqing could almost see the tremor in her heart.

But in an instant, Meihong had composed herself. A blooming smile covered her inner unease as she gracefully approached, saying in dulcet tones, “Lieutenant Meng honors us with his presence—forgive me for not welcoming you from afar!” She ordered a young maid to serve tea while having the madam send away clients, so she could focus on dealing with Meng Jianqing’s party.

She knew Meng Jianqing’s name, though he quickly thought of the reason. When he’d led the shooting of pig dragons by the river during the day, he’d probably been the focus of ten thousand eyes. This Miss Meihong had likely been among them, so recognizing him wasn’t surprising.

But there was another possibility…

The client, Meihong, had been entertaining and was about to hurriedly take his leave when two guards stopped him. Meng Jianqing called over a constable to record this Suzhou merchant’s name, origin, and address, asking about his neighbors. After the veteran constable familiar with Hangzhou verified the information, Meng Jianqing instructed the merchant not to leave his residence for ten days and to be available for questioning at any time before waving him away.

As the merchant tremblingly stepped onto the gangplank, he suddenly felt a breeze behind him and numbness in the bend of his leg. He cried out and nearly fell into the river; fortunately, his quick-eyed servant caught him. Still shaken, laughter from Meihong came from the boat: “Lieutenant Meng, testing people like this could cost lives!”

The merchant looked quite frail—if he’d fallen in, with the river’s swift current, rescue might have come too late.

Meihong’s bold exposure of Meng Jianqing’s intent both surprised and worried the two constables. Meng Jianqing smiled slightly, “Since that merchant is from Suzhou and the young lady happens to be surnamed Ke, I naturally had to test things out.”

Meihong cried “Ai ya!” and covered her chest, “Lieutenant Meng, such a big accusation could truly frighten one to death!”

Though her words seemed playful, despite the wine that flushed her cheeks red, Meng Jianqing could see her complexion had changed. The two constables were even more terrified.

The Ke surname boat families on the Qiantang River were all former subordinates of Chen Youliang. After Chen Youliang’s defeat and death, the Hongwu Emperor scattered his former subordinates to various places, demoting them to lowly status, forbidding them from ever coming ashore for generations. Local officials had both the responsibility to pacify and monitor them.

Suzhou, however, was the former capital of Zhang Shicheng. The Hongwu Emperor deeply resented the people of Suzhou for defending the city to the death for Zhang Shicheng. After breaking the city, he tripled Suzhou’s taxes compared to other places. Even now, Suzhou people secretly commemorate Zhang Shicheng. On his death anniversary, they burned incense in worship, calling it “worshipping Buddha” to outsiders—later generations called it burning “Nine-Four incense,” since Zhang Shicheng’s childhood name was “Nine-Four.” Jiangzhe officials had heard rumors of this, but since traces weren’t obvious and Suzhou officials feared stirring up a great case that might implicate themselves, they turned a deaf ear and blind eye. If local officials didn’t investigate deeply, others naturally preferred not to meddle.

What was Meng Jianqing trying to accomplish by connecting these two matters for no reason? Could it be that after handling several major cases, the Imperial Guard felt unsatisfied and wanted to stir up an even bigger case? From the dynasty’s founding, there were countless former subordinates of Zhang Shicheng, Chen Youliang, Fang Guozhen, and Ming Yuzhen, plus Ming Sect followers… If the Imperial Guard truly had such intentions, even “rivers of blood” wouldn’t adequately describe the carnage…

The first to suffer would likely be the officials of Hangzhou Prefecture and all of Zhejiang…

The atmosphere in the cabin immediately grew heavy.

Meihong steadied herself, glanced at the two constables, and said with a full smile, “Lord Meng has such thunderbolt methods and bodhisattva heart—naturally, he has his reasons for saying this. How could it be what you’re thinking? Lord Meng, feel free to speak directly. We’re all country bumpkins who haven’t seen the world—we might take even a joke seriously.”

Her words seemed both flattering and mocking. Meng Jianqing smiled, “I don’t deserve the title ‘Lord.’ Since the young lady is willing to speak directly, that’s good.”

He waved for the constables to take the two guards ashore first, gave the list to one guard, and ordered them to investigate the others, while he sat down himself.

Preparing for a serious conversation.

Meihong’s eyes shifted as she said gracefully, “Lieutenant Meng, it’s noisy here. If we’re to talk in detail, shouldn’t we move the boat to the river’s center where it’s quieter?”

Meng Jianqing said, “The guest follows the host’s wishes. Please proceed.”

He wanted to see exactly how Meihong planned to deal with him.
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They sat facing each other. Meihong didn’t insist on toasting but drank several more cups on her own. Meng Jianqing smiled, “Miss Meihong, you’re not trying to get yourself drunk to avoid this situation, are you?”

Meihong shot him a glance, “I’m drinking for courage. Who wouldn’t be afraid of seeing you people? During the day, I was thinking that Lieutenant Meng is quite different from others—courageous and responsible, truly admirable and impressive. But now… I fear I’m just like those soft-shelled turtles, destined to be dealt with by Lieutenant Meng sooner or later.”

Meng Jianqing knew her seemingly resentful, soul-stirring tone was all practiced from daily performance, so natural it flowed that it shouldn’t be taken seriously. But Meihong had probably acted so much that truth and falsehood had become confused even to herself, spoken so naturally that he momentarily couldn’t distinguish reality from illusion.

Under flickering lamplight, Meihong chatted casually, asking about the capital’s customs and Hangzhou’s scenery, then sighed wistfully, “I suppose I’ll never set foot on shore or see the scenery there in this lifetime. In my next life, I must be reborn far from water—oh my, I can’t say such things! What if the King of Hell hears and sends me to some waterless desert—wouldn’t that be even worse!”

Her words seemed both resentful and sorrowful, yet spoken lightly and gracefully, like self-mocking consolation.

Something stirred gently in Meng Jianqing’s heart.

Meihong’s seemingly casual conversation had a refreshing quality that made people feel at ease, as if anyone could open their hearts freely in her presence.

He thought of Limu. Limu was nearly middle-aged, plain-looking, taciturn, and melancholy. With his hidden weapons and poisons, no one dared get close to him.

But before such a Meihong, even someone like himself who’d practiced meditation at Tiantai Temple would feel this way—how much more so Limu?

He stopped himself from thinking further, steadied his mind, and said, “Now we can have a proper talk, can’t we?”

Meihong said with some surprise, “Not waiting until we reach the river’s center? Very well, as you wish. What do you want? Whatever I have, I certainly won’t be stingy with.”

Speaking the last sentence, Meihong glanced at Meng Jianqing with a half-smile, her expression seeming to say: See, I’m seriously listening to you.

Meng Jianqing watched her intently. “I want you to go to Xiaoxi Tian and testify to Ouyang Buxiu that Limu wanted to kill his disciple because of you.”

Meihong turned to stare at him in shock.

Meng Jianqing continued, “Limu wanted to kill Ouyang Buxiu’s disciple, then frame the Imperial Guard, thereby stirring up Xiaoxi Tian’s hatred toward the court, venting anger for Chen Youliang’s former subordinates, or even inciting Xiaoxi Tian to rebellion so Chen Youliang’s old followers could seize the opportunity. I’ve explained very clearly—I hope you won’t pretend not to understand.”

After a long pause, Meihong said, “You have quite an imagination. But setting everything else aside, even if what you say is entirely true, do you think I’d be stupid enough to serve as such a witness to Xiaoxi Tian? Do I not want to live? That old demon Ouyang Buxiu would wring my neck! Besides, I’m just a boat woman—whatever I say depends on the client’s wishes. It’d be a miracle if Ouyang Buxiu believed me!”

Meng Jianqing said, “Whether he believes you is my concern; whether you go is yours.”

Meihong sighed, “I’m afraid of dying.”

Meng Jianqing’s expression didn’t change. “You’ll die if you don’t go too.”

As he spoke, a faint smile unconsciously appeared at the corner of his mouth.

Meihong spoke so frankly that even the most frightening words sounded melodious and worth hearing from her lips.

Meihong sighed again, “I naturally believe that. The Imperial Guard can easily fabricate a murder charge—didn’t you just demonstrate that with the Suzhou merchant when you boarded?”

She suddenly looked up, “If you can’t solve this case, what happens? Will your Commander Shen cut off your head to explain things to Xiaoxi Tian?”

Meng Jianqing evaded answering, “That’s Commander Shen’s business.”

Meihong thought for a moment, then suddenly smiled brightly and leaned closer, “Since it’s death either way, if I can drag Lieutenant Meng along, the road to the underworld won’t be lonely! If I drag you with me, would that count as mandarin ducks sharing the same fate? Is there any woman who would grieve for you her whole life? Oh, I’m sure there is, and more than one, right?”

Meng Jianqing truly didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Yet his heart wasn’t unmoved. Meihong had seen that he had no other path, hadn’t she? That’s why she dared joke with him so boldly about such serious matters.

The full moon hung overhead, the sea tide had arrived, and boats in the river rose and fell with the tide, appearing and disappearing. Suddenly a large wave struck, and Meihong, who’d been leaning casually against the table, stumbled and fell against Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing could have easily avoided her, but as Meihong fell toward him, a delicate, lingering sweet fragrance suddenly penetrated straight into his heart without obstruction. In that moment of bewilderment, Meihong’s warm, soft, fragrant body tumbled into his chest.

He’d intended to push Meihong away immediately, but she whispered in his ear, “Your Commander Shen seems to want to use others’ hands to kill you—why torment yourself so? Since you’re here, why not open your heart and enjoy this night properly? Tomorrow’s matters, we’ll discuss tomorrow, all right?”

Meng Jianqing froze there.

The boat shuddered slightly—the sail must have been raised.

With full sails, the boat met the tide head-on, seemingly about to be swallowed by giant waves, then suddenly turned, borrowing the wind’s power to ride above the waves and meet the next tide.

Wave after wave of wine and rouge fragrance from Meihong’s mouth assaulted him. Her flushed face was inches away, that mysterious sweet scent coiling within Meng Jianqing’s body. Meihong’s voice was barely audible: “Do you know that the moment you boarded, I understood—you truly are my calamity!”

She sighed like a low chant, “Calamity—do you understand?”

Perhaps when she’d seen that young, vigorous Lieutenant shoot five arrows and drive away five pig dragons from afar during the day, Meihong had already glimpsed her calamity.

And now, so close, so near, that vitality hidden behind composed maturity—rising and falling, surging and swelling—suddenly ignited a small but inextinguishable flame in Meihong’s heart.

After experiencing so much, what she yearned for was so simple.

Nothing more than every young woman’s shared dream.

A young, handsome, vigorous man who appreciated her qualities and would hold her in his arms to cherish and caress her tenderly.

Perhaps Meng Jianqing just happened to arrive at the right moment.

But Meihong didn’t want to think so much.

She wanted only this present moment.

Meng Jianqing felt two forces struggling within his body. One self greedily indulged in Meihong’s gradually warming soft body, while another frantically wanted to escape this nightmare-like situation.

Sweat beaded on his forehead.

Before Meihong, he’d greatly overestimated his shallow meditation skills.

That thread of delicate, sweet fragrance had somehow made his body burn like fire.

Meng Jianqing suddenly startled—what fragrance was this?

He’d almost gathered enough energy to push away the body in his arms.

But Meihong suddenly opened her mouth slightly and bit his lip, cutting off the breath he’d barely managed to gather.
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The full moon had shifted westward.

Looking back toward Hangzhou Bay, white waves still towered to the sky, but where they were now, near the outer bay, it was much calmer.

Meihong gently stroked Meng Jianqing’s slightly furrowed brow, whispering, “Do you regret it?”

Meng Jianqing pillowed his head on his arm and gazed thoughtfully at the cabin ceiling. After a while, he said, “I don’t regret it.” Pausing, he added, “What was that fragrance?”

Meihong bit her lip and said softly, “Just the usual incense we use on boats.”

Meng Jianqing smiled, “Don’t take it to heart—I was just thinking that though I’ve seen much of the world, I’ve never encountered anything so exquisite.”

So delicate and lingering, it seemed to penetrate one’s very bones.

Yet perhaps this was merely his imagination. What made him burn wasn’t this clinging incense, but the desire that had long slumbered or been bound within his own body.

Meihong smiled charmingly, lying against his chest with her thick hair carrying a faint fragrance across his face, saying with amusement, “Mixing official business with personal matters like this—Monk Shen might cut off your head.”

Meng Jianqing was slightly surprised. “You call him ‘Monk Shen’?”

Meihong pursed her lips with a smile, “It’s not as if no one knows your Commander Shen used to be a monk. What else would we call him but ‘Monk Shen’?”

Meng Jianqing was silent for a moment, then asked, “What else do you know?”

Feeling his slightly quickened heartbeat, Meihong looked up at him in surprise, “Does this matter to you greatly? Honestly, that’s all we know about Shen Guangli. Oh, and there’s suddenly a young woman by Shen Guangli’s side—must be his daughter, she looks so much like him.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly. “Your information network is quite thorough.”

Meihong lay back down and said softly, “Shen Guangli pushing his capable assistant out to die wouldn’t just be to explain things to Xiaoxi Tian and sacrifice a pawn to save the rook, would it? Are there other reasons?”

Meng Jianqing smiled, “I shouldn’t have been too curious about that, Miss Shen, investigating her background, which is to say, Commander Shen’s background.”

Meihong’s brow furrowed, “Do you like her? Does Monk Shen think you’re not worthy, so he wants to eliminate you by various means?”

Meng Jianqing couldn’t tell if the jealousy in her words was real or feigned—perhaps she couldn’t distinguish.

Meng Jianqing said, “Didn’t you also say that Miss Shen looks very much like Commander Shen? Honestly, seeing her is almost like seeing Commander Shen himself. Think about it—which of us would dare provoke her?”

Facing the same face day and night, which constantly made them walk on thin ice and break into cold sweats, would probably give them nightmares.

Meihong hummed softly, “That’s hard to say.”

Though her words were reproachful, her tone was so tender and melodious that it was intoxicating.

In the dark cabin, listening to the sound of waves outside and whispers beside his ear, Meng Jianqing couldn’t help feeling waves of bewilderment.

Ah, if this truly was a dream, he wished to remain intoxicated and never wake.

Meihong suddenly said, “The tide is about to turn.”

If their boat didn’t reach shore in time, it would drift out to sea with the tide until the next high tide.

Yet neither of them seemed to care about spending a day drifting at sea.

Meng Jianqing turned his head, looking at Meihong’s bright eyes in the darkness. “You won’t come with me to Xiaoxi Tian, will you?”

Meihong pouted, “Really spoiling the mood, always bringing up this matter. Monk Shen probably expected I wouldn’t go. Even if you kidnapped me, I’d never say what you want to hear, yet he still sent you—I don’t believe you didn’t think of this beforehand. Why didn’t you refuse? Don’t give me nonsense about ‘being in the martial world, one’s body is not one’s own.’ You have Jiangwu Hall as your powerful backing. Someone as shrewd as Monk Shen wouldn’t easily offend Jiangwu Hall—he’d never cut off your head just for refusing this case.”

Meng Jianqing was silent for a long time before saying, “I just feel that in life, one is like a boat going against the current—if you don’t advance, you retreat. So one must keep moving forward step by step.”

He could not and would not retreat.

Meihong was startled, then said, “No wonder you’re named ‘Jianqing’ but use a blade instead of a sword. Ten years to master the sword, five years the blade—someone like you certainly wouldn’t wait ten years. I’m beginning to understand why you joined the Imperial Guard after graduating from Jiangwu Hall. In terms of official position, you probably can’t match many of your classmates, but in terms of power and influence, probably few among your classmates can match you.”

Meng Jianqing laughed, “You sound rather like our Commander Shen. That’s probably what he’s thinking when he sizes us up.”

Meihong giggled, “Comparing me to your Commander Shen—watch out if Commander Shen finds out!”

Meng Jianqing knew Meihong was trying to figure him out. When she truly understood him completely, he might end up like Limu, unable to escape her grasp, willingly following her demands regardless of cost.

Yet revealing himself was such a pleasant thing.

Having someone who could listen, who could understand the layers of worry in his heart and the desires beating their wings in his chest—how dangerous yet how unspeakably joyful…

Meng Jianqing felt he was playing with fire, such beautiful flames that might soon consume him…

The boat suddenly lurched—probably a wave crest passing beneath.

The tide was beginning to turn.

Meihong said with a sigh, “If I don’t go with you, or don’t listen to you, what will you do?”

That steel-cold, unshakeable conviction wrapped in sweet murmurs pierced like a short blade into one’s heart, yet carried such tempting tenderness.

Meng Jianqing watched her intently. “What would make you agree?”

Meihong smiled charmingly, “If you help me obtain something, I might agree.”
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Meng Jianqing commandeered a seagoing vessel near Hangzhou Bay and, following Meihong’s directions, sailed toward the open sea.

Meng Jianqing and Meihong stood in the cabin on the highest deck, leaning against the railing and gazing into the distance. The rising sun was clear as crystal, the sea and sky vast and boundless. Looking back toward the coast, it had gradually disappeared into the misty waves.

In the sunlight, Meihong’s complexion was slightly pale, with fine lines faintly visible at the corners of her eyes. Compared to the night, she had a different kind of decadent, fallen beauty—haggard yet pitiful.

Meng Jianqing observed her, not knowing that Meihong was also secretly studying him in the daylight.

Had she once possessed such vigorous, overwhelming power like the blazing sun?

After a long while, a desolate sigh arose from the depths of Meihong’s heart.

She murmured as if to herself, “I truly wish I could go back ten years.”

Meng Jianqing said in surprise, “Go back ten years? You would have been just a little girl then.”

The corner of Meihong’s mouth curved slightly, half-smiling, “Not a little girl, but the me of ten years ago—how could she have been a match for you now!”

Meng Jianqing was speechless at her words and could only smile.

He thought what confused him wouldn’t be the Meihong of ten years ago, but only this current Meihong who had experienced all the vicissitudes of the world and was so exquisitely perceptive.

The northwest wind blew steadily, and in just one day and night, the ship had rounded Putuo Mountain in Zhoushan and turned south. The twelve retainers Meihong had brought began showing excitement in their expressions.

The wind direction wasn’t entirely favorable, and Meihong’s expression showed hints of restlessness, while those dozen retainers were even more agitated.

At sunset, the helmsman sent a sailor into the cabin to say there might be a storm and asked them to prepare.

Looking at the setting sun in the distance, it was indeed unusually red. The eastern sky was also uncommonly black.

The ship increased speed, hoping to reach the nearest Jiushan Island before the storm arrived. But the storm came as quickly as predicted—in an instant, dark clouds filled the sky, bringing howling winds and surging waves. The ship carried no cargo, and most of the ballast stones brought when setting sail had been jettisoned along the way due to Meihong’s urgency to make time. The ship was too light, swaying unsteadily in the fierce wind. The helmsman urgently called to lower the sails to avoid being overturned.

A sailor suddenly shouted in panic, “The rigging is tangled!”

The sails couldn’t be lowered.

A small, agile sailor climbed the mast to untangle the rigging, but in the fierce wind and rolling ship, he lost his grip and fell headfirst. Fortunately, he was caught by a crossbeam and dropped into the sea. His companions quickly threw down ropes and pulled him up. Though he ran shivering to the rear cabin to change clothes, he was essentially unharmed.

A huge wave struck, nearly capsizing the ship.

Among Meihong’s retainers, a fifty-year-old man took off his shoes and climbed the mast. Meihong cried out, “How can we let Uncle Yanfu climb the mast?” The others looked embarrassed, “We couldn’t stop him—”

Though old, Uncle Yanfu was extremely agile, climbing even faster and higher than the young sailor. He wrapped himself around the mast, untied one knot, then climbed higher.

But the wind was truly too strong. Suddenly, the sail shifted to one side, and the rigging spun with it, wrapping around Uncle Yanfu’s neck. Everyone was alarmed, and Meihong cried out.

A flash of light suddenly flew from behind her, striking with a “clang” and severing the rope as it embedded in the mast—it was a short blade. Uncle Yanfu fell heavily but was caught around the waist by a long rope that flew across, slowing his descent. When he hit the deck, he rolled with the momentum and stood up, gasping.

As Meng Jianqing threw out the long rope, his left hand reached out, and another short blade flew forth, severing another knot.

The sail came down.

An oncoming giant wave crashed onto the deck, tilting the ship and sending everyone tumbling involuntarily. Meng Jianqing dodged to the side, crouched down against the cabin wall, and caught Meihong as she fell toward him.

Another huge wave crashed over them, forcing salty seawater into their mouths.

In the wind and waves, Meng Jianqing could still feel Meihong’s rapid heartbeat and breathing. And he was probably no better off.

The sky was black as ink, rain fell like arrows, and the ship rose and fell dramatically.

On this vast sea, each person’s strength was so insignificant. In this moment, she had only him, and he had only her.

Life and death together.

Yet in Meng Jianqing’s heart, in this moment, there was such profound bewilderment.
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Three days later, the ship finally entered the Maotou Ocean.

The sun had already set in the west, and vast twilight descended.

Meihong turned to look at Meng Jianqing, “Whatever I want to do, will you agree to it all?”

Meng Jianqing smiled, “If you wanted to cut off my head, I naturally wouldn’t agree.”

Meihong silently fell into his embrace, as if wanting to confirm Meng Jianqing’s reliability one final time before making her ultimate decision. After a long while, she said, “On this ship, besides the people I brought, no one else can remain.”

Meng Jianqing’s heart leaped.

Meihong raised her head to look at him. “You only need to stand aside and watch.”

However, this ship had been commandeered by Meng Jianqing, and his signature remained on file at the Hangzhou Maritime Trade Bureau.

Meihong stared intently at him.

After only a moment’s hesitation, Meng Jianqing said, “Very well, I agree.”

Meihong seemed somewhat surprised, her expression changing repeatedly, wondering what she was thinking.

Their method of dealing with the ship’s owner and crew was also somewhat unexpected for Meng Jianqing.

Sixteen people in total were dumped on an island so small it could only be called a reef, left with three days’ worth of fresh water and dried food, abandoned to their fate.

Meng Jianqing had originally thought they would sink these people into the sea.

Meihong silently watched the fleeting bewilderment on his face from the side.

She had deliberately made Meng Jianqing think she intended to kill these people to silence them.

But once the test result came out, she felt inexplicable regret and irritation.

She had underestimated Meng Jianqing’s cold-bloodedness and ruthlessness.

But what if this was merely for her sake? Because he thought this was her wish?

In that moment of fierce wind and towering waves, hanging between life and death, perhaps he truly would think and act this way?

The ship continued sailing south through the night. The sailor steering was very familiar with these waters, unhesitatingly choosing direction and navigating through patches of reefs and swift currents in the darkness.

Doubt arose in Meng Jianqing’s heart, “How are you so familiar with these waters?”

These waters had once been the domain of the Fang Guozhen brothers, but had no connection to Chen Youliang.

Meihong’s face in the night was like a brilliant pearl. “My mother’s surname was Fang. Among the people I brought, some are also former subordinates of Fang Guozhen.”

Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright and clear, the tension and excitement in her heart evident beyond words.

Meng Jianqing secretly drew in a breath.

Perhaps even more surprising things awaited him ahead.

Meihong suddenly changed the subject, “I’ve never asked you—exactly what of Monk Shen’s background did you uncover to end up in such a predicament?”

Meng Jianqing asked in return, “How much do you know about Commander Shen?”

Meihong frowned, “Isn’t it just that he used to be a monk?”

Many thoughts flashed through Meng Jianqing’s mind in an instant—should he tell her?

Was Meihong still suspicious about why he’d been placed in such circumstances?

Perhaps only in that moment of fierce wind and towering waves, hanging between life and death, had she harbored no doubt about him whatsoever.

With this thought, Meng Jianqing quickly made his decision.

He said in a low voice, “Commander Shen’s original name was Shen Bai, from Xiao Shan.”

Meihong was stunned for a while before crying out softly in surprise, “So it was him!”

The Shen family of Xiao Shan was considered a prominent local clan, but unexpectedly was destroyed overnight in a great fire. If not for the youngest son, Shen Bai, who had already become a monk, it would have been complete family extinction. Rural rumors said the Shen family had committed evil deeds and thus brought this retribution upon themselves. As for what evil deeds, there were various folk tales, and people traveling on the Qiantang River had more or less heard something.

Meihong then said, “In those chaotic times, a monk having a bastard daughter or two wouldn’t be such a big deal, would it?”

But seeing Meng Jianqing’s strange expression, Meihong’s thoughts stirred, “You mean that great fire was connected to Shen Bai?”

Meng Jianqing said, “He wasn’t the one who set the fire—it was a concubine of the Shen family’s Fourth Master, Miss Shen’s mother.”

Meihong was stunned, her mind working through the implications, and couldn’t help but gasp, murmuring, “Monk Shen’s woman was truly extraordinary—no wonder he had to take his daughter to Xiaoxi Tian to raise her. If she didn’t hide in that place, she probably would have been killed long ago!”

The affair between Shen Bai and that woman who was nominally his grand-aunt—was it before he became a monk or after? What kind of background did that woman have to possess such resolve and methods? Had Shen Guangli not sought her out all these years because he finally learned the truth about the Shen family fire? What kind of experience would drive that woman to set such a mad conflagration?

Meihong pondered that woman’s appearance, becoming lost in thought.

Terrifying Commander Shen. In his youth, he had had such a woman. And he had fallen in love with such a woman—perhaps even now he had never forgotten her, never given up on her.

Who would love her this way? No matter who she was? No matter what she had done?

Meng Jianqing coldly added another sentence, “However, this isn’t the most terrible secret.”

Meihong was alarmed.

Meng Jianqing said, “The most terrible secret is that neither Miss Shen’s mother nor Commander Shen himself has any way of knowing whether Miss Shen is his daughter, his sister, his aunt, or his niece.”

If Shen Guangli knew what he had said, even ten heads wouldn’t be enough to cut off.

After a long silence, Meihong sighed softly, “No wonder that Miss Shen just lives with Shen Guangli so mysteriously, vaguely never formally acknowledging their relationship.”

She turned toward Meng Jianqing again, laughing quietly, “If Shen Guangli knew what you said, even ten heads wouldn’t be enough to cut off.”

What Meng Jianqing had been thinking was spoken word for word by Meihong.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but be startled.
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Morning light gradually brightened, and the outline of the island ahead slowly became clear. The island was lush with trees that gleamed green even in this harsh winter season. Shrouded by vegetation, it wasn’t until they sailed close that Meng Jianqing realized the island’s terrain was extremely steep. Jagged reefs near the shore prevented the seagoing ship from approaching, so they moored beside a massive reef.

A small boat was lowered.

Meihong said softly, “This small boat will take you to the island. Fourteen and Seventeen will watch the ship. Uncle Yanfu will guide you to find that place. The six from Ruian are just for hauling cargo. You can entrust other things to them, but there’s a locked red sandalwood dressing table—you must personally bring that back to me. It belonged to my mother.”

Meng Jianqing now understood what Meihong intended to do.

When the Fang Guozhen brothers had gathered their forces in this region, knowing they lacked the strength to dominate the realm, they loaded all their plundered treasures onto ships, ready to flee to Southeast Asia at any time. But when the Hongwu Emperor’s great army approached, the subordinates left to guard the ships abandoned them and fled first. When Ming forces gave chase, the fleet was scattered. What was hidden on that small island must be part of those treasures, and Meihong’s mother had been among those who knew.

What enormous sum would make even Meihong calculate so carefully?

And what did she plan to use it for?

The small boat entered a waterway with rapid currents, traveling upstream until the sun rose over the eastern mountains before finally mooring at a small bay pointed out by Uncle Yanfu. Leaving Fourteen and Seventeen to watch the boat, the other eight landed on the island.

Uncle Yanfu walked very hesitantly, frequently stopping to look around, seemingly unsure of the route. His dark, thin, aged face bore countless emotions.

The mountain path was treacherous, with many places having no trail at all. They pushed through scattered rocks and old vines, thorns tearing their clothes and leaving shallow, bloody scratches on their hands and faces.

Near noon, they finally found a small waterfall hidden in dense bamboo groves, not actually far from the riverbank. Uncle Yanfu was the first to crawl behind the waterfall, with Meng Jianqing following closely. The six from Ruian waited by the small pool. In less than half an hour, Meng Jianqing and Uncle Yanfu had found the iron chests stacked deep in the cave. Meng Jianqing counted sixty-four chests total—the small boat couldn’t transport them all in one trip. Uncle Yanfu’s idea was to first move everything to the riverside, then transport it to the ship in multiple trips. But Meng Jianqing felt this back-and-forth would waste considerable time and invite trouble, so they agreed to have two men cut bamboo while Fourteen and Seventeen built rafts at the shore, hoping to complete transport in one journey.

Even with everyone working frantically, it wasn’t until the winter sun slanted westward that they could load the iron chests onto the small boat, leading six bamboo rafts downstream.

Mountain peaks reflected in the waterway, darkening toward dusk. Ahead at the river mouth, brightness suddenly appeared with golden glints on the sea surface. In the distance, they could see Meihong standing at the rail of the ship moored behind the great reef, gazing in their direction.

Uncle Yanfu frowned as he looked toward Meng Jianqing.

He naturally knew what Meihong was watching for.

Meng Jianqing’s heart warmed, like a wanderer returning home to glimpse family waiting at the door, and he couldn’t help waving to Meihong.

Meihong also waved gently back.

Meng Jianqing was secretly startled.

Wasn’t Meihong’s expression a bit too composed? Seeing them return fully loaded, given her usual manner, she would certainly create some flourish to show her joy.

As the small boat approached, long ropes were lowered from the ship. Meng Jianqing, carrying the dressing table Meihong had entrusted to him, moved ahead of Uncle Yanfu to grab a rope and climb toward the deck.

Even Uncle Yanfu couldn’t help but secretly admire Meng Jianqing’s agile movements.

Just as Meng Jianqing rolled over the railing onto the deck, a figure suddenly emerged from behind Meihong, swinging a blade toward Meng Jianqing’s feet as they touched the deck.

Meng Jianqing drew his blade faster, crouching and sweeping backhand to deflect the single-ring saber diagonally to the right. Meng Jianqing then stepped left, pressing into close quarters. His left knee struck the figure’s left ribs. The figure cried out in pain, and as he rolled sideways backward, he grabbed Meihong and pulled her down, his right-hand blade returning to rest against Meihong’s neck as he shouted fiercely, “Stop!”

Meng Jianqing slowly stood straight, blade horizontal before his chest, watching his opponent.

This middle-aged man in dark blue fishskin armor wasn’t one of Meihong’s retainers.

Uncle Yanfu called anxiously from the small boat, “What’s happening? What’s wrong?”

The middle-aged man dragged Meihong step by step toward the railing, stood up to let Uncle Yanfu see Meihong under his blade, and shouted, “Nobody move!”

Meihong’s face was pale, her lips trembling slightly.

Meng Jianqing quickly scanned the surroundings.

Were there more of this man’s accomplices in the cabin?

He slowed his voice to avoid provoking the middle-aged man, saying, “What do you want?”

The middle-aged man looked him up and down. Now calming down and seeing his opponent was an Imperial Guard Lieutenant, he couldn’t help but be surprised. While silently calculating how much threat his hostage posed to this Lieutenant, he shouted, “First, put down your blade!”

Two more men in water armor flashed out from the cabin, apparently ready to subdue him once Meng Jianqing dropped his weapon.

Meng Jianqing hesitated slightly. The middle-aged man increased pressure, his blade edge cutting a bloody line on Meihong’s neck, crimson drops seeping out.

Meng Jianqing’s gaze swept across Meihong. When their eyes met, they immediately looked away. Meihong said tremblingly, “Lieutenant Meng, you can’t abandon me to die!”

Meng Jianqing was slightly startled, then understood Meihong’s meaning. He stepped back, saying coldly, “I must save myself first! You’re on your own!”

As he retreated, the middle-aged man realized something was wrong, but it was too late to warn his companions. While backing away, Meng Jianqing had already spun and struck, slashing diagonally upward toward the two men’s lower bodies. They hastily lowered their blades to block. The first man, bearing the brunt of Meng Jianqing’s spinning force, was struck precisely when his old strength was nearly spent and new strength not yet generated. His grip burst open, and he could no longer hold his single blade steady. Fortunately, he reacted quickly, immediately dodging aside to let his companion meet Meng Jianqing’s next strike. His companion blocked Meng Jianqing’s nearly spent blow and twisted his wrist to press the blade down. The first man immediately attacked from behind, man and blade together, slashing toward Meng Jianqing’s back.

Meng Jianqing suddenly withdrew his blade and rolled on the ground. The single blade that had been pressing him swept over his head, shaving off a piece of his hat brim. The man attacking from behind couldn’t stop his momentum and nearly wounded his companion.

Once Meng Jianqing broke free from their pincer attack, he leaped onto the cabin roof. The two men, thinking he was fleeing, chased urgently. But Meng Jianqing twisted at the waist on the cabin roof, gave a great shout, and pounced down from above. His blade carried wind and thunder, forcing the two men to nearly close their eyes as their faces stung. In their hasty retreat, they were already a step too late.

Meihong watched as the two men didn’t even manage a cry before being cleaved down on the deck by this aerial strike, separated from heads and limbs, blood spurting like fountains. She couldn’t help feeling a chill in her heart. After cutting down these two men, Meng Jianqing landed on deck, paused briefly, then immediately leaped back onto the cabin roof, apparently planning to leave on his own. The middle-aged man holding Meihong hostage hadn’t yet recovered from his shock. Seeing him about to leave, he momentarily lost composure and blurted out, “Hey, you—”

In that moment of distraction, Meng Jianqing suddenly twisted and flung his arm. A short blade secretly gripped in his left hand shot out, tracing a crescent arc in the sunset light and striking the middle-aged man’s right shoulder, penetrating to the bone.

The middle-aged man screamed as his single blade clattered to the deck. Fortunately, he reacted quickly, his left hand swiftly reaching for Meihong’s neck. But he hadn’t expected Meihong’s agility to far exceed that of ordinary women, and her composure. As soon as the blade left her neck, she quickly pulled out a silver hairpin from her hair ornament and stabbed backward blindly. The middle-aged man cried out and instinctively covered his stabbed right eye, staggering backward. Suddenly alert again, he reached out to grab Meihong but caught only air.

Meihong was caught around the waist by a long rope that Meng Jianqing had thrown and forcefully pulled away.

Meng Jianqing simultaneously leaped down from the cabin, his left hand catching Meihong while his right hand threw a short blade in another arc, slashing diagonally from the side into the middle-aged man’s left leg. The momentum was still unspent, nearly severing the entire left leg.

The middle-aged man screamed and collapsed on deck.

Only then did Uncle Yanfu climb up the rope to the deck, staring dumbfounded at the bloody stains covering the deck.

Meihong could hear Meng Jianqing’s violent heartbeat. His left hand tightly embracing her waist, was trembling slightly.

And she felt weak in her limbs, her heart pounding wildly.

In her heart, a surge of bittersweet emotion arose, almost bringing her to tears.
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Meng Jianqing carried wound medicine with him. He quickly applied medicine and bandaged the wound on Meihong’s neck, left Uncle Yanfu to watch over her, then turned and walked toward the man collapsed on deck, crying out in pain. Stopping about ten feet away, he coldly observed him for a moment, then suddenly whipped out a long rope, wrapped it around the man’s neck, and dragged him up. The rope danced, and in an instant, the middle-aged man was bound tight, left hand forward, right leg back, hanging from the mast.

Uncle Yanfu said quietly, “This position is called ‘Immortal Points the Way.’ Once tied up like this, even a perfectly healthy person can’t last three hours. This fellow comes from the Imperial Guard—he’s truly skilled at binding people.”

His words carried either praise or sarcasm—Meihong couldn’t help but smile faintly, though a chill arose in her heart.

The hanged middle-aged man’s screams had turned to wails.

Meng Jianqing held another short blade, watching the man and saying, “The Imperial Guard has one hundred and eight types of major and minor tortures, but I only learned one. Would you like to know?”

Without waiting for the man to speak, he continued, “I use blades, so I learned the straw raincoat torture. You’ve surely heard of it, right? Is that why you look so terrified?”

The fear on the middle-aged man’s face was visible.

Meihong and Uncle Yanfu exchanged glances.

They’d both heard of this infamous, cruel punishment. Flesh cut into pieces like a straw raincoat, and the slightest touch brought agony to heart and lungs, yet one couldn’t die quickly.

Only those skilled with blades could truly administer the straw raincoat torture.

Meng Jianqing suddenly leaped up, and as he swept past the middle-aged man, his short blade flashed. When he landed, three strips of skin hung from the man’s left cheek, blood trickling as his howls suddenly rose in pitch.

Meng Jianqing sheathed his blade behind him, saying unhurriedly, “I ask, you answer. When I’m satisfied, I’ll give you a quick death.”

He already held a pill in his left palm, flicking it with his finger to send it into the man’s mouth.

The pill dissolved instantly on contact, and in moments, all bodily pain became numb and unfelt.

The middle-aged man exhaled deeply.

Meng Jianqing added, “This medicine’s effect lasts only one cup of tea’s time.”

But even half a cup of tea’s time was imperial mercy.

Seeing the man’s expression, Meng Jianqing knew it was time. He immediately asked, “How many of you are there? Where’s your ship?”

The middle-aged man didn’t hesitate, immediately answering, “Thirteen men, ship’s on the island’s west side.”

Meng Jianqing stared into his eyes, “What are you people?”

The middle-aged man answered everything. Their leader was also a former subordinate of Fang Guozhen, which is how he knew the secret of the island treasure. Because those surnamed Fang had been relocated to various places under strict supervision, he’d never had the opportunity until recent years, when, as time passed, local officials gradually relaxed their vigilance. Only then did he find a chance to fake his death and escape. He spent two years gathering followers—all desperate fortune-seekers who agreed to split the take equally. They chose the New Year season to go to sea because fewer ships traveled these waters then, avoiding detection. Who knew that after landing, they’d discover smoke rising from the island’s other side—

Hearing this, Meng Jianqing glanced at Meihong, who opened her mouth in great chagrin. She’d lit the fire on the ship to prepare dinner—who could have predicted such trouble?

The man continued confessing that, seeing the smoke, they sent four men to investigate. They snuck aboard the ship and killed three of Meihong’s retainers who’d stayed behind, though they also lost one man. They’d intended to kill Meihong too, but she said there were still people ashore hunting treasure, so they kept her alive to lure and kill the others.

Meihong approached and looked up at the middle-aged man, suddenly asking, “What’s your leader’s surname, Fang name?”

The middle-aged man only answered that he didn’t know.

Meihong continued, “The one responsible for hiding treasure on this island was Fang Guozhen’s cousin, Fang Guohao. The soldiers who transported the treasure were all silenced afterward. Fang Guohao hadn’t yet married or had children then, fearing that if he died, no one would know this place, so he told his sister Fang Guoxiang. Fang Guoxiang died early and entrusted this secret and her daughter to someone trustworthy. Did Fang Guohao also entrust this secret to you people? Is he still alive?”

The middle-aged man stared at Meihong, his face suddenly showing a ghostly expression, “You—you’re Guoxiang’s daughter!”

Meihong’s heart jumped, but she steadied herself and said, “If you’re Fang Guohao, what proof do you have?”

The middle-aged man hurriedly said, “That dressing table! When hiding the treasure, I got greedy and picked out some jewels, hiding them all in that dressing table. I hid the table separately in the deepest part of the stone cave and transplanted a palm-sized stalactite on top as a marker, planning to get it someday as dowry for Guoxiang!”

Meng Jianqing untied the dressing table from his back.

The middle-aged man cried out, “Ah, that’s it! The first layer contains—”

Meihong screamed, cutting off his words, “Don’t say it! I believe you!”

The middle-aged man—no, it should be Fang Guohao—exhaled in relief, then suddenly screamed again.

The medicine had worn off.

Meihong urgently said, “Quickly give him medicine, let him down!”

At this moment, the last trace of sunset finally fell into the distant western mountains, the sea surface immediately darkened, and cold winds rose.
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Meng Jianqing cut away the strips of skin hanging from Fang Guohao’s face, applied wound medicine, and watched as Meihong busily bandaged his wounds while occasionally casting reproachful glances his way. Fang Guohao also looked him up and down with barely concealed hostility. Meng Jianqing pondered silently, stepped slightly aside, and said, “Elder Fang, what other people do you have over there? Please give a brief account.”

Fang Guohao explained one by one that the nine accomplices were all mountain bandits and river pirates from the Fujian-Zhejiang area, with the most formidable and cunning being the great bandit of Wuyi Mountain, Tian Sanxun, known as “Iron Wire Snake.” Among these nine men, at least three were skilled enough swimmers to reach this ship underwater, including Iron Wire Snake Tian Sanxun.

After speaking so much in one breath, Fang Guohao felt unable to continue. Though Meihong had much she wanted to say to him, she could only let him fall into a deep sleep.

Meng Jianqing looked outside the cabin. Uncle Yanfu was supervising his men, using a winch to hoist the iron chests one by one onto the ship and transport them to the hold for storage. Only the last two remained.

Meihong gazed at the thick dusk outside, “Those mountain bandits and river pirates will surely grow suspicious when they see my uncle hasn’t returned. Let’s set sail quickly.”

She felt uneasy, as if ships were already approaching through the twilight.

Meng Jianqing listened intently for a moment and said, “They’re already here. Extinguish the lights and hide—don’t make a sound!”

He took down a horn bow and a quiver of white-feathered arrows hanging on the cabin wall.

Since the seas were treacherous with frequent pirates, every ship carried weapons and hired escorts. Though the bow was soft and arrows short for Meng Jianqing’s purposes, it was better than nothing.

Hearing the alarm, Uncle Yanfu ordered his men to quickly lower ropes to hoist their companion from the bamboo rafts while deploying hands to weigh anchor and raise sails, preparing to depart.

The ship that suddenly appeared in the twilight was ghostlike and alarming. Crouched on the rear cabin roof, Meng Jianqing had a commanding view. Though this ship wasn’t large, it was extremely fast, maneuvering freely among clusters of hidden reefs—clearly its helmsman was no ordinary sailor.

Their ship finally started moving before the pirate vessel closed in. With strong northwest winds filling their raised sails, they quickly left the island behind. But the pirate ship was swift and agile, much faster than their treasure-laden two-deck vessel. In less than half an hour, it had caught up. The pirate ship suddenly shot out a volley of arrows that ignited in the wind, burning as they flew straight toward their sails. Seeing trouble, Meng Jianqing leaped up with a long rope and knocked the fire arrows into the sea, though his figure was fully exposed in the firelight.

At that moment, the pirate ship rammed into theirs. Several grappling hooks caught hold, and while two pirates shot arrows to block defenders, several others quickly climbed aboard. Uncle Yanfu, crouched inside the rear cabin door, gave a great shout and swung his great axe. A pirate who’d just climbed onto the deck was caught off guard and had his left arm severed, but fearless of pain, he howled and slashed horizontally at Uncle Yanfu’s legs. Another pirate behind him seized the opportunity to leap past both of them and engage Fang Fourteen and Fang Seventeen, attacking from the other side. With this brief delay, the other accomplices immediately rushed onto the deck.

Meng Jianqing assessed from the cabin roof and saw that Uncle Yanfu and his men could temporarily hold off the pirates who’d boarded, so he didn’t rush to join the deck battle. Instead, he cast out his long rope, lassoed the pirate ship’s mast, and leaped across to the enemy vessel. Two pirates left guarding the ship were about to climb over and join the fight when they saw him coming and immediately retreated. Meng Jianqing pounced from above. Seeing his momentum, the two pirates didn’t dare meet him head-on and rolled aside. But Meng Jianqing didn’t tangle with them, plunging straight into the cabin.

The two pirates followed closely, much to Meng Jianqing’s surprise. He’d only wanted to check this pirate ship as a precaution. According to Fang Guohao, there were only nine men total on this ship, so the cabin should be empty now. What were these two so nervous about?

The cabin was dark with only faint starlight filtering through the windows.

The moment Meng Jianqing stepped into the cabin, he sensed someone’s rapid breathing in the darkness.

The two pirates attacked from behind, one left and one right.

Meng Jianqing suddenly twisted his waist. The left-side blade thrust past his back while his right-hand short blade slashed diagonally, severing the right pirate’s wrist artery. An iron writing brush clattered to the floor. Without stopping his blade’s momentum, Meng Jianqing backhand-flicked upward, nearly slicing off the man’s entire jaw, forcing him to scream and fall backward in the doorway, clutching his face. The other man’s thrust missed and, knowing he was in trouble, immediately twisted his wrist, changing from a straight stab to a side strike. His blade carved a long, bloody line across Meng Jianqing’s back, but Meng Jianqing had already stepped aside and back, his short blade reverse-stabbing into the man’s abdomen before quickly withdrawing. He leaped aside as the pirate crashed down, blood from his belly splattering the cabin ceiling.

Meng Jianqing flicked away a short wooden bed in the corner with his blade.

Curled beneath the bed was a middle-aged man, completely bound with cloth stuffed in his mouth, staring wide-eyed at Meng Jianqing. Though the cabin was dark, by the faint starlight, he could roughly make out the Imperial Guard uniform. The middle-aged man’s face showed fear and alarm. When Meng Jianqing removed the gag, he immediately cried, “My lord, my lord, this has nothing to do with me—they kidnapped me!”

Meng Jianqing stared at him, “Who are you?”

The middle-aged man said tearfully, “My name is Fang Guohao! My lord, my lord, heaven and earth bear witness—I never thought of escaping from Qingjiang Guard. They forced me to come!”

Meng Jianqing’s heart leaped.

The other party didn’t know Meihong’s relationship to Fang Guohao, so there was no need to impersonate him at this point. He should know that Fang Guozhen’s former subordinates, relocated to various places and enrolled in military registers, faced death if they fled privately. This man probably thought Meng Jianqing had come to arrest him.

If this man were the real Fang Guohao, then who was the person beside Meihong?

Meng Jianqing was alarmed. He slashed through the ropes binding the self-proclaimed Fang Guohao, “Stay in this cabin. Don’t make a sound or show yourself until I call you!”

He turned and rushed out.

Meihong was quietly hiding in the cabin when she suddenly heard Meng Jianqing calling, “Meihong, bring me some wound medicine!”

Meihong was startled—was Meng Jianqing injured?

But she immediately sensed something strange. Didn’t Meng Jianqing carry wound medicine himself?

As she thought this, Fang Guohao on the bed beside her thought the same thing, understanding that Meng Jianqing just wanted an excuse to call Meihong out. He quickly reached out to grab her. Though Meihong felt something wasn’t quite right about Meng Jianqing’s words, her body had already moved involuntarily upon hearing he needed medicine. Fang Guohao’s grab caught empty air as Meihong became alert and quickly retreated toward the cabin door. Fang Guohao shouted and grabbed the oil lamp from the small table, hurling it at her. Meihong couldn’t dodge in time, but fortunately, Meng Jianqing suddenly reached in to pull her out while striking back with his blade flat, hitting the lamp back to strike Fang Guohao square in the face. Fang Guohao groaned and lost consciousness.

Meihong said in amazement, “You’d already determined he was an impostor?”

Meng Jianqing asked in return, “You’d already suspected he was an impostor?”

Meihong said softly, “He didn’t recognize me—Uncle Yanfu and the others all say I look exactly like my mother when she was young!”

Yet Meihong had still performed flawlessly, acting as if nothing was wrong while waiting for this impostor to reveal his true nature.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but smile slightly.

Only then did Meihong notice the bloody gash on Meng Jianqing’s back and cried out, “You are injured!”

Meng Jianqing sat down wearily, “These mountain bandits and river pirates are indeed fierce—but the real Fang Guohao should be safe now.”

The wound on Meng Jianqing’s back was bloody and frightening. As Meihong applied wound medicine, she couldn’t help feeling waves of sympathetic pain. She suddenly realized that the saying “feeling another’s pain as your own” was truly real. When she heard about the real Fang Guohao, she felt somewhat ashamed that she should have been concerned about her uncle’s whereabouts first.
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That night’s battle ended with the complete annihilation of the pirates, but Meihong’s side also suffered heavy losses. Fang Fourteen and Fang Seventeen were seriously wounded, Uncle Yanfu was lightly injured, and the other six had unfortunately died in battle. The only uninjured ones were Meihong and her uncle, the real Fang Guohao. When Fang Guohao came aboard, he recognized the impostor as Iron Wire Snake Tian Sanxun, who had tormented him throughout their journey. Seeing him, how could he not beat this fallen enemy? After the beating, still unsatisfied, he threw Tian Sanxun into the sea. Meihong’s lips moved slightly as if to intervene, but ultimately she refrained. Tian Sanxun was too cunning—keeping him on board would invite unpredictable trouble. Turning to see Meng Jianqing sitting with eyes closed as if he’d seen nothing, she realized he must be thinking the same thing, which was why he hadn’t intervened. Meihong secretly sighed and stared at the lamplight in a daze.

Meanwhile, Uncle Yanfu transferred all the provisions and fresh water from the pirate ship, then adjusted the course to let the pirate vessel pass to their right. Uncle Yanfu jumped back to their ship and watched the empty pirate ship drift away ghostlike in the wind, clapping his hands and saying, “The sea has gained another ghost ship.”

In the vast night with fierce north winds, islands on the sea surface gradually became sparse as they approached the open ocean.

Meng Jianqing leaned against the cabin wall, observing Meihong and the others opposite him. “Where do you plan to go?”

Meihong gently stroked the dressing table, glanced at Meng Jianqing, and smiled, “You know very well I won’t obediently follow you to Xiaoxi Tian. What will you do now?”

Meng Jianqing asked in return, “With only these few people left, how will you manage the ship wherever you go?”

Meihong smiled without answering.

After pondering for a while, Meng Jianqing stood up, “Each person has their aspirations—I won’t force you. Have enough provisions and fresh water loaded onto a small boat for me. I’m leaving first.”

Meihong looked up at him in shock.

Though this was something she’d expected—how could Meng Jianqing possibly go with them?—hearing these words directly still struck her heart like a heavy blow, leaving her breathless for a moment before she managed to say, “Going back like this, will Monk Shen spare you? Taking one step outward means boundless freedom—why go back?”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly, “Commander Shen is someone who keeps public and private matters separate. Besides, I’m not returning empty-handed.”

He turned to Fang Guohao, “These sixty-four iron chests are all numbered in red paint. I want chest number twenty-three. Elder Fang won’t object, will he? More precisely, what I want is something that should be in that chest. Since Elder Fang personally packed them, do you remember what was in chest twenty-three?”

Fang Guohao thought for a long time before saying hesitantly, “What Lieutenant Meng wants—could it be that Golden Lock Guanyin standing statue?”

The Dayun Sutra states that Guanyin once disguised herself as a courtesan, using her physical form to deliver all beings. Common people flocked to her frantically, but after a while, realizing the illusory nature of desire, their lust faded, shocking contemporary observers. After her death and burial by the riverside, a strange monk came from the Western Regions. Seeing this, he sighed and revealed the truth to the world. When people opened the coffin, they found her bones had transformed inch by inch into golden chain mail. From this enlightenment, they erected a Golden Lock Guanyin statue for eternal worship.

Later generations often dismissed this as a false sutra because the story was too absurd, but worshippers continued through the ages, believing this represented Guanyin’s true meaning of comprehending that “form is emptiness, emptiness is form.”

Meng Jianqing smiled, “Exactly. This Guanyin statue has Wu Zetian’s imperial mark of Fengxian Temple on its base. It was originally worshipped by generations at Xiaoxi Tian, but somehow ended up elsewhere. Xiaoxi Tian has always wanted to trace its whereabouts but lacked clues. If not for Elder Fang’s careful record-keeping, cataloguing everything during packing for Fang Guozhen’s future personal inspection, we never would have thought to look here.”

When Fang Guozhen surrendered to Ming, the situation was chaotic, and this ledger probably got mixed in with other submitted documents.

Meihong’s face turned suddenly pale. “You were actually after this Guanyin statue?”

Meng Jianqing watched her for a moment before answering, “Until you revealed it, I only knew your surname was Ke, but didn’t know your connection to the Fang family. I originally suspected your plan involved Chen Youliang.”

Meihong pressed urgently, “Then how did you know this Guanyin was in chest twenty-three? Surely you weren’t guessing?”

Meng Jianqing said, “I make it a habit to prepare thoroughly, to the fullest extent.”

Meihong silently watched him leave the cabin.

He and she were ultimately not people walking the same path.
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After checking the provisions and fresh water loaded onto the small boat, Meng Jianqing had it lowered to the sea. From chest twenty-three, several dozen taels of silver fragments and sixteen gold ingots were also placed inside. Meihong and Fang Guohao both came up on deck, with Meihong holding a lantern and watching Meng Jianqing standing at the bow facing the wind.

With sails raised high, they rode the northwest wind past another small island.

Uncle Yanfu at the helm kept his eyes fixed on Meng Jianqing. He had to see Meng Jianqing leave this ship with his own eyes before he could feel at ease.

The Guanyin statue, wrapped layer upon layer in coarse cloth, was tightly bound to Meng Jianqing’s back.

Meihong vaguely thought that Meng Jianqing’s back had just suffered such a severe wound—wouldn’t binding it so tightly aggravate the injury?

She was suddenly startled.

How could Meng Jianqing look like someone who’d been seriously wounded?

That bloody gash might not have been as deep as she’d originally thought—perhaps just some superficial flesh wounds—

But Meng Jianqing had already swung out his long rope, lassoed the crossbeam, and swung up. His right-hand blade flashed as he flew past, shredding the sails piece by piece and severing the rigging section by section.

Uncle Yanfu stood stunned for a moment before recovering and roaring in fury. He grabbed a ghost-head saber beside him and hurled it at Meng Jianqing as he swung down around the mast.

Meng Jianqing struck back with his blade, hitting the ghost-head saber’s center and deflecting most of its momentum. His left hand reached out to catch it while his legs pushed off the mast, making his diving attack even more ferocious. Uncle Yanfu grabbed a fishing spear to meet him, but couldn’t withstand Meng Jianqing’s diving force and toppled over with his weapon. The ghost-head saber chopped down, splitting the arm-thick ship’s rudder in half.

Uncle Yanfu rolled back up, and seeing the destroyed rudder, wept bitterly while his chest burned with even greater fury. He charged forward with a great shout.

As Meng Jianqing’s right-hand short blade flew out, he had already swept toward the iron anchor winch on the other side. His hands came together, and the ghost-head saber chopped down again, shattering the winch as the iron anchor splashed into the sea.

Uncle Yanfu used his crosswise spear to block the incoming short blade, which spun around the spear shaft and flew over his head to embed in the cabin wall, still quivering with sound.

As Uncle Yanfu continued charging forward to thrust his spear into Meng Jianqing’s back, he suddenly heard Meihong’s cry of alarm and felt hot blood flowing down from his head. His vision blurred, and he couldn’t help but reach up to wipe it.

In that moment of hesitation, Meng Jianqing kicked him into the sea.

With sails torn and anchor lost, the ship drifted with the wind, immediately slowing its momentum.

Fang Guohao’s face was deathly pale as he wailed, “It’s over, it’s over…”

Meihong’s hand holding the lantern trembled involuntarily, not from fear but from anger.

Meng Jianqing had deliberately pretended to be seriously wounded, intending nothing more than to let the pirates and her people fight to mutual destruction. With Uncle Yanfu dead, he commanded the entire ship.

He had been deceiving her, perhaps all along.

Meng Jianqing cast out his long rope, lassoed the handle of the short blade embedded in the cabin wall, and with a wave of his hand, the rope brought the blade back to him.

He sheathed his blade and looked at Meihong, saying, “That small boat was prepared for you. Wherever you want to go, I won’t interfere. Though the gold and silver aren’t much, it’s enough for you to live comfortably for life.”

Hearing these words, Fang Guohao felt as if he’d found life in a desperate situation and said joyfully, “Thank you for your mercy in not killing us, Lieutenant Meng! Meihong, let’s go quickly!”

Tears glittered in Meihong’s eyes as Fang Guohao pulled her into the cabin to pack their belongings. They also helped the seriously wounded Fang Fourteen and Fang Seventeen brothers out of the cabin—she feared that after her departure, Meng Jianqing would certainly kill them to eliminate future trouble. Meng Jianqing stood at the cabin door watching them. Meihong almost reached for the dressing table, but Meng Jianqing gave a light hum. She hesitated, and the bitter taste rising in her heart finally brought her to tears.
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They came out of the cabin.

Meng Jianqing was suddenly startled.

At some point, Uncle Yanfu, who’d been kicked into the sea, had climbed back up by the anchor chain. Dripping wet and gripping the ghost-head saber thrown on deck, he roared as he chopped at the hardwood post securing the iron anchor.

Meng Jianqing’s thought barely formed before his blade was unsheathed, spinning and whistling as it slashed toward Uncle Yanfu’s waist.

But he was a step too late. Uncle Yanfu’s desperate strike severed the post, and the iron anchor slid into the sea with a broken section of wood. The ship shuddered and suddenly accelerated. Meng Jianqing’s short blade was embedded in Uncle Yanfu’s waist. Uncle Yanfu’s body shook but remained rigidly upright, his face bearing a smile as he glared at Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing swung his long rope to lasso the blade handle and pull it back. Only then did Uncle Yanfu crash backward into the sea.

Fang Fourteen and Fang Seventeen almost simultaneously cried out mournfully and lunged at Meng Jianqing. As Meng Jianqing barely grasped his short blade, he heard movement behind him, spun around abruptly, and swept his blade horizontally. Fang Fourteen and Fang Seventeen collapsed to the ground.

Fang Guohao shouted as he pulled Meihong toward the rope securing the small boat, “This has nothing to do with us—we’re leaving immediately!”

Meng Jianqing watched them coldly as they ran past him.

Meihong suddenly raised her hand and scattered powder toward his face. Caught off guard, Meng Jianqing’s vision blurred, and he quickly retreated. Fang Guohao had already thrust out a blade from the side. If not for Meng Jianqing’s instinctive twisting with the blade’s direction at the moment of penetration, letting it slide along his ribs, this strike could have pierced half his body.

Fang Guohao tried to strike again but had no more opportunity. Meng Jianqing located him by sound, stepped diagonally forward in the direction of his attack, reached out, and slashed his throat open.

Meihong screamed and lunged forward, but was kicked away by Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing retreated several steps and quickly washed his eyes with fresh water. Feeling the powder’s intense fragrance, he was greatly disturbed.

Meihong slowly stood up. The lantern thrown on deck flickered, illuminating the desolate smile on her face, “That was just face powder I normally use—it’s not poisonous.”

Meng Jianqing had also realized there was nothing abnormal after opening his eyes, which reassured him somewhat. He steadied himself and looked at Meihong, “I was letting you go—why did you still ambush me?”

Meihong bit her lip and raised her head. “When we originally let you go, why did you ambush us?”

Meng Jianqing watched her and said slowly, “Because I already knew where you were going. Drifting southeast with this wind, you’d encounter the Black Water Channel. Following the Black Water Current, even a piece of wood without sail or rudder could drift to Japan.”

Meihong was startled and said, “In the Great Ming, I’m a criminal, a prisoner who can never rise again. If I don’t flee to an enemy nation of the Great Ming, where else can I go?”

Meng Jianqing raised his eyebrows, “If you want to leave, I absolutely won’t stop you. But this ship cannot go!”

Meihong said softly, “Only with this ship full of gold, silver, and jewels can we live in luxury and wealth in a foreign land.”

Meng Jianqing watched her intently, “Is that really what you think? Is that really what you all think? The Ke and Chen surnames have intermarried for generations. Chen Youliang once swore to heaven that if the Chen clan ruled the realm, empresses would first be chosen from the Ke surname, and only those born of Ke women could inherit the throne. Japan and Goryeo are separated by only a stretch of water. Chen Youliang’s son Chen Li is currently under Goryeo supervision. Goryeo and the Mongols are separated only by Liaodong, where the Jurchen tribes maintain ambiguous attitudes. Money can move spirits—with this treasure trove, those with ambition could accomplish great things.”

Meihong laughed coldly with self-mockery, “You think I’m dreaming such dreams?”

Meng Jianqing said slowly, “Those in the game are often confused.”

Hence the saying “profit clouds judgment.”

Meihong suddenly raised her head, “Even if you suspect me like this, suspect us like this—but if you came with us, with your abilities, you would certainly become our leader, our master. None of this would happen. This entire ship of treasure would be yours! That’s wealth and honor you could never achieve in a lifetime. Haven’t you thought about it?”

Meng Jianqing answered flatly, “What use is the greatest glory if there’s no one to share it with?”

Meihong was startled and almost blurted out, “Couldn’t I share it?”

But she immediately understood that for Meng Jianqing, she was far from being his everything.

Her sharing alone was far from enough.

She stood lost in thought for a long time before saying softly, “I understand. Wealth without returning home is like wearing brocade at night.”

Meng Jianqing was startled, then realized this was exactly what he meant.

When Instructor Liu had taught “The Records of Xiang Yu,” their class had more than once mocked the Hegemon King’s impulsive words. But here and now, he felt more genuinely than ever that desire to share glory with friends and old companions.
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The candle flame in the lantern flickered once and finally went out, plunging the ship into darkness. After a while, they could adapt to the view under the dim starlight.

Meihong’s voice drifted gently over with the sea wind, “The iron anchor is severed—this ship cannot dock and will eventually drift to Japan. In the end, I still won, didn’t I?”

Meng Jianqing answered quietly, “This ship still has two vats of clear oil and three vats of wine—enough to burn the entire vessel through.”

When two armies clashed, provisions and supplies that couldn’t be taken must be destroyed to avoid aiding the enemy.

The various battle cases and military codes memorized at Jiangwu Hall had penetrated deep into his heart. When faced with situations, he responded almost without thinking.

Meihong couldn’t speak for a long time.

Meng Jianqing continued, “Now, will you take the small boat and leave first, or stay on this ship and perish together?”

Meihong stared at him in a daze.

Given Meng Jianqing’s usual style of doing things, he should have killed her to eliminate future trouble.

Meihong said softly, “Are you going to stay and perish with this ship?”

After a moment of silence, Meng Jianqing said, “I must guard until the final moment.”

Never give up lightly until the final moment—but even at the final moment, one must not give up easily.

Meihong remained silent, then, after a long while, said, “What if I want to stay?”

Meng Jianqing said coldly, “Then I’d have to kill you first to avoid unnecessary variables.”

Meihong smiled sadly, “I understand. Before leaving, could you let me look at what’s inside that dressing table? Those are things my mother left me. I’ve seen them countless times in dreams—if I can’t truly see them once, I’ll die with my eyes open.”

Meng Jianqing frowned slightly. “At this point, you’re still lying to me? You may indeed resemble Fang Guoxiang greatly, but how could you possibly be Fang Guoxiang’s daughter? If Fang Guoxiang were alive, she’d only be thirty-six this year—how could she have a daughter as old as you?”

Meihong sighed almost inaudibly, “I knew you must have investigated my age long ago, but I didn’t expect you’d investigate Fang Guoxiang’s age so thoroughly, too. However, though she wasn’t my birth mother, she was my stepmother. After my father died, we depended on each other for ten years. All of this—she told me, she left it to me.”

She raised her head, “I want to look at that dressing table—surely that’s not too much?”

Meng Jianqing silently stepped aside.

Meihong carried the dressing table to the deck, removed a small, brightly polished copper key from around her neck, and inserted it into the rusty copper lock, but it wouldn’t turn. Meng Jianqing flicked off the lock clasp with his blade, then retreated again.

Meihong pulled out the first small box.

Under the starlight, the box contained various purple gold hairpins and rings with vivid designs—phoenixes and birds seemed about to take flight.

Meihong said softly, “These purple gold ornaments were all crafted by Jiangnan’s most famous artisans of that time. The workmanship alone is beyond price.”

She pulled out the second box. It was filled with various unset gemstones. Meihong picked up a cat’s-eye the size of a hazelnut and said, “These unset gems are easiest to sell. This one alone is worth the entire fortune of an ordinary wealthy household in Jiangnan.”

The third box contained several flawless jade pieces wrapped in silk cotton, with a small case inside. When opened, even the starlight seemed to pale—it contained night-luminous pearls about an inch in diameter. Roughly counting, there were twelve.

Meihong turned to look at Meng Jianqing. “Are you going to destroy them?”

A smile involuntarily appeared at the corner of Meng Jianqing’s mouth.

Never give up lightly until the final moment—but even at the final moment, Meihong wouldn’t give up lightly either.

They looked at each other in the starlight for a moment. Meng Jianqing suppressed his smile and said, “I’ll count to ten. If you don’t leave, don’t blame me for drawing my blade on you.”

She couldn’t change him.

Just as he couldn’t change her.

Meihong’s heart darkened, and she smiled gently, “Leave? Where could I go? Though heaven and earth are vast, if I can never again have a day of glory, if no one will ever share my glory, why should I hide in shameful places and grow old day by day?”

She suddenly hurled the case of night-luminous pearls toward the sea surface with all her strength. Meng Jianqing had been constantly on guard against her. As soon as she raised her hand, his long rope flew out, wrapped around the case, and pulled it back.

But Meihong had already leaped into the sea while clutching the dressing table.

Meng Jianqing cried out in shock, gripping the case of pearls as he rushed to the railing, but saw only foam on the sea surface.

He didn’t know how good Meihong’s swimming ability was, or whether she would climb back up along the rope holding the small boat when he wasn’t vigilant, like Uncle Yanfu had.

Did he hope she would climb back up, or hope she wouldn’t?

Meng Jianqing’s heart couldn’t help but feel wave after wave of confusion.

He turned back into the cabin, moved the clear oil to the hold containing the iron chests, then placed the three wine vats in the middle cabin.

He brought provisions and fresh water and lay on the cabin roof.

Waves of dark clouds drifted across the starry sky like giant ships breaking through waves. In his daze, Meng Jianqing seemed unable to distinguish sky from sea.

Until sunrise over the sea, Meihong never appeared.

Nor would she ever appear again.

Meng Jianqing sat on the cabin roof, gazing at the rising red sun over the sea, feeling a dull pain slowly growing within his body that gradually penetrated to his bones, as if some part of his body had been lost forever, and that wound seemed it would never heal.
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In three days, Meng Jianqing didn’t encounter a single ship.

This wasn’t the season for ships to go to sea.

On the fourth day, the vast, boundless Black Water Channel appeared ahead.

The Black Water Current flowed from the southeast, vast and surging, heading northwest.

In the morning light, he spotted a ship sailing in the Black Water Channel far ahead.

Meng Jianqing returned to the cabin, first broke open the oil vats and let the clear oil flow throughout the hold, then returned to the cabin roof.

If this ship proved hostile rather than friendly, he still had enough time to break the wine vats and ignite the entire vessel.

As the ship drew closer, Meng Jianqing suddenly realized it wasn’t heading to Japan but was merely following the current across the Black Water Channel toward the northeastern coast.

He leaped down and ran to the bow, using fragments of the ship’s rudder to light a fire, adding several pieces of wet cloth to send smoke straight up into the sky.

He hoped that the ship would understand his meaning.

The sea vessel indeed understood the smoke was a distress signal, increased speed, and finally intercepted him before his ship drifted into the Black Water Channel.

The young man standing proudly at the bow with an imposing appearance was greatly surprised to see Meng Jianqing in Imperial Guard uniform, yet showed none of the awe or wariness common people typically displayed. He called out loudly, “Official, what happened to your ship?”

Meng Jianqing answered with a question, “May I ask who you are? Where do you come from and where are you going?”

The young man replied, “We’re islanders from the sea, coming from Southeast Asia, heading to Yingtian!”

With strong northwest winds, this wasn’t the season for Southeast Asian vessels to sail north.

After brief consideration, Meng Jianqing said, “Coming from Southeast Asia, you must have passed Guangzhou and Quanzhou. Do you have transit documents from those Maritime Trade Bureaus?”

The young man smiled, “In this deep winter, with such strong north winds near the coast, how would we dare approach shore rashly? We’ve sailed the outer seas the entire way without entering ports—where would we get documents? Besides, if we hadn’t been sailing the outer seas, we wouldn’t have encountered you!”

His words carried hidden barbs with an implicit warning.

As they spoke, Meng Jianqing carefully observed their vessel. The sails rotated freely around the mast, apparently able to catch wind from eight directions. Through small windows in the hold, long oars extended, rising and falling with perfect uniformity, not like human operation. No wonder they could sail against the wind this season.

Whether ship or crew, they weren’t what ordinary families could possess.

If the other party was hostile rather than friendly—

As Meng Jianqing assessed them, they were assessing him. The northwest wind carried the smell of clear oil from Meng Jianqing’s ship. If this Imperial Guard had ulterior motives and intended arson, he could very likely burn their ship—

He tilted his head slightly toward the cabin, “Jiao’er, subdue this Imperial Guard first.”

A young woman in the cabin responded softly.

Meng Jianqing had grown alert when he saw the head tilt, but was still startled when a white silk ribbon suddenly danced out from the cabin like a giant python. The white silk flew across the air, followed by a white-robed woman. Meng Jianqing quickly rolled and leaped down from the cabin roof. The white silk whistled over the cabin roof, then like a shadow swept toward Meng Jianqing on deck.

Not wanting to entangle with his opponent, Meng Jianqing rolled close to the ground into the ship’s cabin, kicked and shattered a wine vat with his flying leg, spun and kicked back to break another wine vat.

The entire cabin roof was simultaneously swept away by the white silk. Meng Jianqing lunged forward urgently. The white silk swept past his back, its remaining force still causing waves of pain. But he had used the lunge to deliver an elbow strike that smashed the third wine vat, then burst through the wall to land on the stern deck.

The white silk followed closely. Meng Jianqing pressed close and swung his blade, feeling the silk wind cause stinging pain in his arm, while his blade edge nearly cut through the white silk. The white-robed woman exclaimed, “Eh!” and the white silk snaked backward, paused briefly, then suddenly shot out. Meng Jianqing’s left hand whipped out his long rope, entangling with the white silk. His right hand sheathed the short blade and quickly drew out the fire folder he carried, shook it in the wind until it blazed, then threw it toward the three broken wine vats.

An arrow suddenly shot from the opposite ship, precisely severing the burning end and extinguishing the sparks.

Meng Jianqing was startled and blurted out, “Instructor Kong!”

Instructor Kong had shown off this archery skill during leisure time.

But if Instructor Kong was on the opposite ship, this trouble was even greater. When Instructor Kong drew his bow, his arrows never missed.

Two more arrows followed, aimed at both his arms.

Meng Jianqing immediately released the rope, gripped his blade with both hands, and angled his body to block the arrows. The left arrow grazed his arm as it flew past, completely tearing his clothes and leaving the scratch burning like fire. The right arrow was blocked by his short blade—amid ringing sounds, the hundred-forged precious blade he’d brought from Jiangwu Hall trembled as if about to shatter. Meng Jianqing retreated urgently to dissipate the arrow’s force, letting it slide along the blade.

The white-robed woman’s skirt swirled as her white silk whipped back, striking the fourth and fifth arrows mid-air. The two long arrows’ directions shifted slightly, whistling past Meng Jianqing’s left and right sides.

Fortunately, Meng Jianqing’s cry prevented a sixth and seventh arrow.

On the opposite ship, standing at the watchtower railing, observing him, was indeed Kong Xuan, Instructor Kong!

After several years, Instructor Kong still had that peachy-eyed, fragrant appearance. Meng Jianqing felt especially warm, steadied himself, and called out loudly, “Jiangwu Hall Third Class student Meng Jianqing greets Instructor Kong!”

Instructor Kong finally recognized him and laughed heartily, “You little rascal, you’ve made progress—dodging my five arrows!”

The white-robed woman leaped back to her ship first, standing beside the young man. When Meng Jianqing saw her face clearly, he couldn’t help but be secretly startled. In the morning light, that woman’s appearance was truly as dazzling as sunlight itself.

The young man had been observing him. Seeing his momentary confusion followed by immediate return of attention to Instructor Kong, he nodded secretly, thinking that without this instant of admiration upon first sight, this person would be too unfeeling and unfathomable. Yet turning his gaze away so decisively without lingering was also rare.

Instructor Kong leaped down from the watchtower, but Meng Jianqing only walked to his own ship’s bow before stopping, bowing respectfully and saying, “Please forgive me, Instructor Kong. This student has official duties and cannot conveniently board your ship to pay respects.”

Instructor Kong laughed and cursed, “Little bastard, you’re guarding against me, and I have to guard against you too! Even if you wanted to come over, I couldn’t let you! I’ll send some men to your side to repair your rudder and sails, then you can go your way!”

Meng Jianqing knew he was deliberately provoking him, so he stood with his hands clasped without responding, quickly recalling everything about Instructor Kong. But he suddenly discovered that the backgrounds and origins of all Jiangwu Hall instructors seemed beyond the Imperial Guard’s authority to investigate or preserve. Qin Youming’s database contained only commonly known information about this area, unremarkable, that was why he couldn’t paint a true picture of Instructor Kong.

Though Instructor Kong laughed and cursed, he didn’t delay any essential tasks. He sent four sailors over who cut away a large section of the deck to make a new rudder and replaced his sail. These four sailors remained on his ship to operate it, following behind Instructor Kong’s vessel—Instructor Kong was also guarding against him setting fires again, sailing north. The four sailors only ate and slept on deck, never approaching the cabin to avoid mutual misunderstandings.

The young man called himself Yun Yanran, and the white-robed woman was his sister Yun Yanjiao. Beyond this, they didn’t discuss family background or origins. With mutual reservations on both sides, they truly treated each other with respect throughout the journey.

Outside Hangzhou Bay, Instructor Kong temporarily stopped his ship, waiting for the four sailors to deliver Meng Jianqing’s ship to Hangzhou before returning in a small boat, then set sail and departed.

The Hangzhou Regional Military Commission received word and immediately dispatched troops to meet them. Hu Jinyong and Yan Fuping were first to leap aboard, embracing Meng Jianqing on both sides with smiles, “Good fellow, gone so many days—if you hadn’t returned, your two subordinates were about to slit their throats and apologize to your Commander Shen!”

Setting foot on land again, Meng Jianqing’s heart was filled with countless emotions.

Looking back at that damaged sea vessel, his heart was filled with infinite vastness and melancholy.
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Meng Jianqing stepped lightly into the study, closed the door behind him, and sat across from Shen Guangli at the long table.

Though the glazed lamp on the table was quite bright, Shen Guangli’s features remained as ethereal and indistinct as ever.

He closed the case file in his hand and scrutinized Meng Jianqing for a long time before saying, “The Imperial Guard has many talents. Those cleverer than you and more capable than you certainly exist, but it seems none of them have your good fortune.”

Meng Jianqing was slightly startled and wanted to explain the various preparations he’d made for this case—that this stroke of luck wasn’t mere chance—but Shen Guangli continued, “When fortune comes, heaven and earth share the same hue; when luck runs out, heroes lose their freedom. You must understand this saying much more deeply now, don’t you?”

Meng Jianqing was alarmed, then thought that regardless of his preparations, if he’d encountered someone other than Instructor Kong at the Black Water Channel—or an enemy vessel—

Shen Guangli sighed softly, “But you seem very adept at assessing situations, don’t you?”

Meng Jianqing immediately composed himself, bowed his head, and replied, “Your Excellency must have heard of Gongsun Yi and Meng Jianchen traveling five hundred li beyond the Great Wall, getting lost with exhausted provisions, yet capturing the Wuliangha tribal princess. I was thinking that without Gongsun Yi, Meng Jianchen would likely have died in the desert. But without Meng Jianchen, even if Gongsun Yi had the luck to encounter the Wuliangha princess, he wouldn’t have had the ability to capture her—ultimately still a dead end.”

Shen Guangli observed him, then smiled slightly, “Oh? Your reasoning makes sense. Do you know who the Yun siblings are?”

Meng Jianqing replied, “These past days I’ve been handling the transfer procedures for that ship’s treasure and haven’t had time to investigate.”

Shen Guangli smiled coolly, “Oh? You haven’t had time to ask Qin Youming for details?”

Meng Jianqing raised his head, “Speaking of Colonel Qin, I believe that successfully recovering Fang Guozhen’s hidden treasure and retrieving the Golden Lock Guanyin that Xiaoxi Tian wanted was made possible by Colonel Qin’s comprehensive intelligence. Shouldn’t Your Excellency reward him?”

Shen Guangli replied flatly, “I’ve already submitted a request to promote Qin Youming to Major. This is the just-issued approval. Go congratulate Major Qin. He has another case there—since you’ve returned, it’s assigned to you. Oh, keep that golden medallion from now on. Return it when I order.”

Meng Jianqing bowed in acknowledgment. After waiting and seeing that Shen Guangli had no other instructions, he took his leave and quietly closed the door behind him.

Shen Guangli watched him go and fell into contemplation.

The old servant emerged quietly from the shadows to remove the cold tea. Shen Guangli started awake and said as if to himself, “Meng Jianqing has changed, hasn’t he?”

The formerly ambitious Meng Jianqing, though perhaps overly deep and mature, had not been difficult to fathom and control.

But returning this time, Meng Jianqing’s expression and demeanor carried a hint of desolate composure.

Had he truly tasted blood and strong wine, found them ordinary, and developed this vast melancholy, like red reaching its peak and turning to ash?

Shen Guangli flicked his finger lightly, gazing into space and murmuring, “People who desire nothing are the hardest to handle, aren’t they?”

The old servant was silent for a while before saying, “Young people, no matter how mature and worldly, are still prone to impulse. Perhaps encountering one or two disappointments leaves them completely dispirited; then encountering one or two pleasant things makes them ambitious again. The old saying goes well: rivers and mountains may change, but nature is hard to alter. What someone is, they ultimately remain.”

Shen Guangli was lost in thought for a moment, then smiled slightly, “Old Yan, in the end, you’re still inclined to protect him, aren’t you? The Yan family tradition of protecting their young is well known. Truly, rivers and mountains may change, but nature is hard to alter!”

The old servant smiled with lowered head, “Your Excellency jests.”

But he didn’t deny Shen Guangli’s words.

The two guards Meng Jianqing had taken to Zhejiang were waiting outside the courtyard. Seeing him emerge, they anxiously approached and asked, “Lieutenant Meng, what did Commander Shen say about that matter?”

Meng Jianqing paused before remembering, “You mean shooting the pig dragons?”

Both guards nodded repeatedly.

Though they weren’t the leaders, how could subordinates escape responsibility for what Meng Jianqing had done? These past days, they’d been on edge, desperately wanting to learn from Shen Guangli what had become of this matter.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but smile slightly, “That matter—around His Majesty are all clever people who know what’s best to do. So you needn’t think about it anymore, much less mention it.”

Among that group of clever people, none would be foolish enough to mention the fatal taboo words “shooting pig dragons” to the Hongwu Emperor.

Because the first to die would be himself.

Shen Guangli wouldn’t even mention this matter, acting as if he knew nothing.

Hearing of Meng Jianqing’s return, Qin Youming had long prepared a table of food and wine, heating it repeatedly. When Meng Jianqing entered, he beamed with joy, pulled him to sit down, and rubbed his hands, saying, “Good, good, it’s good you’re back!” He seemed less concerned about his promotion to Major. Reflecting on himself, perhaps because of advancing age, his ambition for rank was gradually fading. He felt life offered many joyous and celebratory things—these two words, “rank and fame,” sometimes amounted to just that.

Qin Youming had naturally investigated the Yun siblings thoroughly and now explained everything. Those siblings came from a celestial mountain by the sea!

Though Meng Jianqing harbored suspicions, he still couldn’t help being secretly shocked, roughly guessing that Instructor Kong probably had similar origins. The mutual suspicion and hidden resentment during their journey, combined with their assistance enabling his return, created entanglements whose fortune or misfortune remained unclear.

Qin Youming continued that Instructor Kong had gone to sea a year ago on the Hongwu Emperor’s orders to purchase dragon’s blood resin, essential for the military but only produced in Southeast Asia around Borneo. Because of a great pirate named Chen Zuyi rampaging in Southeast Asia, whom all regional countries feared like a tiger, Instructor Kong had requested an escort from the celestial mountain people. Reportedly encountering Chen Zuyi en route, all three ships Instructor Kong brought were sunk, with soldiers killed. Only the celestial mountain’s Thousand Li Ship, being too fast for Chen Zuyi to intercept, escaped and sailed north.

Meng Jianqing privately calculated that the dragon’s blood resin Instructor Kong purchased had all been transported back by the celestial mountain’s Thousand Li Ship. It seemed that in that encounter, the celestial mountain had essentially used Instructor Kong’s three ships as sacrificial pawns to entangle Chen Zuyi while they sailed away. Whether the commander was Instructor Kong or the seemingly commanding Yun Yanran remained unclear.

At this point, Qin Youming laughed, “I heard Yun Yanran’s return this time serves both public and private purposes. Since childhood, he’s been betrothed to the sister of Rear Army Vice Commissioner Zhang Dasheng, returning now to marry her. Reportedly, bringing his sister along also serves to select a husband for her. When this news spread, the capital became quite lively! Someone spread rumors about a martial arts competition for marriage—before the principals spoke, suitors from everywhere started fighting among themselves. The Patrol Office was overwhelmed and even requested our assistance yesterday! Having traveled with them for many days, surely you observed clearly—is his sister really as celestially beautiful as people say?”

Meng Jianqing smiled, “If there truly were celestial maidens, they’d probably be just like that.”

Qin Youming looked him up and down and laughed again, “I say, Brother Meng, why don’t you try too? Should we ask Commander Shen to arrange a marriage proposal? Speaking, it’s rare to encounter such a good match, isn’t it? Talented and beautiful, and besides, this celestial mountain family background might be one thing among scholars, but for military families, it’s quite different! Not to speak ill, but I think you should marry. Otherwise, every festival, you’re like a lonely ghost wandering around, and Commander Shen happily assigns you missions.”

Meng Jianqing was startled, then thought Qin Youming’s words made perfect sense.

He calmly analyzed this matter in his mind, even clearly recalling Yun Yanjiao’s dazzling appearance.

Meng Jianqing was suddenly alarmed—he could no longer remember Meihong’s appearance.

What remained in his memory were only dreamlike, vague, and indistinct scenes, along with sudden suffocating pain and desolation.

He steadied his mind and changed the subject: “What case has Commander Shen recently assigned you?”

Qin Youming retrieved a case file from the small cabinet behind him.

After reviewing it, Meng Jianqing’s brow gradually furrowed.

After a long while, he raised his head. “Does Commander Shen think this case might be related to the celestial mountain?”

So it was assigned to him? Because he already had a subtle connection with the celestial mountain?

Qin Youming said, “It might also be related to Xiaoxi Tian.”

Meng Jianqing pondered silently.

Outside the window, a firework suddenly shot into the night sky.

It was already the Lantern Festival. Another year’s winter was ending.

Part 4: The Dream Chaser
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Meng Jianqing raised his telescope, aiming it at the pleasure boats on Xuanwu Lake, slowly adjusting the focus.

The lens swept across face after face, finally stopping on one particular person.

The scholar in the lens was looking down, brush in hand, his features unclear.

Meng Jianqing moved the lens.

Standing beside that scholar was Wen Ruhai, nephew of the current Minister of Rites and Grand Secretary of the Wenyuan Pavilion, Lord Wen Fangwen.

Meng Jianqing frowned slightly.

Wen Fangwen enjoyed great imperial favor. Wen Ruhai was magnanimous and hospitable, generous with his spending, and could be considered a man of influence within the Imperial Academy. Those Imperial Academy students who thought so highly of themselves called themselves “disciples of the Son of Heaven.” Throughout Yingtian Prefecture, everyone regarded them with deference, and even the Imperial Guard had to show them some respect. Though the imperial examinations had been restored and official selection had begun taking another proper path, threatening the Imperial Academy’s status considerably, these students had spread throughout various regions over the years, maintaining communication and deep roots. For the time being, they remained difficult to shake. Whenever various government offices investigated cases involving Imperial Academy students, they invariably frowned deeply.

He had been monitoring the Qingcheng candidate Li Keji for over a month. During this month, Wen Ruhai seemed to always be hovering around Li Keji, making him wonder whether Wen Ruhai’s interest stemmed from genuine appreciation or admiration for Li Keji’s renowned painting skills or if he had ulterior motives. After all, Li Keji was in second place in the Chuanzhong provincial examination, a popular candidate for the metropolitan examination, and had indeed passed to become a jinshi. The latest news was that he placed tenth in the palace examination and would soon enter the Hanlin Academy.

However, given Wen Ruhai’s family background and position, did he need to curry favor with Li Keji?

Li Keji set down his brush and straightened up with satisfaction.

Meng Jianqing’s lens moved back to him.

He was still very young and handsome. Though he appeared much more composed than other newly successful jinshi, his face still showed the spirited radiance of someone riding high on success.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but think that Li Keji was the youngest jinshi since the Ming Dynasty had reopened the imperial examinations, and would likely remain the youngest Hanlin scholar for a long time to come.

His future wife was a renowned beauty from Chuanzhong; his father-in-law, Hua Deyuan, the current Prefect of Chongqing, was reportedly likely to fill the recently vacated position of Sichuan Provincial Administration Commissioner.

Though his father Li Ruilin had served as a strategist for Prince Wu Zhang Shicheng during his lifetime and committed suicide when Suzhou fell; though his enlightening teacher was the proudly uncompromising “foremost poet of the realm” Gao Qi, who had been executed by the Hongwu Emperor just a few years ago; Li Keji himself had grown up on Ming territory and traveled thousands of li to the capital to await the court’s selection.

The Hongwu Emperor could not have failed to notice his background, yet still ranked him tenth in the palace examination.

This was a clear signal.

When the Hongwu Emperor sent the Yuan Dynasty’s surrendered minister Wei Su to guard the Yuan Emperor’s mausoleum, was he perhaps somewhat moved by Li Ruilin, who had been willing to die for Zhang Shicheng years ago? And when the Hongwu Emperor cast the stubbornly uncompromising Xia Boqi and his nephew into the sea for refusing to submit to the Ming and serve in the capital, was he not also satisfied by the sight of Li Ruilin’s son and Gao Qi’s student prostrating himself at the foot of the throne, eager to serve the Ming?

A brilliant future was spreading out at Li Keji’s feet, waiting only for him to step forward.

If he could pass the Imperial Guard’s scrutiny.

A slight smile played at the corner of Meng Jianqing’s mouth. He put away the telescope and ordered his subordinates to steer the small boat toward that pleasure boat.

As the small boat approached, Meng Jianqing noticed Li Keji’s body stiffen slightly, instinctively turning to look in their direction.

A layer of ethereal mist drifted across the lake surface in the spring rain. Yet Li Keji’s gaze seemed able to penetrate the mist, striking directly into Meng Jianqing’s eyes.

When their gazes met, both men felt a shock in their hearts.

Meng Jianqing leaped onto the boat, showed his badge, and said with cupped hands: “I am Meng Jianqing, acting on orders from Imperial Guard Commander Shen to invite Master Li to the Imperial Guard for a conversation.”

Wen Ruhai looked him over with surprise: “So you’re Meng Jianqing? I’ve truly admired your reputation for a long time!” He then turned to Li Keji with a smile: “Brother Li, Captain Meng is Commander Shen’s capable lieutenant. For him to personally come invite you shows that Brother Li, having passed through the dragon gate, is truly worth extraordinary regard!”

Li Keji smiled slightly.

Ordinary officials and commoners would be terrified upon hearing the Imperial Guard’s summons. Yet Wen Ruhai seemed completely unconcerned, and Li Keji remained very calm.

Perhaps because they had already prepared themselves mentally?

When Li Keji jumped from the pleasure boat to the small boat, Wen Ruhai did worry about him, calling for him to be careful not to fall into the water.

He seemed quite surprised by Li Keji’s agile movements.

Perhaps he didn’t know as much as Meng Jianqing had imagined?

The small boat headed toward the shore. Li Keji stood at the bow, gazing at the lake surface in contemplation.

Meng Jianqing had never observed him this closely before. He began to understand somewhat why the worldly Wen Ruhai would be drawn to Li Keji. This young jinshi possessed a tranquil demeanor as clear as autumn water, causing those who approached him to unconsciously relax due to the sense of peace and serenity they felt.

For those who spent their days rushing about and their nights deep in thought, such tranquility was enough to make them rush toward it like moths to flame.

However, Li Keji was still so young and had led such a smooth life—he shouldn’t possess this kind of peaceful serenity that only comes to those who have seen through worldly affairs yet maintain warm feelings toward them.

Most importantly, Meng Jianqing felt that for a moment he had felt guilty, because he had to take Li Keji to the Imperial Guard for interrogation.

Meng Jianqing suddenly awakened to his situation.

The peaceful atmosphere surrounding Li Keji, sufficient to make him lower his guard and in that instant die ten times over, was probably not a natural temperament.

But very likely some kind of mental cultivation aimed at subduing the enemy without fighting.

Just as he had refocused his mind and cautiously begun observing Li Keji again, Li Keji had already sensed his subtle change and turned to glance at him.

Their gazes met once more.

Meng Jianqing looked directly at Li Keji and smiled slightly.

Li Keji’s surprise was evident. This young Imperial Guard captain, with his restrained heroic bearing and concentrated will, was like a sheathed blade, facing him so openly and steadily, as if wanting to see through every thought in his mind.

Meng Jianqing could still feel the pressure from Li Keji’s gaze, yet he could still maintain his composed exterior. Li Keji, however, seemed not skilled at concealing the various changes in his heart, or perhaps had never thought to conceal them, or even was unable to conceal them.

The fluctuations in his heart, reflected on his face, had become very faint—perhaps imperceptible to ordinary people, but for Meng Jianqing’s trained eyes, sufficient to deduce his current feelings.

The small boat reached shore.

A small sedan chair was already waiting on the bank. Li Keji took the sedan while Meng Jianqing and his men followed on horseback.

After creating some distance, Meng Jianqing felt that the invisible pressure had disappeared and quietly exhaled.

He wondered if Li Keji, having left his observation and scrutiny, also felt relieved.
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Imperial Guard Commander Shen Guangli was waiting in a small reception room for Li Keji’s arrival. Middle-aged Shen Guangli had a pale complexion with a slight beard, naturally appearing like a refined scholar. His expression carried a strange indifference, as if nothing and no one could interest him.

When Li Keji approached him, Meng Jianqing noticed a flash of surprise in his eyes, which quickly returned to its usual composure. Li Keji was also shocked by Shen Guangli’s unfathomable composure, his mind wavering for an instant before settling down.

Had Li Keji already recognized what kind of person he was facing in that brief encounter?

Meng Jianqing secretly observed them both. How would Shen Guangli deal with Li Keji, a type of person they had never encountered before?

Shen Guangli courteously invited Li Keji to sit down, then slowly said: “I have heard that fourteen candidates from Chuanzhong, while traveling to the capital for the examinations and passing through Dongting Lake, were taken hostage by the water bandit Iron Arhat. Iron Arhat declared that if the Yueyang Prefect did not release his two subordinates, he would kill these fourteen candidates in revenge. Master Li was among them—is this true?”

Li Keji’s eyebrows rose slightly, as if he wanted to ask a question, but instead he simply answered “Yes.”

Shen Guangli continued: “Due to matters concerning the court’s authority, Prefect He Xingzhi of Yueyang refused to compromise with the water bandits and executed those two criminals ahead of schedule. Yet Iron Arhat released the fourteen candidates, claiming that his father, dead for many years, had appeared to him in a dream forbidding him to kill scholars. Is this correct?”

Li Keji hesitated before saying, “Commander Shen should have already investigated this thoroughly.”

Shen Guangli glanced at him and said: “I have naturally investigated already, but because the great examination was imminent—the nation’s selection of talent being watched by all under heaven, a matter of utmost importance—I did not directly interrogate those fourteen Chuanzhong candidates, which was admittedly a significant oversight. I received two secret reports right after the metropolitan examination results were announced, but I delayed acting on them until now to avoid interfering with the palace examination. There are certain matters in them that I find quite puzzling. Perhaps Master Li could look them over and help me resolve these doubts.”

Those two secret reports had been recopied by the Imperial Guard to prevent Li Keji from recognizing the handwriting. One informant accused Li Keji of possessing supreme martial arts skills, enabling him to steal examination questions from within layers of security to achieve his high ranking, with evidence being his ability to easily subdue the Iron Arhat at Dongting Lake. The other informant accused Li Keji, as a remnant of Zhang Shicheng’s faction, of secretly colluding with Iron Arhat, a former subordinate of Chen Youliang. The evidence was likewise the Dongting Lake incident, claiming that when the two met and spoke, Iron Arhat recognized his background, they withdrew aside to talk privately, and when releasing the hostages, Iron Arhat threatened them not to reveal this matter.

Li Keji set down the secret reports, his heart filled with indescribable feelings. These must have been written by those Sichuan candidates who were present at the time. He had saved them, yet because of this was now trapped in a dilemma. No matter which report he denied, it would confirm the other.

For Shen Guangli to have become Imperial Guard Commander, he must truly have exceptional abilities. Without using torture, without even interrogation, simply by laying these two letters before him, he had forced Li Keji into a corner.

Shen Guangli watched him. Li Keji’s reaction was somewhat unexpected. He had originally thought Li Keji would first desperately try to defend himself.

Meng Jianqing, standing to the side, inquired with his eyes. Shen Guangli shook his head slightly.

Finally, Li Keji said, “I can tell you exactly what happened at Dongting Lake, but please do not make it public.”

He believed that only the truth could prove his innocence.

The Dongting Lake case was quite simple when explained. Iron Arhat, angered by Yueyang Prefecture’s execution of his subordinates, had originally planned to kill all fourteen candidates. However, not knowing Li Keji’s background, he was instead subdued by him, who used this to force Iron Arhat to release the people.

Meng Jianqing was secretly wondering how someone like Iron Arhat could compromise so easily. Before he could voice his doubts, Li Keji continued, saying that Iron Arhat’s willingness to release them was more because he recognized Li Keji’s martial lineage and background.

Shen Guangli shuddered slightly.

There were not many people in this world who could make Iron Arhat bow his head and submit.

The person behind Li Keji was probably the most troublesome key factor.

Li Keji said he did not know the true background of the person who had taught him martial arts, and he had also promised not to reveal that person’s current identity to anyone.

Shen Guangli did not press further.

That night, he was detained at the Imperial Guard headquarters. Shen Guangli was courteous to him, placing him in his own study, saying: “This is the court’s protocol—please do not take offense. Once matters are clarified, you will naturally be escorted out.”

As for Li Keji’s household servants, they were also separately imprisoned.
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After the interrogation, Shen Guangli pondered for a long time before asking: “What do you think?”

He was addressing Meng Jianqing, who had been by his side throughout. Meng Jianqing handed over a thick stack of documents, saying: “This is the investigation we conducted after the Dongting Lake case was reported to the Imperial Guard.”

The thick stack of papers was densely covered with writing. Shen Guangli smiled: “It seems both you and Qin Youming have put considerable effort into this.” But after reading only a page or two, he could no longer smile.

First was Li Ruilin’s death. The deputy general who personally witnessed Li Ruilin’s suicide said that he had accompanied Hanlin Scholar Zhan Tong, who was ordered to recruit scholars from Suzhou, to the Li residence. Zhan Tong greatly respected Li Ruilin’s character and learning, urging him to submit. Li Ruilin only smiled bitterly, saying: “Prince Wu treated me as a gentleman of the nation—how can I not repay him as a gentleman of the nation?” While speaking, he mixed ice poison into his tea and drank it down. The toxin took effect almost immediately. Li Ruilin was in extreme agony and called for his attending concubine, Lady Ye, to bring a knife to end his suffering. Lady Ye, though just a frail woman, actually raised the knife and stabbed Li Ruilin to death, then prepared his body for burial and handled everything with perfect order.

Then there was how Gao Qi, after abandoning his official post and returning to Suzhou, established a school and took Li Keji as his disciple, with the foremost poet of the generation serving as this small child’s enlightening teacher.

Next was the account from Guan Qinglong, who had been the overlord of the Yangtze River waterways in those days. In the tenth year of Hongwu, when Gao Qi was executed by waist-cutting due to the Suzhou Prefectural Office case, his students scattered in all directions. Lady Ye took Li Keji and rented a boat to carry Li Ruilin’s coffin back to Qingcheng. Along the way, many water bandits coveted Lady Ye’s beauty, but Guan Qinglong had been warned by a masked man that if anything happened to Lady Ye’s family on the Yangtze waterways, regardless of who was responsible, his entire family would be the first to pay with their lives. That masked man came and went without a trace, moving through Guan Qinglong’s main hall as if it were uninhabited. He forced Guan Qinglong to issue Lady Ye and her son a token to ensure their safe return to Qingcheng. Guan Qinglong never dared to speak of this incident afterward.

The county magistrate of Qingcheng at that time was He Xingzhi, who also received warnings and therefore dared not interfere with the Li family’s elaborate funeral arrangements. Later, when He Xingzhi served as Yueyang Prefect, precisely because he knew Li Keji’s protector possessed supernatural abilities, when he received Iron Arhat’s demand for prisoner exchange, he dared to disregard the lives of over ten candidates, confident that the person behind Li Keji would certainly emerge to resolve this crisis. And indeed, events unfolded as he had predicted.

After Li Keji arrived in Yingtian, Master Shi, the abbot of Stone Temple, for unknown reasons, took special interest in him and sent people to spy on him, only ceasing when Li Keji discovered them.

Reading to this point, Shen Guangli looked up: “Where is this old monk now?”

Meng Jianqing replied: “He left Yingtian a month ago, destination unknown. According to reports, it was because when His Majesty was traveling incognito, he wrote a verse containing veiled criticism and deliberately let His Majesty see it, greatly displeasing the Emperor. Knowing the situation, he wisely withdrew early. This is a copy of that verse.” As he spoke, he handed over a piece of paper.

The paper showed a drawing of a cloth-bag monk, with a poem:

The vast universe is boundless and immense, Everything gathered into one bag to store. What’s collected must eventually be stored away, Why not loosen the strings a little more?

Shen Guangli frowned: “This old monk, up to his old tricks again—relying on his past friendship with His Majesty, playing the fool and madman, leveraging his age and experience.”

Meng Jianqing remained silent.

He vaguely sensed that since his miraculous survival and return, Shen Guangli’s attitude toward him had undergone some subtle changes. In the past, Shen Guangli would never have spoken so candidly about his inner thoughts in front of him.

Shen Guangli continued reading.

The court officials had varying opinions on the Dongting Lake case, but all agreed there must be something suspicious about it. However, the opinion of the Minister of Rites and chief examiner Wen Fangwen ultimately prevailed—to avoid affecting the nation’s great talent selection ceremony, they decided to temporarily refrain from interrogating those dozen Sichuan candidates. Among the dozen, only Li Keji had passed the examination, so some felt resentful and wrote two secret letters denouncing him. After receiving these letters, the court again engaged in debate. Wen Fangwen believed that precisely because Li Keji’s father had died in service to Zhang Shicheng, they should be even more cautious with Li Keji, allowing him to complete the palace examination. At that time, Wen Fangwen made a statement: “If even Li Ruilin’s son and Gao Qi’s student have come to take our examinations, what scholar in the world cannot be used by our dynasty?” These words deeply pleased the Emperor’s heart, and Li Keji thus smoothly passed the palace examination and was selected for the Hanlin Academy.

However, the content of the secret accusations was too serious to ignore. Therefore, Shen Guangli was again ordered to investigate and clarify this matter.

After finishing, Shen Guangli mused: “The matter of stealing examination questions can be dismissed. Even if he could steal the metropolitan examination questions, how could he possibly steal the questions His Majesty selected on the spot during the palace examination? Now, only one thing remains: does he truly have the ability to easily subdue Iron Arhat, or is there another reason? But be careful not to harm him. His Majesty saw him during the palace examination and seemed quite favorably disposed toward him. Even ordering the Imperial Guard to investigate, the intent is not particularly malicious. His knowledge is limited—the key lies with the person behind him. Have you sent anyone to investigate Qingcheng?”

Meng Jianqing replied: “I sent people long ago. We should have news in the next day or two. I’ve also sent people to pursue Master Shi.”

Shen Guangli nodded slightly: “Good. For the next few days, we’ll first send a few people to test Li Keji’s skills, see exactly what his abilities are, determine which school or sect he belongs to, and whether he has any connection to the remnants of Chen Youliang or Zhang Shicheng.”

After a pause, he added: “Chuanzhong was originally Xia King Ming Yuzhen’s territory.”

Meng Jianqing understood, bowing as he replied: “I will not overlook this lead either.”

The next day, Li Keji was brought to the martial arts hall. Shen Guangli said with a smile: “Master Li, we must verify one matter—please forgive us. Please change your clothes.”

Meng Jianqing had already prepared a set of azure cloth garments to replace Li Keji’s scholar’s robe, and also presented a piece of azure cloth to cover most of his face.

Shen Guangli said: “Since Master Li himself doesn’t know which school or sect his martial arts teacher belongs to, you wouldn’t object to us helping you find out, would you? To avoid awkwardness should you meet these people in the future, I’ve asked you to change your appearance and cover your face—surely you won’t take offense?”

His courtesy remained thoroughly polite, making it impossible for Li Keji to say “no.”

Shen Guangli smiled: “The first is Giant Spirit God Cui Dali.”

Cui Dali entered from the side door, massive as a vajra iron pagoda. If he stood together with Iron Arhat, they would surely resemble two door gods.

Li Keji drew his brush from his boot and looked at Cui Dali.

He naturally understood Shen Guangli’s unspoken meaning. If he couldn’t defeat this Cui Dali—whose fighting style was extremely similar to Iron Arhat’s—with a brush in just a few moves as he had done that day at Dongting Lake, Shen Guangli would have reason to suspect that his true relationship with Iron Arhat was not as he claimed.

He didn’t know if he was confident enough. That day, he had subdued Iron Arhat by catching him off guard, but the Cui Dali before him was fully alert and defensive.

Shen Guangli clapped once. Cui Dali rushed forward quickly, extending his massive right palm to grab Li Keji, his abundant true qi making his movements fierce as a tiger.

Li Keji suddenly raised his brush and aimed it between Cui Dali’s eyes. No matter how invulnerable a person might be, they couldn’t train their eyes to be impenetrable—this was the same move Li Keji had used against Iron Arhat.

Shen Guangli’s eyes couldn’t help but brighten. Li Keji understood his intention so clearly that he refused to change even his attacking technique, determined to prove that everything he said was true.

Cui Dali appeared crude but was quite sharp-minded. He understood that a brush still at a distance couldn’t truly harm his eyes, but the force on the brush still compelled him to instinctively blink his aching eyes. In that moment of blinking—no more than what Buddhists call a finger-snap instant—Li Keji suddenly leaped forward and aimed his brush at the Laogong acupoint in Cui Dali’s palm, precisely where his true qi was slightly disturbed by that blink.

If the brush tip, charged with true qi and sharp as a sword, struck home, that palm would be useless even if not completely ruined. Cui Dali quickly withdrew his right palm, circulated his true qi to his left palm, and grabbed outward. However, Li Keji had already advanced to his front before the true qi could reach his entire palm, the brush tip striking the joint of his little finger on the back of his hand.

Joints are the most flexible and resilient parts, but also the most fragile and vulnerable. Ten fingers connect to the heart—Cui Dali cried out in pain and brought both hands together to encircle Li Keji, attempting to crush him by force. Once caught in that grip, his bones would surely shatter. Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but step forward, but Shen Guangli raised his palm to stop him.

Li Keji’s body slipped like a swimming fish, escaping from Cui Dali’s grasp. Sliding along the ground for several feet, he swept his feet upward, kicking Cui Dali’s left and right kneecaps. Shen Guangli raised his eyebrows slightly. Meng Jianqing understood, leaning down to whisper: “His movement technique resembles the ‘Swimming Fish on the Seabed’ style from Dragon King Island in the East Sea. This double-foot flying kick seems to be the ‘Flying Swallow Pair’ technique from the Li Mountain Old Mother sect on Qiongzhou Island in the South Sea—kicks targeting vital points, never missing their mark.”

Shen Guangli grunted in acknowledgment, privately wondering if Meng Jianqing’s familiarity with various maritime martial arts schools came from his youth training at Tiantai Temple in eastern Zhejiang, which was near the sea.

Cui Dali, struck by this kick, was in unbearable pain and even more enraged. He charged forward with a great shout.

Li Keji leaped up, using his brush as a sword. His body advanced and retreated like lightning, swift as wind. In the blink of an eye, he had struck over ten joints throughout Cui Dali’s body.

When he finished his attack and stood several zhang away, poised for another strike, Cui Dali was trembling all over, unable to continue attacking. Not having received orders to retreat, he dared not withdraw, standing there in great embarrassment.

Shen Guangli sighed inwardly and said, “You may go.”

Cui Dali withdrew as if granted amnesty, but before leaving, he looked at Li Keji with awe. He had never suffered such a crushing defeat with virtually no ability to fight back, and thus developed a deep fear of the one who had defeated him.

Shen Guangli pondered for a moment and said: “What you normally practice seems to be swordsmanship, doesn’t it? The weapon rack also has several good swords—please feel free to choose. The second challenger is Overlord Spear Yi Zhengdong.”

He noticed that Li Keji seemed completely ignorant of these famous martial arts disciples. Had the person who taught him martial arts never intended for him to compete with these people, and thus rarely mentioned the people and affairs of the martial world?

Li Keji naturally knew that a single brush wouldn’t suffice against a long spear. After brief consideration, he selected an extremely thin-bladed sword from the weapon rack. This greatly surprised Shen Guangli, who had expected Li Keji to choose a heavy sword to counter the spear’s power.

Overlord Spear Yi Zhengdong was tall and mighty, his spear equally imposing. When he wielded it, it truly created an impenetrable barrier of wind and rain, full of heroic spirit.

Li Keji parried while retreating until his back was against the brick wall, finally stopping his retreat. The pursuing spear had already enveloped him in the web of light and shadow created by the spear tip. No matter which direction he tried to dodge, he couldn’t escape the threat of this light and shadow.

This time, Meng Jianqing patiently waited for Li Keji’s counterattack. Shen Guangli also watched with interest. By placing himself in such a desperate situation, what was Li Keji’s intention?

When Li Keji could retreat no further, he suddenly thrust his sword forward, striking precisely at the spear tip. The true force of the spear scattered in all directions from the sword point’s impact, causing Yi Zhengdong to involuntarily freeze for a moment. Li Keji seized this opportunity to close in. No matter how powerful a long spear might be, it could only attack at a distance, not up close. Caught off guard, Yi Zhengdong was struck by Li Keji’s sword at a vital joint in his wrist. Unable to maintain his grip, the spear clattered to the ground. He withdrew with a face full of shame.

Shen Guangli let out a soft sigh: “Jianqing, do you understand?”

Meng Jianqing pondered for a moment before saying, “Just now, Yi Zhengdong attacked with full force from the start. When he reached the wall, it was precisely when his true force reached its peak and began to decline. So when Master Li seized this opportunity to counterattack, he could succeed in one stroke.”

Shen Guangli sighed deeply: “Though the principle is simple, to accurately judge the opponent’s true qi circulation without the slightest error—otherwise it would be suicide—this is not something ordinary people would dare or could do. As for choosing a narrow sword over a broad one, it must be because the narrow sword’s point is better suited for striking joint vulnerabilities. Am I correct, Master Li?”

Li Keji waved his hand, hurling the sword back into the weapon rack, and said: “I chose this sword simply because I’m accustomed to using such swords in my regular practice.”

Shen Guangli smiled. The slender blade was better suited for executing graceful and flexible movements. Li Keji was ultimately a scholar practicing martial arts, unable to shed the scholarly habit of pursuing aesthetic beauty. Perhaps this was his greatest weakness?
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Throughout this day, every person who fought Li Keji was defeated without exception. The worst among them was subdued within a single exchange, while the best managed to last only thirty moves. By evening, Shen Guangli and Meng Jianqing still could not determine Li Keji’s martial lineage. This was partly because Li Keji’s martial arts were too diverse and his strikes too fast, but mainly because his victories seemed to depend on his apparent ability to see through his opponent’s true qi circulation at a glance, allowing him to avoid their sharp attacks and strike when their energy flagged.

After Li Keji was escorted back to the small study, Shen Guangli sighed: “A bunch of good-for-nothings, completely disgracing the Imperial Guard’s reputation.”

Meng Jianqing remained silent.

Iron Arhat, who came from Xiaoxi Tian, had been able to recognize Li Keji’s martial lineage within just a few moves. Shen Muchen, who also came from Xiaoxi Tian, would probably be the best candidate to test Li Keji. Shen Guangli couldn’t have failed to think of this, yet he didn’t mention it at all. Meng Jianqing felt it was best to quietly await Shen Guangli’s next instructions.

Shen Guangli was also silent for a moment, then suddenly remembered something. He started and said as if to himself: “Why have we never considered that Li Keji might very well be an assassin carefully cultivated by the remnants of Zhang Shicheng, Chen Youliang, or Ming Yuzhen?”

With his martial skills and his opportunity to approach the Hongwu Emperor, he would indeed be an excellent choice for an assassin.

Meng Jianqing also started in surprise.

Why hadn’t they thought of this when facing Li Keji? Even that disgruntled informant, clever enough to write two accusatory letters that cornered Li Keji, apparently hadn’t considered this angle either.

Yet this was truly the move that could drive Li Keji into a desperate situation. Regardless of whether he could prove his innocence, he would be sent far from the Hongwu Emperor, never to have another chance in this lifetime.

Perhaps even the person who wrote those letters, despite being mad with jealousy, was unable to escape the influence of that strange, peaceful atmosphere surrounding Li Keji, subconsciously avoiding this truly lethal move?

Just as when they faced Li Keji, they had also unconsciously abandoned their habit of assuming the worst about everyone.

Shen Guangli sighed softly: “Well, that’s enough for today. Go arrange tomorrow’s personnel first.”

Just as Meng Jianqing was about to withdraw, someone outside the martial hall laughed strangely: “Commander Shen, why don’t you send a first-rate expert to test him instead of these second and third-rate characters? Aren’t you afraid His Majesty will blame you for losing face?”

Shen Guangli sighed helplessly: “Stone Monk, I know it’s you. Come out.”

A thin, elderly monk walked in from outside the hall, smiling cheerfully: “Knowing you were looking for me, I came back myself to avoid putting old friends in a difficult position. I’ve been watching all day. Among your subordinates, probably only Captain Meng here could match Li Keji. Why not send him? Can’t bear to part with him?”

Meng Jianqing hurriedly greeted him. Master Shi said, “Now I’m Laughing Buddha Stone Buddha, not any master.”

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but start in surprise. He naturally knew of Laughing Buddha, Stone Buddha, the eldest among the famous Seven Stars of the Sea. But he hadn’t known that when Laughing Buddha wasn’t being Laughing Buddha, he was Master Shi.

Shen Guangli looked at him with narrowed eyes: “You think so highly of Jianqing?” He revealed his dual identity before them without hesitation.

Stone Buddha smiled: “The young phoenix’s song is clearer than the old phoenix’s, Commander Shen. It seems you still underestimate this young man. Why not send him down? Fighting for dozens or hundreds of moves would surely reveal Li Keji’s martial lineage.”

Shen Guangli said coolly: “I’m afraid you overestimate my man.”

The stone Buddha smiled without speaking. They all understood that precisely because Meng Jianqing might very well have this ability, they dared not send him into the arena. Shen Guangli then asked: “You’ve been watching all day—what have you observed?”

Stone Buddha said, “As soon as news of the Dongting Lake case spread, I knew there must be more to it. Once Iron Arhat had declared he would exchange the Sichuan candidates for his brothers, he would never release those candidates after the Yueyang Prefect killed his two brothers. If he yielded like that, he could never again rule Dongting Lake. Therefore, I went to find Iron Arhat. He dared not conceal that Li Keji had acted, knowing that if he didn’t tell me, others would. But he refused to reveal Li Keji’s martial lineage even unto death.”

Shen Guangli mused: “The people who could inspire such awe in Iron Arhat are quite limited.”

Meng Jianqing, beside them, said: “There are three possibilities. First, Iron Arhat’s master, Ouyang Buxiu. Second, descendants of Iron Arhat’s former lord Chen Youliang. Third, one of the Seven Stars of the Sea.”

Stone Buddha smiled approvingly: “Correct. I thought the same, so I sent my grand-disciple Shi Ganfeng to monitor Li Keji. Unexpectedly, that boy Shi Ganfeng acted on his initiative, trying to pose as an assassin to discover Li Keji’s martial school. He ended up wounded in the joints by Li Keji’s hidden weapons. If I hadn’t rescued him in time, Xiaofeng would have been captured.”

Shen Guangli frowned: “Shi Ganfeng? Is he the boy who bet with the Imperial Guard two years ago and stole the imperial seal? I remember his lightness skills were superb—the Imperial Guard’s nets couldn’t catch him. Yet he was hit by Li Keji’s hidden weapons? What kind of weapons?”

Stone Buddha opened his left hand, revealing a thin sewing needle with a piece of white cotton thread still attached to its tail.

Clearly this wasn’t a hidden weapon Li Keji carried with him, just an ordinary sewing needle. The innkeeper had probably been mending bedding or similar items and casually stuck it in a pillow or mosquito net, where Li Keji picked it up to use as a weapon. Because of its small size, and because the cotton thread slowed its flight, it lacked the whistling sound of ordinary hidden weapons, which is why Shi Ganfeng failed to guard against it.

Meng Jianqing picked up the sewing needle and weighed it in his hand, then smiled: “To shoot someone’s joints with such a tiny weapon—once it enters the body, it’s almost impossible to remove, and that joint would be ruined. Commander Shen, I didn’t expect Li Keji to strike so ruthlessly.”

Stone Buddha shook his head disapprovingly: “Young man, this matter probably isn’t what you think. This is entirely because the martial arts Li Keji learned excel at striking opponents’ vital points in the fastest and most effective way. Xiaofeng has excellent lightness skills, so his attack naturally aimed to prevent Xiaofeng from using his lightness skills again.”

Among those Iron Arhat feared, whose martial arts had this style?

Shen Guangli and Meng Jianqing exchanged glances. Thinking of what they had learned about Li Keji’s martial arts style throughout the day, they gradually gained confidence. Meng Jianqing tentatively asked: “Could Li Keji’s master be Iron Flute Autumn, Master Tie?”

Stone Buddha nodded: “It must be so. Iron Arhat once suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of Iron Flute Autumn. He has always remembered Iron Flute Autumn’s fighting techniques and methods—not surprising at all. Moreover, don’t forget that Iron Flute Autumn was once close friends with Li Ruilin, Gao Qi, and the others. He might very well have assumed a false identity to care for Li Ruilin’s son and Gao Qi’s student.”

Even Shen Guangli’s expression changed slightly.

Iron Flute Autumn was the youngest and most talented among the Seven Stars of the Sea.

When the Song fell and the Yuan rose, many men of integrity fled overseas, generation after generation dedicating themselves to expelling the Mongols and restoring the Han dynasty. Their hiding places were constantly shifting, hence the saying “Suddenly heard there are immortal mountains on the sea, mountains existing in the ethereal void.” People generally called them the “Immortal Mountains of the Sea.” After the death of the Kublai Khan, the Yuan people fought over imperial succession. For over ten years, they changed emperors repeatedly in great chaos. When Emperor Shundi ascended the throne, bandits were everywhere, and the court was unstable. The descendants of these men heard the news and returned successively. The seven most renowned among them, because of their extraordinary talents and learning, and their hereditary friendships, were regarded by the world as the Big Dipper descending to restore the Han dynasty, collectively called the “Seven Stars of the Sea.”

As for Iron Flute Autumn, legend had it he was the reincarnation of an old mountain monkey, born different from ordinary people. He had photographic memory, was broadly learned, and had strong recall, knowing everything under heaven. He also mastered supernatural martial arts—people said he could move through thousands of troops as if entering an uninhabited realm, thereby gaining abilities that reached heaven and earth. His talent was certainly world-shocking, but his temperament was equally scandalous. He was accustomed to romantic affairs, claiming he refused any constraints and only wanted a carefree life. Though the Immortal Mountains of the Sea strongly supported the Hongwu Emperor, Iron Flute Autumn refused the Hongwu Emperor’s recruitment and associated closely with the Jiangdong literati recruited by Zhang Shicheng, finding them kindred spirits. Zhang Shicheng also tried to recruit him, but was likewise refused. When Zhang Shicheng was defeated, most Jiangdong literati entered the Great Ming dynasty. Those who stubbornly refused either died or fled, but Iron Flute Autumn continued to sing loudly and roam freely, as if unaware that the world had changed. At that time, the north was not yet pacified, and the court had no time to deal with him, allowing him to wander through Jiangdong as wildly as before. Later, when Gao Qi abandoned his office and returned home, and Yang Weizhen refused imperial summons, these men naturally gathered together, likening themselves to commoners who scorned kings and nobles.

After Yang Weizhen died and Gao Qi was executed by waist-cutting, the Jiangdong literati scattered like clouds. Iron Flute Autumn also disappeared without a trace. No one had imagined that for over ten years, he had been hiding in Qingcheng, teaching his disciple Li Keji.

When Iron Flute Autumn fought, he never ended peacefully. His martial arts were both high-level and ruthless—he often struck vital points and injured bones and tendons. Those who faced him as enemies were usually either dead or crippled, so in those days no one dared easily provoke this demon king. Combined with the reputation and prestige of the Immortal Mountains of the Sea, people throughout the great rivers and northern regions held him in extreme awe.

Shen Guangli murmured, “No wonder Iron Arhat obediently released the people once he recognized Li Keji’s martial lineage. Iron Flute Autumn is indeed someone he cannot afford to provoke. Guan Qinglong back then probably also knew that protecting Lady Ye and her son back to Qingcheng was Iron Flute Autumn’s idea, but wouldn’t dare tell us even if beaten to death that the masked man who threatened him was Iron Flute Autumn.”

Stone Buddha watched him, waiting for his response after learning the truth.

After a long while, Shen Guangli sighed: “What guidance does Master Shi have regarding this matter?”

Stone Buddha smiled: “You needn’t be so polite. I know this case has His Majesty’s attention, so naturally I dare not simply take the person away. I only ask that you take good care of him.”

Shen Guangli smiled slightly: “I dare not accept the word ‘ask.’ Master Tie’s disciple—who in the world wouldn’t treat him with special regard?”

Stone Buddha’s expression darkened slightly as he sighed: “That’s exactly what I’m worried about. If Li Keji weren’t Iron Flute Autumn’s disciple, things would be much easier to handle.”

They were all people who knew the Hongwu Emperor’s temperament well, so naturally they understood what the Emperor thought about Iron Flute Autumn, who had remained wild and unruly all these years, refusing to serve the Great Ming dynasty. Li Keji just happened to be his disciple.
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Two days later, the men sent to Qingcheng returned, bringing all materials concerning Li Keji as well as portraits of all relevant people in the area. Stone Buddha immediately recognized that Ye Zhiqiu, who claimed to be Lady Ye’s cousin and had been living in the Li household, teaching and managing Li Keji, was Iron Flute Autumn. On the second day of the fourth month, the Hongwu Emperor personally interrogated Li Keji in the Hall of Supreme Harmony, but the result was temporary imprisonment pending further trial—what the Imperial Guard called “hanging him up.”

The Imperial Guard’s prison held all criminals tried by imperial decree, called the “imperial prison.” When the Imperial Guard tried cases by imperial order, they naturally used torture without restraint, so whether high officials or common people, once they entered the imperial prison, barely one in ten survived.

Although Li Keji received special care from Shen Guangli out of respect for the Immortal Mountains of the Sea and was not tortured, he still had to wear shackles and chains according to regulations and was confined alone in a narrow cell.

Unexpectedly, apart from the jailer who brought meals, the first person he saw after imprisonment was the young captain Meng Jianqing from Shen Guangli’s side.

Meng Jianqing sat down across from him and said with a smile: “I know Master Li must be very worried about your family, so I came specially to tell you that His Majesty, because those family members knew nothing of the situation, has already had the Imperial Guard release them. The old servant Wan An and your book boy Bao Yan will remain outside to look after you, while the tenant farmer couple who brought you to the capital by boat will rush back to report the capital’s situation to your mother. If you have a family letter, they can take it back.”

Li Keji was startled. Since he had been imprisoned in the imperial prison, this matter would certainly be recorded in the court gazette, and by now it had probably spread throughout Qingcheng. Not knowing the details, his mother at home must be extremely anxious. He really should write a letter home. But what should he write in such a letter? Everything was still unclear—he couldn’t rashly speculate about the Hongwu Emperor’s thoughts to comfort his mother, yet the true situation would only make her more anxious.

After a long pause, he shook his head: “No need.”

Meng Jianqing watched him and said, “In my opinion, you should still write a family letter, at least to let your mother know you are currently safe. Moreover, there are too many rumors outside. With this family letter, Master Tie would also know the true situation and be able to respond accordingly.”

Li Keji suddenly understood in his heart. This letter would be written to Master Tie rather than to his mother. This was also Meng Jianqing’s true purpose in coming.

Meng Jianqing smiled as he looked at him.

Li Keji was not unaware of the subtleties involved. During the court trial, the Hongwu Emperor bore him no ill will—the key issue was that Iron Flute Autumn’s wild arrogance had made the Emperor’s anger difficult to resolve. A grudge of ten or twenty years was not easily forgotten or dissolved.

Li Keji remained silent for a moment, then finally said: “I still won’t write a letter. The current situation—letting my mother and Master Tie know would serve no purpose and would only disturb their minds.”

Meng Jianqing paused before saying: “If you ever want to write a family letter, just have the jailer report it, and I’ll arrange for reliable people to deliver it.”

Meng Jianqing took his leave.

Li Keji watched him go. Was this visit Meng Jianqing’s idea, or was it at the behest of the Hongwu Emperor or Shen Guangli?

Li Keji immediately dismissed his first guess. Given the Hongwu Emperor’s temperament, even if he wanted Iron Flute Autumn to personally come and plead, he wouldn’t hint so clearly through a mere captain, lest it appear he was threatening Iron Flute Autumn and reveal his narrow-mindedness.

As for Shen Guangli, if he had such thoughts, he could easily come himself. Moreover, Shen Guangli seemed to be the type of person who couldn’t get very interested in anything, unlikely to take such an active approach.

Could this be entirely Meng Jianqing’s idea? What purpose could a mere captain have for doing this?

Meng Jianqing soon returned, and the person following him was Wen Ruhai. Previously, Wen Ruhai had also come to visit, but was turned away each time. It seemed the situation had now become clear, so visits were permitted.

Wen Ruhai carefully sat on the edge of the rickety prison bed that looked ready to collapse at any moment. He looked Li Keji up and down, shaking his head with a smile: “Truly, ‘you can’t judge a person by appearance’! You know, I never dreamed you had such impressive backing! Hey, the day you were invited to the Imperial Guard, a betting pool opened at the Imperial Academy—betting on whether you could get out, whether you’d be carried out, or walk out. I placed heavy bets on you walking out, so don’t let me lose so much I can’t even afford a welcome-back banquet!”

Li Keji truly didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

While Wen Ruhai talked at length, Meng Jianqing stood silently outside the iron bars. As soon as the half-hour was up, he immediately knocked on the bars and half-invited, half-dragged the reluctant Wen Ruhai away.

As they walked through the long, silent corridor leaving the prison, Wen Ruhai said: “Captain Meng, honestly, I didn’t expect you would dare let me see Li Keji. I’m quite self-aware—someone like me doesn’t have that kind of influence. You wouldn’t have some ulterior motive, would you?”

Meng Jianqing glanced at him: “What do you think?”

Wen Ruhai smiled bitterly: “I guess you want to ask why I latched onto Li Keji from the moment he arrived in Yingtian, right?”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly.

Wen Ruhai’s description was apt. Initially, it was indeed he who had tried every means to befriend Li Keji.

Wen Ruhai gazed at the distant sky and said with a sigh: “Before Li Keji came to Yingtian, I had already seen a copy of his painting of Monk Haitong holding his eyes, which he painted in Leshan. Though it was only a copy, it could still make one feel an indescribable shock. That’s something you people wouldn’t understand. When I met Li Keji himself, I became even more certain of my judgment. Heaven gave me talent precisely to appreciate and cherish the beautiful things in this world—how could I miss such a wonderful person and such wonderful paintings when they were right before me?”

Meng Jianqing remained silent. He had once secretly entered Wen Ruhai’s study and examined all the paintings Li Keji had given him. He indeed couldn’t feel the “shock” Wen Ruhai spoke of. However, when he first unrolled those scrolls, he did sense a flowing rhythm and vitality permeating the paintings that made him able to see those images again whenever he closed his eyes, even now.

Wen Ruhai turned to look at him.

The exit at the end of the corridor was already in sight.

Meng Jianqing stopped: “Someone is waiting for you outside the exit. Just follow him out.”

Wen Ruhai cupped his hands in salute and said with a smile: “Thank you for your trouble, Captain Meng! Many thanks!”

He departed leisurely, leaving Meng Jianqing behind, thoughtfully watching his retreating figure.
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It was April, the weather was humid, and the prison cell was stuffy and airless. The floor and walls were so damp that water could drip from them, with countless insects moving about without any fear of people. The bedding on the wooden bed had only endured a few days in this cell, yet it already reeked of mold and decay.

Li Keji tossed and turned, unable to sleep, so he simply sat up.

The two jailers guarding outside the iron bars immediately stood up and asked: “What are your orders, sir?”

Due to Shen Guangli’s instructions and Li Keji’s status, the jailers treated him quite courteously.

Li Keji shook his head and said, “Nothing, just rest as you please.”

He sat cross-legged, staring at the dancing shadows cast by the pine torch flames on the wall.

The news of his imprisonment must have reached his mother’s ears by now, right?

How could his mother bear such a blow?

She had never imagined that Li Keji had secretly practiced martial arts for ten years behind her back, let alone that this would lead to such trouble.

But if he had been merely a scholar without the strength to truss a chicken, how could he have survived at Dongting Lake?

Could his mother think of this point and thus forgive both him and Master Tie?

Li Keji’s heart was restless and uneasy, so much so that he only awakened with a start when he heard the sound of the jailers falling to the ground.

A black-clothed masked man had knocked down those two jailers and was already approaching the iron bars, holding a short sword gleaming with cold light.

Li Keji was startled and was about to shout a challenge when the black-clothed masked man said in a low voice: “Master Li, please don’t make a sound. I’ve come to rescue you.”

It was an unfamiliar man’s voice.

As he spoke, the masked man had already swung his sword to cut through two iron bars.

This was the first time Li Keji had seen such a precious sword that could cut iron like mud, and he was startled again.

The masked man squeezed into the cell, his bright eyes scanning Li Keji once, then approached him.

Li Keji suddenly felt a strong sense of unease.

The masked man said in a low voice: “Let me first break Master Li’s chains.”

Li Keji shook his head: “Thank you for your kind intention, but I won’t leave.”

The masked man suddenly smiled: “I’m afraid whether to leave or not is not up to Master Li.”

As he spoke, his left hand was already raised, scattering a handful of azure powder toward Li Keji’s face.

Li Keji had already lifted the blanket from the bed at the moment he raised his hand, covering the masked man, and the powder was blown back.

The masked man exclaimed, “Eh!” clearly not expecting Li Keji to react so quickly, as if he could see through his intentions and act first to block the powder. But he immediately swept aside several steps, leaped forward with his sword, his momentum like lightning. Li Keji’s heart couldn’t help but tighten—not daring to take this sword strike head-on, he retreated rapidly, lifted the wooden bed and hurled it over. In that throwing motion, he had already retreated to the wall, pushed off the wall with his hand, borrowed the force to slide to the iron bars, thus avoiding the attack of the wooden planks shattered into pieces by the short sword.

Just as Li Keji was about to shout aloud, the masked man said: “Please don’t make a sound, Master Li, or I’ll kill those two jailers.”

During Li Keji’s moment of hesitation, the masked man’s left hand was raised again.

Li Keji could only tumble backward through the hole the masked man had entered from, avoiding the powder scattered toward his face.

The masked man immediately pursued, kicking up one of the fallen jailers. Li Keji instinctively reached out to catch the jailer’s body before it could hit the wall. Just as he set the jailer down, the masked man’s sword was already stabbing from behind his head. Li Keji quickly twisted his body and swept both feet toward the masked man’s abdomen, but fell just short due to the iron chains’ restraint. The masked man’s sword was already reaching his head. Li Keji suddenly straightened up, reached out to support the masked man’s right wrist, and, following his charging momentum, pushed forward. The man involuntarily flew forward, his short sword piercing straight into the stone wall.

Li Keji performed a fish leap, and as he stood up from the ground, his right hand had already grasped the man’s left ankle, applying pressure to lock the tendons in his foot.

The masked man’s body went limp, and he was dragged over by Li Keji. The short sword also fell into Li Keji’s hands. He reversed the handle and struck the man’s seven major acupoints, then lifted his face covering.

It was an unfamiliar face, neither young nor old, a very ordinary face with nothing special about it.

Li Keji stared at this person and asked in a low voice: “Who exactly are you, to dare infiltrate the imperial prison to assassinate me?”

The man smiled bitterly and said, “Master Li, I had no intention of assassination—I only wanted to rescue you. My master ordered that if Young Master Li was unwilling to leave, I should find a way to take you away. Please understand our good intentions.”

Li Keji pondered for a moment and asked: “Who is your master?”

The man replied: “I’m sorry, but I cannot say.”

Li Keji stared at the person before him. What should he do? If he handed this person over, it would be too cruel, since this person had come to rescue him from prison. But if he didn’t hand him over, the consequences would be more than he could bear.

The man seemed to understand Li Keji’s dilemma and said, “Master Li, I have unfortunately failed and disgraced my master’s orders. I only ask for death to avoid falling into the Imperial Guard’s hands and implicating my master. But please understand my master’s good intentions.”

Li Keji heard the ominous tone in these words and was about to speak in persuasion when the man’s head had already tilted to one side, black blood flowing from the corner of his mouth, and his body grew heavy.

Li Keji reached out to check the man’s breathing—he was beyond saving.

Though he had read about loyal retainers who died for their cause in history books, such as Zhuan Zhu, seeing such a death warrior with his own eyes today still greatly shocked him. What kind of person could command such loyal retainers?

He couldn’t help but look down at the short sword in his hand.

On the handle, the characters “Duan Yu” were carved in plum blossom seal script.

He had heard Iron Flute Autumn mention that Duan Yu and Xiao Jin were originally a pair of short swords. It seemed that whoever held the Xiao Jin sword must be the master of this suicidal masked man. But this might also just be a scheme to divert blame to Jiangdong.

Because of this man’s resolute suicide, refusing to implicate his master while also not wanting to put Li Keji in a difficult position, Li Keji felt an invisible weight in his heart, as if he had unknowingly incurred some inexplicable debt to someone.

When Meng Jianqing hurried over and saw Li Keji standing there unharmed, he breathed a sigh of relief and cupped his hands: “I apologize for the fright you suffered.”

Li Keji silently handed over the short sword.

Meng Jianqing took it and said, “I’ll immediately report to Commander Shen and arrange a safer cell for you to prevent any more desperate criminals from taking risks.”

Li Keji noticed that when he took the sword, his gaze unconsciously swept over the characters on the handle, his face trembling almost imperceptibly before returning to a composed expression.

Did Meng Jianqing know the origin of this sword?

This young captain was probably much deeper and complex than his surface impression suggested.

Li Keji then smiled bitterly at himself. What time was this? He was still in the mood to probe others’ secrets.

After hearing Meng Jianqing’s report, Shen Guangli pondered in silence.

After a moment, he said: “Such a sharp, precious sword must be recorded in the weapons registry. Do you remember this sword’s origin and history?”

Meng Jianqing replied: “This sword came from the hand of the famous swordsmith Master Huang of the late Song Dynasty. They were forged as a pair, one male and one female—the male named ‘Xiao Jin’ and the female named ‘Duan Yu.’ After being forged, they were presented to the inner court. After the Song fell, both swords were sent to Dadu along with the Song imperial books and treasures. Kublai Khan later bestowed the twin swords upon the surrendered general Zhang Hongfan. After Zhang Hongfan died, the swords were buried with him, but Song loyalists, resentful of how he had forced the young emperor to his death, couldn’t do anything to him while he lived, so after his death, they still destroyed his tomb. The twin swords then changed hands repeatedly. The last record shows they were collected by Zhang Shicheng, but their whereabouts were unknown when Suzhou fell.”

Using such a sword whose origin could be easily traced to abduct Li Keji—was the person behind this too clever or too stupid? Did he want the Imperial Guard to pursue Zhang Shicheng’s remnants, or did he want the Imperial Guard to become suspicious and change their investigation direction?

Shen Guangli pondered for a long time, then smiled slightly: “In war, deception is natural, with truth and falsehood intertwined—this person was most likely someone’s general. Seal this sword well and send it to the Stone Monk, and tell him about this matter.”

Meng Jianqing was startled. When had the Imperial Guard needed others to interfere in their cases?

But he immediately understood.

Let the Immortal Mountains of the Sea investigate the owner of this sword.

Before going to Stone Temple, Meng Jianqing first went to inspect Li Keji’s new cell.

Liu Qianhu, who managed the prison, had arranged for Li Keji to be placed in Tianzi Cell Number Nine, which was the deepest cell in the Tianzi section. After Meng Jianqing’s inspection, he rearranged the guard posts and added archers to guard the high positions.

Liu Qianhu said somewhat dismissively: “Captain Meng can rest assured. No prisoner has ever escaped from Liu’s custody.”

Meng Jianqing glanced at him and said coolly, “Does Thousand-Household Liu think I arranged to prevent Li Keji from escaping?”

Liu Qianhu remained silent.

Meng Jianqing’s thoughts turned several times before he lowered his voice and said: “Thousand-Household Liu, I think I should clarify this matter with you so you can be prepared. I believe what we need to guard against is not Li Keji—he would never want to escape. What we need to guard against are outside assassins.”

Liu Qianhu was stunned. He naturally knew about last night’s attempt to rescue Li Keji, though he didn’t know the specific details—only that the prison breaker had failed and committed suicide. Now it seemed clear that Meng Jianqing believed the rescue had failed because Li Keji simply didn’t want to leave. Then the next person to come might not be to rescue him, but to kill him—if he couldn’t be used by us, he must be destroyed to prevent the enemy from using him.

If Li Keji died in the imperial prison…

Thinking of Iron Flute Autumn’s legendary exploits and fearsome reputation, Liu Qianhu couldn’t help but shudder. Heaven knew he didn’t want to provoke that demon king even a little…

Thinking of this, when he looked at Meng Jianqing’s arrangements again, his perspective completely changed. While grateful that Meng Jianqing had told him the truth, he couldn’t help feeling somewhat bitter.

06 – Chapter 7
During the Dragon Boat Festival, the scent of wine permeated Yingtian City everywhere. Dragon boats raced on Xuanwu Lake with drums and gongs creating a tremendous din.

Only outside the Imperial Guard headquarters remained silent and still.

A carriage stopped outside the gate, and a young novice monk emerged, handing a calling card to the gatekeeper. Soon after, Meng Jianqing hurried out to receive the visitor. This greatly surprised the guards. Though Meng Jianqing’s position wasn’t high, he was Shen Guangli’s most capable assistant—whoever could make him come out to greet them must be someone of great importance.

The person who emerged from the carriage was a middle-aged monk in gray robes and a cloth hat. Though his clothing was plain, his bearing was extremely dignified. Standing outside the gate of the Imperial Guard headquarters that struck fear into civil and military officials, he calmly looked around in all directions and smiled at Meng Jianqing: “This was arranged by Shen Guangli, wasn’t it? I heard he seized this piece of prime real estate from the Censorate—is that true?”

Meng Jianqing lowered his head and said: “Commander Shen has always been indifferent to worldly things—how could he compete with the Censorate over building sites? This land was personally granted to the Imperial Guard headquarters by His Majesty. Master, please come this way.”

They entered the headquarters through a side door.

In the gatehouse, a young guard whispered to his older companion: “This monk has quite an air about him! What’s his background?”

The companion thought for a moment before saying: “I remember now—this is Master Daoyan who attends Prince Yan.”

He was also one of the several eminent monks whom the Hongwu Emperor treated with courtesy. Years ago, when the Hongwu Emperor sent the princes to their fiefs and selected eminent monks to attend them, Prince Yan had chosen Daoyan. This time, Daoyan had originally accompanied Prince Yan back to Yingtian to pay New Year respects, but for some reason, Prince Yan had already returned to Beiping while he remained behind.

Meng Jianqing accompanied Daoyan inside, saying: “Commander Shen is currently attending His Majesty and cannot personally receive you. What brings Master here today?”

Daoyan didn’t answer his question but looked up at the courtyard walls, saying: “There’s fresh blood scent on the walls.”

Though Meng Jianqing was inwardly surprised, his expression remained unchanged: “Recently, people have been constantly attempting to break in at night. Just last night, we dealt with two more. Master’s keen perception—you knew at a glance.”

Daoyan smiled slightly: “Someone dares to cause trouble at Imperial Guard headquarters? How truly rare. Does Captain Meng know why those people came?”

Meng Jianqing hesitated briefly and said: “Please enlighten me, Master.”

Daoyan smiled without speaking, then said: “This poor monk has already obtained His Majesty’s permission to see Li Keji.”

Meng Jianqing should have led Daoyan toward the imperial prison at the corner gate, but he stopped and looked at Daoyan inquiringly.

Daoyan looked at him and said, “His Majesty gave me an oral instruction, not a written decree.”

Meng Jianqing cupped his hands and said: “Please forgive me, Master, but without a written decree, prisoners cannot be visited—these are the rules.”

Daoyan laughed: “Rules are made by people. This case is under Captain Meng’s responsibility—some rules are up to you to decide, aren’t they?”

Meng Jianqing’s heart tightened as he thought of Wen Ruhai. Though he could justify allowing Wen Ruhai to see Li Keji as being for investigative purposes, if truly scrutinized, it would still be troublesome.

Daoyan, residing at Linggu Temple, seemed to have eyes and ears everywhere.

After just a moment’s thought, Meng Jianqing knew what he should do and smiled: “If it were someone else, naturally, there would be no reason to see a prisoner without a written decree. But Master, you are a person of such stature—how could you be treated the same as others? Please.”

Daoyan smiled again, indicating for the young novice to wait outside the corner gate. Meng Jianqing also ordered his accompanying guards to wait outside, and the two of them entered the long, silent, narrow corridor.

Meng Jianqing said in a low voice: “Can Master now inform me of your purpose here?”

Daoyan said slowly: “Captain Meng naturally knows the purpose of those night intruders trying to break into the Imperial Guard.”

Meng Jianqing replied: “Yes. They came to assassinate Li Keji.”

After the initial attempt to abduct Li Keji failed, people from various factions changed their plans.

If Li Keji died in the imperial prison, Iron Flute Autumn would inevitably blame the current court. Given Iron Flute Autumn’s temperament and methods, what wouldn’t he do?

Meng Jianqing continued: “Precisely because of this concern, I tried to hint that Li Keji should write to Master Tie to resolve this matter quickly. His Majesty only wants Master Tie to personally come and plead, letting the world know he has submitted—he doesn’t want to kill Li Keji. Resolving this matter quickly would be good for everyone.”

Daoyan turned to look at him: “Oh?”

Meng Jianqing calmly met his scrutiny: “I did this for myself as well. If I can resolve this case for His Majesty and the Immortal Mountains of the Sea, I’ll truly establish my footing in the Imperial Guard, and those who resent Commander Shen’s exceptional promotion of me will finally accept it. Moreover, the Immortal Mountains of the Sea once saved my life—both publicly and privately, I should act this way.”

Daoyan laughed: “You’re quite honest.” After pondering a moment, he added: “You and Li Keji are somewhat similar—you both know how to speak truths that benefit yourselves. The difference is that Li Keji relies on intuition, while you rely on intellect.”

A strange expression crossed Meng Jianqing’s face, as if he wanted to say something but held back.

Daoyan spoke for him: “Captain Meng naturally wants to say that you and Li Keji are two incomparable people, right?”

Meng Jianqing began to feel somewhat overwhelmed by this great monk’s seemingly mind-reading conversation style. He steadied himself and said: “Indeed so. Li Keji is Master Tie’s disciple and has already passed the metropolitan examination—he’ll soon enter the Hanlin Academy. If nothing happens this time, his future is truly limitless. As for me, I’m just an unknown soldier—how could I be compared to him?”

Daoyan scrutinized him and continued asking: “Do you feel resentful? I heard Master Shi praised you highly. Unfortunately, you come from a military rather than a civil background. In these peaceful times, aside from frontier posts, there are no wars, so your prospects, however good, are quite limited. As for military positions, you don’t serve in the army, so you probably can’t benefit from the various advantages of Jiangwu Hall. Your teacher is from Tiantai Temple, right? Its reputation is far inferior to Iron Flute Autumn’s. Despite your talents and abilities being no less than Li Keji’s, you can only remain a minor captain, and this is entirely due to Shen Guangli’s exceptional promotion.”

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but fall silent. Each of his steps had been extremely difficult, requiring much more effort than others. Even with Shen Guangli entrusting him with important tasks, he could only advance so far.

Daoyan smiled as he waited for his reaction.

Each time he struck at someone’s most vulnerable point, Daoyan felt a pleasure in looking down upon all beings.

This captain who appeared extremely strong and experienced had likewise failed to withstand his direct hit to the vital point.

He knew he could now control Meng Jianqing from a position of superiority.

At least for the moment.

After a while, Meng Jianqing said, “This is fate.”

Daoyan sighed softly: “But Captain Meng is not someone who would submit to fate—you’re working hard to change your destiny, aren’t you? With your abilities and ambition, as long as someone gives you support, sooner or later, you’ll achieve success and fame. When you have time, you can visit Linggu Temple more often. This poor monk feels very much in harmony with Captain Meng and would like to talk with you more.”

They looked at each other, and Meng Jianqing cupped his hands: “Thank you for your praise, Master. I will certainly visit often to seek your guidance.”

After a moment of silence, Daoyan said, “Like Captain Meng, this poor monk also wants to resolve this case quickly to avoid complications and further troubles. In a moment, I need to speak privately with Li Keji.”

Meng Jianqing understood: “Yes.”

They entered Li Keji’s cell. After the jailer opened the door, Meng Jianqing withdrew with him and closed the door behind them.

06 – Chapter 8
Daoyan approached the iron bars.

There were no windows in the imperial prison, only a pine torch stuck in the outer wall, its flickering light illuminating Li Keji standing quietly inside. He faced away from the flames, gazing at the dancing shadows on the wall. The sound of the door opening and closing hadn’t made him turn around.

Daoyan observed him from behind.

The Dongting Lake case had already caused a tremendous uproar. Yet this was the first time Daoyan had seen the protagonist of this affair.

What somewhat surprised Daoyan was that Li Keji seemed to have adapted to life in this prison. He possessed a tranquil demeanor as clear as autumn water, combined with an unrestrained willfulness like a celestial horse galloping across the sky. The high walls on all sides could not shake the peace in his heart or constrain the soaring of his spirit. Though his body was in prison, his heart seemed to dance perpetually in some distant place.

Daoyan frowned slightly to himself. It seemed his words might be difficult for Li Keji to hear.

But he still took two steps forward.

Li Keji’s form trembled slightly, as if sensing the unusual intent of his visitor. He paused, then turned around.

Seeing Daoyan surprised Li Keji considerably. However, he asked nothing, simply looking quietly at Daoyan, waiting for him to explain his purpose. This composure made Daoyan sigh inwardly.

Daoyan sat down cross-legged by the bars, and Li Keji also sat down across from him.

Daoyan raised his palm in a Buddhist greeting and said, “This poor monk’s dharma name is Daoyan.”

Li Keji trembled again: “So you are Master Daoyan. I have long admired your reputation.”

Anyone who had spent time in Yingtian Prefecture would have heard of this spiritually powerful Master Daoyan’s reputation.

Daoyan carefully observed Li Keji’s expression and said, “This poor monk came to see Benefactor Li today because I heard that your esteemed mother is gravely ill. Master Tie has already summoned Xuanhu Daoist, the physician from the Immortal Mountains of the Sea, to treat her. However, heart ailments have always required heart medicine—I’m afraid even Xuanhu Daoist can do nothing for your mother’s illness.”

Daoyan was satisfied to see Li Keji’s composure crumble piece by piece at these words.

He waited a moment before continuing: “Master Tie may very well plead with His Majesty because of your mother’s grave illness.”

Li Keji stared at him blankly. Daoyan’s tone seemed to contain some inside information he didn’t know.

Daoyan looked at Li Keji and said, “Over ten years ago, this poor monk had close dealings with Master Tie for a time and roughly knew some things. Your mother suffered misfortune in her youth, yet remained like a lotus flower in mud, deserving of respect. Master Tie lived his life wildly and freely, but when he encountered such a person, it became his life’s tribulation. What made it even more helpless was that your mother had already arranged a marriage with your father. A friend’s wife cannot be violated. Even the most unrestrained person has some unshakable principles.”

Though Daoyan spoke euphemistically, Li Keji understood and roughly guessed his mother’s difficult experiences in the first half of her life, as well as why Iron Flute Autumn would assume a false identity to remain in the Li household and raise him. Though he had vaguely sensed this in his heart, he still didn’t know whether he should thank Daoyan for telling him the truth or hate him for revealing it. In his heart, his mother should always remain as elegant as a gentle breeze, while his teacher should always remain as lofty and unrestrained as wild cranes and idle clouds.

Daoyan pressed forward step by step without showing emotion: “Master Tie has never bowed his head in his entire life. At this time, at the critical moment of your mother’s life and death, I’m afraid he cannot avoid bowing his head to let you return home quickly to comfort her. However, if he bows his head for this reason, His Majesty will inevitably be even more furious.”

Li Keji said nothing, only burying his head deeply.

Daoyan continued: “The Dongting Lake case has reached an impasse. How should Benefactor Li conduct himself?”

Li Keji took a breath and said, “I plan to petition for temporary release so I can return home to care for my mother’s illness. After my mother recovers, I will return to prison to receive my punishment.”

Daoyan looked at him with surprise and said, “This is indeed a good solution. A son who fulfills filial piety must be a minister who fulfills loyalty. His Majesty might very well show mercy outside the law. However, temporary release has always required a guarantor. Does Benefactor Li have a capable guarantor? Originally, your examination supervisor, Master Zhan Daci, could serve as this guarantor, but he was recently reassigned as Education Commissioner of Jiangxi and has left Yingtian. I heard Benefactor Li has close dealings with Wen Ruhai, nephew of Wen Fangwen. Wen Fangwen is trusted by His Majesty, so having him as guarantor would be appropriate, but he has always clearly separated public from private matters—I’m afraid he would refuse to be this guarantor. As for Master Shi, because of that satirical verse incident, his relationship with His Majesty remains unresolved, so he probably shouldn’t serve as Benefactor Li’s guarantor at this time either.”

Li Keji was silent for a moment, then said: “Since Master Daoyan speaks thus, do you already have a more suitable candidate in mind?”

Daoyan smiled and said, “If you don’t mind, this poor monk is willing to serve as this guarantor.”

Among all the civil and military officials, only a handful could speak before the Hongwu Emperor, including this great monk.

Li Keji’s heart, which had been in chaos, suddenly became calm.

Daoyan would never come to say such things to him without reason. Though Daoyan could speak before the Hongwu Emperor, doing so would still carry risks.

Li Keji turned his gaze to look at Daoyan outside the bars. This great monk maintained a constant smile, never avoiding his scrutiny. In Daoyan, there was none of the detached tranquility of a worldly monk who contested with no one, but rather wisdom and passion that constantly pressed forward.

Li Keji’s mind became momentarily confused, and he couldn’t help saying: “If Master had been born in chaotic times, you would surely have become a figure like Liu Bingzheng.”

Liu Bingzheng was the strategist who helped Yuan Emperor Kublai Khan conquer the world, and was also a famous monk of that time.

Anyone else hearing these words would have been either shocked or terrified, but Daoyan laughed: “Benefactor Li’s assessment of this poor monk is identical to Master Tie’s. Back then, this poor monk decided to emerge from seclusion and enter the world precisely because Master Tie evaluated me thus. Unfortunately, the world already had a master at that time, and this poor monk’s dragon-slaying skills had no place to be used, so I could only disappoint my mountain learning.” He changed the subject and said, “Please rest assured, Benefactor Li. Since this poor monk has explained this situation to you, I will certainly resolve this predicament for you. You must be wondering why this poor monk is so enthusiastic about this matter, right? If you don’t know the reason, you cannot trust this poor monk’s sincerity.”

Li Keji silently agreed.

Daoyan smiled again: “The reason is simple. This poor monk once owed Master Tie a favor. Buddhism teaches cause and effect—if this favor is not repaid soon, it will accumulate day by day, and I’m afraid this poor monk will carry it to the next life for double repayment. Therefore, this poor monk is determined to settle this debt of gratitude in this lifetime.”

After a pause, he said, “When Benefactor Li observes people, you often point directly to their true nature. Therefore, this poor monk has something to ask you. How do you view this person, Meng Jianqing? Please speak freely—this poor monk has no relationship with him, I’m simply very curious about this person.”

Li Keji paused before saying, “That Captain Meng is naturally not one to remain in a small pond.”

Daoyan stood up with satisfaction: “With Benefactor Li’s confirmation, this poor monk has even more confidence in my judgment. Please write your memorial now, Benefactor Li. This poor monk will wait outside for a moment and submit it to His Majesty during this afternoon’s court audience.”

He went out and closed the door. Meng Jianqing approached and asked quietly: “How did it go?”

Daoyan said with a smile: “To untie the bell, one must find the person who tied it. The Dongting Lake case began with Li Keji, so naturally it should be resolved by him as well.”

After seeing Daoyan off, Meng Jianqing returned just as Qiu Qianhu arrived to relieve Gao Qianhu from his patrol duties. Seeing Qiu’s flushed cheeks and unsteady steps from drinking, Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but frown. Even though it was the Dragon Boat Festival, one shouldn’t get this drunk before taking over duty.

Gao Qianhu, eager to return home for the holiday, hurriedly finished his briefing and was about to leave when he glimpsed Meng Jianqing’s figure. He shrank back and whispered to Qiu Qianhu: “Be careful, sober up a bit, don’t let that kid catch anything. Commander Shen isn’t here—if he finds something to grab onto, he’ll show his authority.”

Qiu Qianhu lazily slumped in his chair and waved his hand: “Go, go, go, stop boosting others’ morale!”

Just as Gao Qianhu stepped out of the main gate, disaster struck.

Amid the sound of firecrackers, a gong suddenly rang. The upper windows of several shops across the street all opened at once, and fire arrows mixed with sulfur packets rained down like a torrential downpour. The eighteen cells of the Tianzi section immediately became a sea of flames. Gao Qianhu jumped up and staggered with his men to rush over. Liu Qianhu, who guarded the prison, frantically directed his subordinates to fight the fire while the prisoners inside began to riot. Liu Qianhu felt his head was about to explode. These were all important criminals under trial—whether any died or escaped, it would be enough to ruin him.

And the fire arrows continued shooting without pause. Over the high wall, suddenly, more than ten wooden barrels were thrown in. When they hit the ground, they shattered, spilling tung oil everywhere. The fire borrowed the oil’s momentum and burned even more fiercely.

Today, the Hongwu Emperor was watching dragon boat races at Xuanwu Lake, which was a matter of utmost importance, so Shen Guangli had taken most of the skilled personnel to Xuanwu Lake. With only weak forces left behind, this chaos could not be controlled immediately.

Meng Jianqing ran over and said quietly to Liu Qianhu, “The other side’s target is Li Keji. Give me the keys, I’ll take him away and draw them off!”

Liu Qianhu said in bewilderment: “Releasing a prisoner is a capital crime—”

Meng Jianqing frowned, calculating whether to simply seize the keys, when suddenly a figure burst out of the great fire—it was Li Keji. In the blink of an eye, he had already swept across the rooftops of several cells. The fire arrows immediately shifted direction, pursuing him.

Meng Jianqing immediately gave chase.

The street patrol officers of Yingtian Prefecture beat their bronze gongs, gathering men to capture the bandits who had attacked the Imperial Guard.

Li Keji still wore shackles and handcuffs, but moved extremely fast. The arrow net barely grazed behind him. However, he slowed down when approaching the perimeter wall. The pursuing fire arrows, though deflected by the shackles he whirled about, still came close enough that two singed his clothes and hair.

Meng Jianqing sensed his hesitation and immediately called: “Follow me!”

Meng Jianqing leaped over the high wall and turned toward the south of the city. Li Keji no longer hesitated, following from the side. In an instant, both men were racing side by side through the streets and alleys, escaping the threat of the arrow net. The other side had to change tactics—four masked men approached from both ends of the narrow street, while another four on the rooftops guarded the four corners. From their momentum, they intended to intercept Li Keji and his companion.

Meng Jianqing’s mind stirred.

Knowing Li Keji’s martial lineage and that several people from the Immortal Mountains of the Sea were in Yingtian Prefecture, why would the other side still so brazenly intercept and kill Li Keji on the main street after he had left the imperial prison? In this situation, if Li Keji met with misfortune, Iron Flute Autumn could never blame the Imperial Guard—he would only massacre this group.

Perhaps this was their goal all along?

The Imperial Guard headquarters was fighting fires, street patrol officers were capturing the arrow-shooting bandits, the streets and alleys were empty and silent, and residents were all watching dragon boat races at Xuanwu Lake—at this moment, they were completely on their own.

Meng Jianqing stepped back and stopped back-to-back with Li Keji, casually handing him a short knife and saying quietly: “Let’s deal with these people first!”

With Li Keji’s cooperation, perhaps he could capture one or two alive.

But at the same time, he couldn’t help but worry that Li Keji probably had never had real combat experience—

The four masked men at both ends of the street slowly approached. Seeing their eyes, Li Keji’s mind stirred, and he suddenly called: “Don’t let them get close!”

Meng Jianqing almost simultaneously detected the sulfur smell on them.

But it was already a step too late. All four simultaneously ignited gunpowder fuses hidden on their bodies and charged forward with wild shouts, waving their blades.

As long as they could trap Li Keji and his companion for a moment, they could drag them down together in mutual destruction.

Meng Jianqing’s blade sliced off half of one masked man’s right shoulder and, with a backhand stroke, severed another’s left hand fingers, but could no longer stop their assault.

Li Keji whirled his iron chains, blocking several blades, then grabbed Meng Jianqing and leaped up. The four masked men on the rooftop immediately threw eight long ropes down over their heads.

Meng Jianqing slashed with his blade, but the ropes were soft and offered no resistance, instead entangling Li Keji’s shackles. The four masked men shouted and simultaneously drew their blades to pounce down, forcing both men to fall back to the ground.

As Meng Jianqing landed, his blade spun, and the masked man approaching him had his feet torn apart in a bloody mess, crying out as he staggered and nearly fell. But the fuses at their waists were nearly burned out—the gunpowder would explode at any moment.

At the end of the long street, arrows suddenly whistled through the air.

Meng Jianqing exclaimed: “Instructor Kong!”

A white silk band simultaneously whistled toward Li Keji. Li Keji grabbed the silk, and as he soared into the air, he reached back to grasp Meng Jianqing’s left arm, bringing him up as well.

The four masked men carrying gunpowder cried out as they scattered in four directions. As they fell, the long arrows embedded in their hearts and vital head points still quivered.

The gunpowder exploded with a thunderous roar, and the shattered street stones struck Meng Jianqing’s back while Li Keji was also hit by two pieces.

But they had finally escaped death.

Of the other four masked men, two were knocked down by the explosion, while two others fled wounded, but Instructor Kong shot down one. The other was quite slippery, hiding behind a corridor pillar at the street side, kicking open a shop door and drilling inside.

Instructor Kong didn’t pursue. He put away his bow, waved and smiled at Meng Jianqing and the others, then departed gracefully.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t see who was tracking that masked man, but he understood that someone in the shadows had certainly followed.

He quietly breathed a sigh of relief.

Looking back at the Imperial Guard headquarters, the fire had diminished.

Yun Yanjiao, wearing a light azure dress with a white silk band over her shoulder, gracefully landed before them.

Meng Jianqing cupped his hands: “Miss Yun, thank you.”

He introduced her to Li Keji.

Yun Yanjiao said softly: “Hello, Senior Brother Li.”

Li Keji was startled.

Should he call her “Miss Yun” like Meng Jianqing, or should he call her “Junior Sister Yun”?

Perhaps with this address, he would step into a world he had never imagined entering.

Yun Yanjiao continued: “We arrived a step too late and caused Senior Brother Li trouble—we’re truly sorry. There won’t be such incidents in the future. Please rest assured and return to recuperate, Senior Brother Li. Captain Meng, thank you as well.”

Yun Yanjiao was gentle and courteous, but her words carried sharp edges.

Meng Jianqing understood what she was about to do. Or rather, what the Immortal Mountains of the Sea were about to do.

It no longer mattered whom the hidden mastermind wanted to target.

Most importantly, the Immortal Mountains of the Sea, which had remained silent and uninvolved in worldly affairs for many years, had now been drawn in. With them pursuing the hidden mastermind, whoever that person was would have nowhere to hide.

Whether that hidden person was too clever or too foolish remained to be seen—clever enough to draw the Immortal Mountains of the Sea toward their opponents, or foolish enough to think they could draw the Immortal Mountains of the Sea toward their opponents.

On the way back to the Imperial Guard headquarters, Meng Jianqing suddenly remembered something: Tianzi Cell Number Nine was reinforced with refined steel bars on all six sides—how had Li Keji gotten out?

His question was soon answered.

The large copper locks on three sets of iron bars hung loosely there.

Liu Qianhu, who had followed Meng Jianqing in, also had his face fall.

It seemed someone had been silently lurking in the imperial prison all along, looking after Li Keji. Opening a few locks was merely child’s play for that person. That he hadn’t also opened Li Keji’s shackles showed considerable restraint.

Shen Guangli returned in the evening. After hearing Meng Jianqing’s report, he merely said “Hmm” indifferently, then said: “His Majesty has already approved Master Daoyan’s bail request, temporarily allowing Li Keji to return to Qingcheng to care for his gravely ill mother, and wants us to send someone to escort him. You make the trip.”

Meng Jianqing noticed that Shen Guangli said “escort” rather than “transport under guard.” This must have been the Hongwu Emperor’s exact words. Shen Guangli would never misremember such details.

Shen Guangli was lost in thought for a moment, then suddenly smiled: “On His Majesty’s behalf, keep an eye on how that iron pea swallows such a huge favor.”

Meng Jianqing suddenly understood.

For someone like Iron Flute Autumn, appeasement was probably the best strategy.
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Because Meng Jianqing was escorting him, Li Keji encountered no difficulties changing horses at post stations along the way.

When they rushed back to Qingcheng, it was only the third day of the sixth month, but they were still a step too late—Lady Ye had passed away the previous day.

Now that Li Keji had returned, Lady Ye’s funeral arrangements were quickly completed. She was buried to the right side of Li Ruilin, with a tomb space left on the left for his first wife, Lady Zhou. After the funeral, the Li clan members hurriedly dispersed, fearing that being too close to Li Keji would bring them trouble.

Only Li Keji and Iron Flute Autumn remained standing before the grave, with Meng Jianqing waiting patiently behind them.

Looking down at Qingcheng from the mountain in the evening, everything was shrouded in light mist.

Observing coldly, Meng Jianqing saw that Iron Flute Autumn was thinner and darker than in his portrait, hardly human in appearance.

His condition seemed quite poor…

Iron Flute Autumn said slowly, “Keji, do you know why I refused to accept recruitment from Zhu Yuanzhang and his people back then?”

His sudden mention of this matter greatly confused Li Keji, who replied: “I don’t know.”

Meng Jianqing deliberately ignored the arrogance of addressing the Hongwu Emperor by name and waited for his answer.

These words were not only for Li Keji, but also for him, for Shen Guangli, and for the Hongwu Emperor.

A dreamy smile appeared on Iron Flute Autumn’s face: “Simply because I was born unwilling to be beneath others, born unwilling to be constrained by anyone. Do you understand?”

That simple?

As if hearing their inner doubts, Iron Flute Autumn continued: “However, that’s only half the reason. As for the other half, who can claim eternal ownership of these rivers and mountains? Every two or three hundred years brings a new cycle. Why should I waste my precious time on such empty fame? Life is less than a hundred years, yet we constantly worry for a thousand years; if youth doesn’t seek pleasure, we waste our prime years!”

When he spoke these last words, he was almost howling at the sky, the radiance on his face causing Li Keji to smile slightly.

This was the Iron Flute Autumn he knew—proud and free as wind and clouds.

Meng Jianqing pondered in silence.

He thought of Wen Ruhai. Wen Ruhai was the same type of person as Iron Flute Autumn and Li Keji, which was why they naturally came together.

They were so different from him, from the rest of the world.

Iron Flute Autumn continued: “When I met Caiwei, I realized no one can truly be carefree for an entire lifetime.”

Meng Jianqing’s heart skipped a beat.

So that was it.

Even Iron Flute Autumn could not escape this trial.

Just as he could not escape his old dreams of the sea—like smoke and mist, vague and indistinct, yet constantly entangling him.

Iron Flute Autumn’s face showed an expression both bitter and blissfully content.

The young Ye Caiwei was not the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and she strongly disapproved of his dissolute behavior. But she was so intelligent, determined, and composed, with such enormous courage hidden beneath her delicate exterior. This was his obsession.

Speaking of such matters to Li Keji would shock the world, but Iron Flute Autumn saw it as natural. Li Keji was Caiwei’s son—only he was qualified to hear his innermost thoughts.

Did this hopeless love, made more persistent by its impossibility, bring him more pain or more joy? Iron Flute Autumn himself could not determine. This was the shackle he had placed upon himself. He had originally thought nothing and no one in the world could bind him.

Iron Flute Autumn stroked the tombstone and continued: “When I heard news of your trouble, I understood immediately—when Xiang Zhuang dances with his sword, his intention is toward the Duke of Pei. This was directed at me. But I was unwilling to admit defeat. I thought that, according to the law, you should not be guilty of any serious crime in the Dongting Lake case. Though Caiwei worried about you, she refused to let me go plead for mercy.”

Li Keji gazed at the tombstone. Iron Flute Autumn had carved it with his own hands.

Iron Flute Autumn raised his head, letting the cold raindrops fall on his face, and said slowly: “Caiwei’s illness grew worse. I used my true qi to sustain her life while summoning Xuanhu Daoist to treat her. But Xuanhu Daoist said hers was a heart ailment—years of worry and grief had accumulated without release, and once triggered, it was like an avalanche, impossible to save. Only then did I realize that for the sake of my pride, I had made Caiwei endure such torment. In my entire life, my only attachment was one I created for myself, and one I destroyed with my own hands.”

He spoke very calmly, but Li Keji, who had lived with him day and night for over ten years, sensed the dead, withered sadness in his heart.

Iron Flute Autumn turned to look at Li Keji, as if trying to find traces of Ye Caiwei in his face. After a while, he said, “Keji, even for your sake, I will not go to Yingtian. If I were to bow my head in defeat and enter court service, how could I face Caiwei’s devoted care for me? She always knew what kind of person I was and would never force me to act against my nature. I could not lower my head to save her while she lived—now that she’s gone, what meaning would bowing my head have? So, Keji, from now on, you must rely entirely on yourself.”

He looked back at the darkening sky, let out a long breath, and said: “Qingcheng Mountain is what Daoists call the seventeenth blessed realm under heaven. To spend my final years here is also my good fortune.”

Li Keji’s spirit couldn’t help but tremble: “Master, you mean—”

Before he could finish, he suddenly turned to look down the mountain slope.

An aged, hoarse voice shouted from below: “Iron Daoist, don’t think you can just walk away!”

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but start in surprise.

Racing up the mountain slope was Old Yan, whom they hadn’t seen for many days!

Iron Flute Autumn stared for a moment before recognizing who it was, then laughed heartily: “Yan Da, so it’s you! If you want to settle old scores, first get past my disciple; if you can defeat him, I’ll naturally come find you!”

Before Old Yan could get close, Iron Flute Autumn patted Li Keji’s shoulder and leaped up.

Old Yan cried out wildly, throwing three short knives like meteors to intercept Iron Flute Autumn.

But Li Keji’s soft sword wrapped around his waist had already been unsheathed. Moving like lightning with his sword like a rainbow, he slashed diagonally through the rain. With three clanging sounds, the three short knives were deflected and flew back. Seeing Old Yan’s crazed expression and apparent unawareness of dodging, Meng Jianqing immediately threw three small knives, striking the returning short knives sideways and sending them all flying into a grove of tombs several zhang away.

Iron Flute Autumn had already swept past tombstones and burial mounds of various sizes, disappearing into the misty Qingcheng Mountains, with bursts of laughter that seemed like both song and weeping echoing from afar.

Old Yan stood there in a daze.

Seeing his expression of utter despair, Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but feel moved.

Master Yan Da, who had first mastered blade techniques, had retired in his prime years and never achieved the renowned reputation in the tumultuous jianghu like Master Yan Er, for one reason only—he should never have encountered Iron Flute Autumn and been defeated by this young, arrogant, heaven-blessed talent. Back then, everyone thought Master Yan Er was invincible, but thinking about it now, whether intentionally or not, he had never actually faced Iron Flute Autumn in combat.

Old Yan had probably spent the latter half of his life dreaming of another battle with Iron Flute Autumn to wash away his shame.

But he couldn’t even get past Li Keji.

For Old Yan, perhaps no greater sorrow in life existed than this.

Moreover, they all knew Iron Flute Autumn would never return.

Not even for Li Keji.

Meng Jianqing had wanted to bring the dispirited Old Yan down the mountain with them, but on second thought, he let him remain on the mountain in his daze.

He thought that when Old Yan came to his senses, he wouldn’t want anyone to have seen him lose composure.

When they reached the foot of the mountain, Li Keji couldn’t help but look back. In the misty haze, could he still see the cemetery among the pine and cypress trees?

His heart ached, and tears fell involuntarily.

From now on, he had lost the two people closest to him in this world.
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Li Keji followed Meng Jianqing back to Yingtian. When they passed through Yueyang and were changing horses at the post station, members of Wen Ruhai’s household were waiting there.

Wen Ruhai had returned to his ancestral home in Yueyang for his old clan leader’s eightieth birthday even before Li Keji’s release from prison. He had sent his servants to wait for Li Keji at the post station, firstly because he hadn’t seen him for many days and wanted to meet and chat, and secondly because Li Keji’s servants Wan An and the book boy Bao Yan, who had returned to Qingcheng by water route, were now staying at his house. Old Wan An had fallen seriously ill near Yueyang after days of hardship and worry. When he came ashore to recuperate, Wen Ruhai heard the news and took both him and Bao Yan to his home to nurse them back to health. They had only recently recovered and had planned to return to Qingcheng, but when Wen Ruhai learned of Li Keji’s journey to the capital, he persuaded them to wait in Yueyang.

Wen Ruhai lived in the old Wen family estate on the outskirts of Yueyang, near Dongting Lake. During flood season, the lake water had already risen to the foot of the small hill where the Wen estate stood. The servants who welcomed them said that during great floods, the lake water would reach the outer walls of the estate, so the foundation walls were specially reinforced with bluestone. Despite the flood danger, feng shui masters said this location had excellent feng shui that promoted literary fortune. The two elder brothers of the main branch who inherited the old estate, Wen Duan and Wen Fangwen, had both entered government service through literary reputation, serving respectively as Minister of Rites and Prefect of Huzhou. The five brothers of the younger generation had also mostly entered service as Imperial Academy students, with bright futures ahead. Therefore, the Wen family had never considered moving to Yueyang city proper, only continuously reinforcing the dikes and courtyard walls. However, apart from Wen Ruhai, all the older and younger generations of his branch held official positions and couldn’t return, so the vast estate was left with only him and two caretaker families.

Wen Ruhai not only prepared a grand feast but also invited several renowned literati from Yueyang as company, and summoned the most famous local opera troupe for entertainment.

Meng Jianqing smiled and said quietly to Wen Ruhai: “His Majesty most detests officials of all ranks drinking and listening to opera. Moreover, Master Li is in mourning—wouldn’t this be rather inappropriate?”

Wen Ruhai laughed: “If Captain Meng hadn’t reminded me, I would have truly forgotten this matter. It won’t happen again, won’t happen again. Today is rare with Brother Li coming from afar—let’s not spoil everyone’s mood. Come, come, Captain Meng, you should also request a performance. This troupe is quite excellent—to come to Yueyang and not see their opera would make the trip worthless.”

Since Meng Jianqing couldn’t lose face, he could only join everyone in taking his seat and requesting performances.

Li Keji only took his seat after visiting Wan An and Bao Yan, sitting shoulder to shoulder with Wen Ruhai.

Wen Ruhai repeatedly urged him to drink. Later, even Meng Jianqing couldn’t stand it and blocked Li Keji’s raised cup: “Don’t get drunk.”

Wen Ruhai smiled: “I know Brother Li’s heart is heavy, which is why I’m urging him to drink. One drunk solves a thousand sorrows—wouldn’t being drunk be even better?”

Li Keji was only startled for a moment before laughing loudly: “Right, right, one drunk solves a thousand sorrows! Come, let’s all drink to our hearts’ content!”

He tilted his head back and drained another cup, though his heart was filled with countless confused emotions.

He had forever lost the most important people in his life. Even if he could rise to great heights in the future, even if he could become famous throughout the world, what meaning would it have without them by his side? For whom should he continue walking this path step by step?

Thunder rolled across the lake surface, and everyone drinking and watching opera unconsciously turned to look outside the great hall.

Lightning tore through the night sky, and soon torrential rain poured down.

Wind rose and waves surged on Dongting Lake, with giant waves beating against the embankments. The Wen estate on the small hill seemed to tremble slightly, and people in the great hall involuntarily felt the ground shaking beneath their feet. Across the courtyard, the small opera stage was performing the all-martial scene of Changban Slope, with gongs and drums creating tremendous noise that echoed the lightning and thunder, filling the courtyard with a strange atmosphere—as if they were not on shore but in a giant boat, separated from the terrifying waves of Dongting Lake by mere inches.

Li Keji’s mind was in a daze. After a while, he heard Wen Ruhai speaking to him. Wen Ruhai smiled: “Brother Li, the paintings you gave me last time in the capital were all taken by the Imperial Guard headquarters as evidence for their case. It looks like there’s no hope of getting them back. Tonight you should paint another one for me, shouldn’t you?”

Meng Jianqing was slightly startled. Was Wen Ruhai lying, or had someone truly confiscated those paintings behind his back as the case supervisor? Who would have such audacity? Just a few paintings—was it worth offending him over this?

Li Keji couldn’t help but smile. Wen Ruhai’s habit of requesting paintings at grand feasts hadn’t changed at all, making him feel as if he had returned to the time before the Dongting Lake case, when he would drink and paint with Wen Ruhai.

Without waiting for his answer, Wen Ruhai had already ordered two servants to clear a space in the center of the great hall and place a long table at the edge of the clearing, preparing brush, ink, paper, and inkstone.

The sound of wind and waves on Dongting Lake mixed with thunder and drum sounds. Wen Ruhai suddenly slapped the table and sang aloud a Yuan dynasty song:

“Poetry flows free, sword spirit bold, heroes don’t fret over fortune’s hold. Slay dragons in the river, shoot eagles in the clouds, wield a brush at the table. When successful, he laughs at idle people; when he stumbles, idle people laugh.”

Meng Jianqing studied Wen Ruhai, his mind suddenly stirring.

At this moment, Wen Ruhai’s bearing resembled Iron Flute Autumn more than Li Keji’s did.

No wonder these two men got along so well.

Li Keji’s gaze fell on the rice paper on the long table, lingered briefly, then turned toward the snow-white walls on both sides of the great hall.

The paper on the long table was insufficient to contain all the emotions in his heart at this moment.

He suddenly grabbed a full box of thick ink from the table and, with a sweep of his arm, splashed it through the air onto the white wall on the right.

A strange light flashed in Wen Ruhai’s eyes as he gestured for servants to quickly prepare more ink.

Li Keji grabbed an embroidered silk cover from the antique stand, wadded it into a ball, and using the silk as a brush, spread the ink stains on the white wall. Where the ink was too high to reach, he leaped onto the roof beams, hooked his feet around the crossbeam, and hung upside down to render the ink.

Wherever the embroidered silk touched, the ink immediately separated into varying shades—some spreading like clouds and mist, others heavy like turbid waves.

When another box of ink was ready, Li Keji leaped down, threw aside the silk, grabbed the largest wolf-hair brush, dipped it full of ink, and with sweeping strokes and outlines, the eight-hundred-li expanse of Dongting Lake appeared on the wall—rippling waters, urgent wind and low clouds, a lonely boat resting in the lake’s heart as if being tossed toward mid-air by giant waves. Most heart-stirring of all was the expansive momentum that absorbed hundreds of rivers and the strange artistic conception of a solitary boat remaining still amid surging waves that reached the sky.

Finally, he wrote with his brush “In eight hundred li of Dongting Lake, who recognizes the lone boat’s free passage?” then threw the brush onto the table. He collapsed from the crossbeam, and gazing at the Dongting Lake on the wall, tears unconsciously streamed down his face.

Meng Jianqing was suddenly shocked and couldn’t help but hold his breath like everyone else in the hall, staring up at the white-capped waves of Dongting Lake on the wall.

He began to think that perhaps someone really would be blinded by profit and bold enough to abuse their official position to take away the paintings Li Keji had previously given to Wen Ruhai. Perhaps for that person, those paintings were indeed worth the risk.
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Before Li Keji had even left Yueyang, the imperial decree had already come down, ordering him to return to Qingcheng for mourning, during which he would be strictly supervised by local officials. As for what would happen after the mourning period ended, there was no indication.

He had been “hung up” once again.

Meng Jianqing’s task of escort and protection was complete, and he rushed back to the capital to report.

After hearing his report, Shen Guangli smiled indifferently: “I never expected Iron Flute Autumn would be so unyielding to both carrot and stick, even abandoning Li Keji. If His Majesty tightens his grip slightly, Li Keji will have to go to Fengyang for hard labor.”

Meng Jianqing hesitated before saying, “I feel something was wrong with Master Tie’s condition. Judging from his movement technique when he left, he didn’t seem as transcendent and shocking as people say. I suspect that when he patted Li Keji’s shoulder, he was borrowing strength. Could his decision to abandon Li Keji and go into solitary seclusion also be for this reason?”

Shen Guangli looked at him with a half-smile: “Apart from Li Keji and Old Yan, you were the last person to see him. If the situation is truly as you describe, if his enemies become emboldened and come looking for him, no one would think Old Yan would do something so undignified—I’m afraid everyone would blame you for this.”

Meng Jianqing raised his head and replied: “If such a thing truly happens, you might as well consider it another trial for me.”

Shen Guangli smiled without speaking, then picked up an official document from his desk and handed it to him.

It turned out the Ministry of Rites had assigned an Imperial Academy student to go to Quanzhou to worship Mazu, requiring the Imperial Guard to provide an escort.

Meng Jianqing was secretly surprised. The scholar-officials at court had always believed that the goddess Mazu was not recorded in the classics and should not be praised. Since the founding of the dynasty, this was the first time the court had formally worshipped Mazu.

Even so, it hardly seemed necessary to send him, did it?

But he didn’t ask, and Shen Guangli didn’t explain. After he respectfully returned the document, Shen Guangli said slowly: “What are your current views on Iron Flute Autumn, Li Keji, and oh, Wen Ruhai as well? What kind of people do you think they are?”

Meng Jianqing paused before saying, “They are all people different from me.”

Thinking of them, especially Li Keji, always stirred mist-like emotions in Meng Jianqing’s heart.

Shen Guangli watched him, waiting for his explanation.

Meng Jianqing continued: “The reason Li Keji’s paintings have such soul-stirring power is, I believe, directly related to his following Iron Flute Autumn for over ten years. Ten years sharpening one sword—he poured all his spirit and energy into this. I’ve also carefully observed his martial arts style and feel that when he spars with others, he’s far from as free-flowing as when he practices alone, and there’s a kind of joy and pleasure that comes from his heart.”

“Master the literary and martial arts, and sell them to the imperial house.”

Yet Li Keji had taken his ten years of combined literary and martial cultivation and paved a path that sought only inner joy and peace.

Like a tree that should have grown into pillar timber but inexplicably became a flower that bloomed and withered freely, one hardly knew what to say about it.

Drifting like an untethered boat…

This phrase suddenly emerged in Meng Jianqing’s mind.

Life in this world is like sailing against the current—if you don’t advance, you retreat.

He, sailing against the current, gazed at that untethered boat that didn’t know where it was drifting—should he be anxious for it, or should he secretly envy it?

Shen Guangli smiled: “It seems you now understand how to read people.”

After a pause, he added: “All things are done by people, all things are done for people. If you understand people, you understand affairs.”

Meng Jianqing was suddenly enlightened.

Shen Guangli had never taught him this way before. He had always thrown people like them into wolf dens, coldly watching them survive or perish on their own, then selecting the most capable survivors to tackle the next wolf den.

Shen Guangli had already stood up: “You have three days to prepare.”

As Meng Jianqing accepted the order and was about to withdraw, Shen Guangli suddenly said: “Do you know why you’re being sent this time? One reason is that the Imperial Academy student personally selected by His Majesty is Wen Ruhai, Li Keji’s friend in adversity, who also has some friendship with you.” At this point, he seemed to find it quite interesting, smiling slightly before continuing: “This is fate. If you think carefully, no matter how unrelated people and events in this world might seem, you can always find some connection between them.”

Meng Jianqing was startled. Seeing that Shen Guangli had nothing more to say, he bowed and withdrew, closing the door behind him.

Stars filled the sky, and night breezes swept across the long corridor.

Meng Jianqing looked back at Shen Guangli’s silhouette standing with his hands behind his back by the window, pondering quietly.

What was his purpose in being so patiently instructive tonight?

Meng Jianqing would never believe Shen Guangli wanted to train him as a successor. Even if Shen Guangli were finally stepping down, who would succeed him was not his decision to make.

So it must be that Shen Guangli felt he had navigated enough wolf dens and was qualified to hear these teachings, to complete an even more perilous mission? Could escorting Wen Ruhai to Quanzhou to worship Mazu, such a routine business, also harbor dangers that even Shen Guangli dared not take lightly?

A guard quietly approached from the end of the corridor and whispered a few words in Meng Jianqing’s ear. Meng Jianqing nodded slightly and said quietly: “Good, well done.”

The person who had privately embezzled those paintings of Wen Ruhai was a captain whom Meng Jianqing had brought in to assist with the case. Thinking himself equal in rank to Meng Jianqing, he had boldly taken liberties. Those paintings had now been recovered as evidence of his crime. That captain had been handed over to the Imperial Guard’s Criminal Investigation Division for processing.

Meng Jianqing needed to ensure that no one would ever again dare to take private liberties while working under him on a case.

Side Story: Maitreya
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Instructor Leng squinted his eyes, leaning close to the sunlight by the window, extremely gently caressing the thin Bai Zhe Dao in his hands. After a long while, he nodded approvingly: “Hmm, no nicks, no scratches, the blade sharp as ever. It seems you use your blade with care.”

Meng Jianqing sheathed the Bai Zhe Dao and smiled: “Thank you for Instructor Leng’s praise.”

Instructor Leng turned to scrutinize him for a long time before speaking with a stern expression: “You little rascal, you haven’t returned for several years, and today you suddenly remember to find me. This is not as simple as asking me to examine your blade, is it? Let me make this clear first – regardless of whether you’re handling a case or have other matters, you are not allowed to cause any ghostly wailing and howling inside Jiangwu Hall!”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Instructor Leng, how would I dare be so bold?”

Instructor Leng snorted: “Stop with that act. With Shen Guangli backing you, what wouldn’t you dare to do?”

The smile on Meng Jianqing’s face remained unchanged: “Instructor Leng has indeed misunderstood. This time I’ve come, I intend to move my mouth but not my hands-unless someone else strikes first, which would have nothing to do with me, right, Instructor Leng?”

Instructor Leng couldn’t be bothered to say more to him, stood up and said: “I don’t care what exactly you want to do. This place, I’m only lending it to you for one day. When the time is up, you immediately get out of here!”

Meng Jianqing also stood up, bowing and replying: “Yes. Instructor Leng, farewell.”

Watching Instructor Leng step out through the armory’s main door, Meng Jianqing turned around, his face already changed as if he wore a different mask, and said to the three servants in the armory: “According to my list, you will go invite people one by one. Just say Instructor Leng has business with them. If anyone talks too much, don’t blame me for not giving Instructor Leng face!”

The people Meng Jianqing wanted to see were three second-year students.

Jin Yi Xing – Chapter One

Han Xiaotian stepped into the gloomy armory in confusion, looking around. The towering weapon racks extended layer by layer into the depths of the warehouse, as if endlessly. Dense iron-barred small skylights, hidden under long protruding eaves, allowed cool breezes to blow through thread by thread, yet little light could penetrate, making the warehouse appear even more cold and dark.

Han Xiaotian waited for a long time without seeing anyone come out. In his hesitation, he felt that looking left and right would make him appear too immature, so he continued to stand straight in place. But in the silence, he couldn’t help reaching out to gently touch a row of spear racks in front of him. The spear racks were spotless. He raised his head to look at the rows of spear tips towering high before him, clusters of red tassels swaying slightly in the threads of cool breeze.

Who had polished every weapon to such brilliance and cleaned every row of weapon racks so thoroughly – was it those three servants, or this seemingly never-ceasing cool breeze that passed through the hall?

Meng Jianqing stood quietly behind a row of long spears, observing this second-year student who carried himself with magnificent bearing like a dragon soaring beyond the heavens, yet stood there with a composed concentration quite inconsistent with his age. Han Xiaotian’s father was a Qianhu of the Fengyang Guard. Though his official rank wasn’t particularly high, his position was very important – Fengyang was the birthplace of the dynasty, where the imperial mausoleum was located, and Qianhu Han was directly responsible for the mausoleum’s security.

This year’s new students were all military children with clean backgrounds. Their records contained absolutely no falsehoods – Instructor Lu, who managed student files, had assured him of this.

But what did clean records matter? Hadn’t his record when entering school been spotlessly clean as well?

Han Xiaotian finally sensed his gaze and turned his eyes over.

Meng Jianqing slowly walked out.

Han Xiaotian recognized his uniform colors and couldn’t help being startled, though the surprised expression on his face vanished in an instant. He cupped his hands composedly: “Xiao Wei, it was you who wanted to see me, not Instructor Leng, correct?”

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help smiling slightly.

After all, this was someone selected from ten thousand, at an age that feared neither tigers nor wolves. No wonder he dared to face him so righteously.

Meng Jianqing nodded slightly: “My surname is Meng, third-term student of Jiangwu Hall. Student Han, please sit.”

Han Xiaotian was only momentarily stunned before remembering who this Xiao Wei Meng was.

This time, his shock wasn’t so easily brushed aside.

Meng Jianqing sat down across a long table, gazing at Han Xiaotian, who sat ramrod straight across from him.

This new student with such an imposing bearing, who was even somewhat aggressive, gave him a subtle feeling of familiarity.

In that instant, he suddenly felt in a trance that Han Xiaotian was himself, while the one sitting behind this long table was Shen Guangli.

He seemed to see the tension in Han Xiaotian’s heart, just as Shen Guangli of years past had seen that tightly wound string in his own heart.

Meng Jianqing suddenly understood why Han Xiaotian gave him that familiar feeling.

This was also someone hiding some kind of secret. No matter how strong his will, how cautious his conduct, or how flamboyant his outward appearance, the secret in his heart would still leave certain traces on such a young face.

Meng Jianqing’s gaze made the tension and pressure in Han Xiaotian’s heart grow heavier and heavier. He suddenly raised his head: “Xiao Wei Meng – or perhaps I should call you Senior Meng – what is your business?”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “I want to find someone in Jiangwu Hall, someone who calls himself an envoy of the Maitreya Sect’s treasury.”

Han Xiaotian was stunned for a moment, then burst into laughter: “Find such a person in Jiangwu Hall? Would there be such a person in Jiangwu Hall? Ha…”

But Meng Jianqing stared at him coldly, making him unable to continue laughing.

Meng Jianqing said flatly, “Is this very funny? Military children with clean backgrounds couldn’t betray the court and become envoys of the Maitreya Sect’s treasury?”

Han Xiaotian looked directly into his eyes: “So Senior Meng is suspecting me? Ha, this is truly a joke. I have such excellent prospects, why would I want to betray? What could I gain from betrayal?”

Meng Jianqing said slowly: “Good question – why would you betray? You’d have to ask yourself that. Perhaps you don’t consider it betrayal at all, but rather think we are the betrayers, that the Great Ming has betrayed the Bright King and Maitreya; perhaps you think today’s world is so filthy and corrupt that only by smashing it all and starting over, letting the Bright King be reborn, letting Maitreya descend again, like the phoenix reborn from fire, can a perfect world you love be established; perhaps you’re doing it merely for a woman you love, or even just for immeasurable wealth – money can move gods, let alone mortals?”

As he slowly voiced each speculation, Han Xiaotian’s expression gradually changed.

Meng Jianqing’s gaze didn’t miss any slight change in his expression, yet his tone remained unhurried: “You grew up in Fengyang – that’s the dragon’s birthplace, but also where criminal officials serve hard labor. Your father bears supervisory responsibility, which made you very familiar with them from childhood, didn’t it? They were all people with talent, ability, ambition, and hearts full of grievances or even resentment. They must have made you more aware than most people of the various ills behind this country’s glory, and also made you more persistent than most in wanting to change this world, to correct all these ills, right? Before entering Jiangwu Hall, you had already tried to put your ideas into practice at Fengyang Guard. In recent years, Fengyang Guard has dug channels to divert water to reduce the hardship of manual irrigation, established medicine and porridge distribution centers to aid the poor, invited high monks to raise funds to help families of officials who died in Fengyang transport coffins back home – all of this and more. Outsiders might see it as your father’s initiatives, but in reality, they were your initiatives. What were you trying to do in Fengyang?”

Han Xiaotian smiled: “Any person with a conscience should do these things. Who pushes for them – what does it matter?”

Meng Jianqing stared intently at his smile. Was what lay hidden behind the smile confidence or unease, or perhaps both?

Meng Jianqing continued: “The problem is, many people who benefited from you, including those who assisted you, don’t like you and aren’t willing to be grateful to you. Do you think you know why?”

The smile on Han Xiaotian’s face froze momentarily before he said: “Human nature is naturally thus, always forgetting kindness and turning ungrateful. But how they think – how could that affect me!”

Meng Jianqing firmly believed his last sentence came from the heart. Though Han Xiaotian was young and inevitably passive in his presence, he had never wavered in that unwavering determination and conviction – but what kind of conviction?

Meng Jianqing changed course: “Don’t you want to know why they act that way?”

Han Xiaotian pressed his lips tightly together without answering.

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly, knowing he had grasped the doubts and hopes in Han Xiaotian’s heart, and said slowly: “You show kindness to them, they should naturally be grateful. But you have always been so obsessed with perfection. Whether toward others or yourself, you cannot tolerate any flaws or blemishes. Everyone in your presence feels your criticism and dissatisfaction – perhaps no person or thing can make you feel satisfied, can make you feel perfect. For someone like you, even a single speck of dust would make you feel it must be eliminated, so this world must be very displeasing to your eyes indeed. You’ve always felt you have the ability and mission to change everything, to create a perfect, brand new world, haven’t you?”

Han Xiaotian met his gaze. After a long while, he suddenly laughed mockingly: “If that’s the case, hasn’t Senior Meng been monitoring me for a long time and already decided my guilt? Doesn’t the Imperial Guard always arrest people based on suspicion? Why do you still need to sneak here to meet me and ask these inexplicable questions? Could it be that you, Senior Meng, don’t think today’s world has so many flaws and blemishes that must be constantly corrected? Isn’t that exactly what the Imperial Guard does every day?”

Meng Jianqing watched him. Han Xiaotian had been backed into a corner, yet could still counterattack so sharply. Such talent – if he truly was that person, what a pity it would be! And if he wasn’t that person, what a cause for celebration!

Meng Jianqing stood up: “Correct, the Imperial Guard is dedicated to correcting all ills. The difference is, we never dream, never dream of a perfect, flawless world. We only do what we can do.”

He clapped his hands lightly. A guard responded and entered, taking Han Xiaotian into the adjacent side room to watch over him.

07 – Chapter 2
When Li Mo walked into the armory, Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but secretly frown.

Li Mo’s appearance was too handsome and refined, already unlike that of a military child. And his movements also completely lacked the basic bearing constantly drilled at Jiangwu Hall – moving like wind, standing like pine, sitting like a bell. He stood there lazily, as if he couldn’t wait to lean against the weapon racks or sprawl across the long table.

But wait—

Li Mo raised his eyes and gazed blankly around the dim armory. His widened eyes carried an absent-minded air, yet within that air seemed to hide something indescribable.

What exactly was that something?

Meng Jianqing’s covert observation didn’t alert him. His body was in the armory, but his mind and spirit had long since wandered elsewhere.

This kind of dazed living elsewhere made this world seem like merely a backdrop for people like him. They ate, slept, chatted, and laughed like ordinary people, but their hearts were lost in some distant other world.

Meng Jianqing’s brow unconsciously furrowed tighter.

Was such a person his target?

Meng Jianqing suddenly walked out, causing Li Mo’s blank expression to change slightly due to surprise. He struggled to focus his mind to deal with this Senior Meng whose great reputation he had long heard.

They sat down at the long table. Meng Jianqing simply stated his purpose. Li Mo was stunned for quite a while before understanding his meaning – at this moment Meng Jianqing noticed that Li Mo’s reactions to people and events always seemed half a beat slow?

Li Mo waited another moment before saying “Oh,” then said slowly: “Senior Meng summoned me because – you suspect I am that person?”

Wasn’t this asking the obvious?

The vague irritation rising in his heart suddenly made Meng Jianqing alert.

Was Li Mo’s slow pace due to his personality, or was it a cultivated technique of using slowness to counter speed?

The gaze with which Meng Jianqing studied Li Mo unconsciously took on new content.

This second-year student, before him, was the second son of Qianhu Li of the Suzhou Guard. Since entering Jiangwu Hall, his other subjects had been mediocre, but his skill in mapmaking and creating sand tables had earned him an exceptional “A” even from the always critical Instructor Chang – this was the only “A” Instructor Chang had given in his course so far.

Instructor Chang often said that for a general, being familiar with all the mountains and rivers under heaven, all strategic locations, was like having a million elite troops in one’s chest. Those skilled in using geographical advantages could often achieve the effect of one against ten.

In Li Mo’s chest was stored an unprecedentedly complete and detailed imperial geographical map. Even with his eyes closed, he could travel to every corner under heaven – so said Instructor Chang.

Li Mo waited a long time without hearing Meng Jianqing’s next question, and couldn’t help raising his eyes in surprise to look at the other man.

His temperament was slow enough, but he hadn’t expected Senior Meng to be even less hurried than him.

Li Mo thought for a moment, rubbing his temples and frowning slightly: “Senior Meng, whatever doubts you have about me, why not raise them one by one and let me answer each in turn to resolve your confusion? These past few days I’ve been helping Instructor Chang make sand tables for exercises at night, sleeping too little, and my spirits aren’t good. Right now, I want to go back early and catch up on sleep. Please forgive me, Senior Meng.”

Li Mo’s file indeed mentioned this point: this person seemed very able to sleep, and always seemed to look like he hadn’t slept enough or well.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but secretly wonder – with Li Mo’s way of craving sleep, how could he lead troops into battle?

However, if he looked at his drowsiness from another angle, Meng Jianqing’s heart suddenly generated another thought.

He leaned back, smiling as he looked at Li Mo: “You don’t get enough sleep because you think about too many things in your heart and always sleep poorly, right? Perhaps each night you can only truly fall asleep for one hour – no wonder you always feel you haven’t slept enough.”

He could see the sudden shock in Li Mo’s heart, though it was still quite a while before Li Mo answered: “I do indeed have some difficulty falling asleep.”

Meng Jianqing stared at him and continued asking: “Then what do you think about before falling asleep?”

Li Mo hesitated, then decided to tell the truth – he didn’t think he could deceive Meng Jianqing’s eyes.

He said slowly: “I often silently memorize maps of certain places in my mind, letting myself seem to see with my own eyes the mountains and waters, grass and trees of those places. I imagine myself slowly floating down from the night sky onto the wilderness of those places. When I finally land in the wilderness and feel my entire body merging with the earth, I feel peaceful, and then I fall asleep.”

Meng Jianqing gazed at him thoughtfully.

When he did this, what exactly did he yearn for in the depths of his heart?

Was he trying to escape something? Escaping all people and affairs, leaving only himself to merge with the familiar mountains, rivers, grass, and trees? Only in the wilderness, without right and wrong, could he feel peace?

Meng Jianqing decided not to pursue this to the end for now, and changed the topic: “You grew up in Suzhou, so you must be very familiar with Suzhou’s local customs and culture?”

Li Mo nodded. But his mind was still thinking about the previous topic.

What was Meng Jianqing’s purpose in pressing him about what he thought before falling asleep? Was his answer good or bad?

The doubt in his heart grew heavier because he couldn’t get an answer immediately.

Meng Jianqing suddenly said, “I heard that every household in Suzhou burns ‘Nine-Four Incense.’ Do you know what ‘Nine-Four Incense’ means?”

Li Mo naturally knew. Zhang Shicheng’s childhood name was Zhang Nine-Four. The officials and people of Suzhou all understood this tacitly, but everyone was unwilling to lift this cover, pretending everyone was just worshipping gods and seeking Buddha’s blessing. He didn’t believe the Imperial Guard – especially Meng Jianqing – wouldn’t know about this.

What exactly was Meng Jianqing trying to do?

Li Mo pondered for a while before shaking his head: “I’m sorry, I haven’t heard of this matter. Perhaps because our family isn’t originally from Suzhou, we still don’t understand many of Suzhou’s local customs well and can only see some superficial things.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly.

Li Mo must have been prepared for this question long ago, which was why he could answer so flawlessly.

Only questions like the earlier one that Li Mo had never thought of and didn’t understand the purpose of could catch him off guard and make him reveal his true face.

Meng Jianqing brought up local Suzhou literati and celebrities one by one, asking Li Mo about his impressions of these people and his interactions with them over time – these famous people had all had more or less dealings with Suzhou Guard, so Li Mo had no reason to claim he had never met or contacted these people. He answered very slowly, seeming to think through each question three times in his mind before weaving a net that wrapped him tightly to give to Meng Jianqing.

Even so, Meng Jianqing still noticed that although Li Mo was pressed step by step and had to evaluate each person’s strengths and weaknesses, his words were so gentle and tactful, so considerate of everyone’s difficulties and the various weaknesses that mortals cannot escape. In reality, he said nothing bad about anyone.

If he wasn’t too worldly-wise, then his nature was just so gentle, so accustomed to understanding everyone’s weaknesses, making people feel a kind of paternal care and tolerance in his presence. He was completely different from Han Xiaotian. On the battlefield, Han Xiaotian’s subordinates might fight with all their strength because they feared his sharp pressure, while Li Mo’s subordinates would very likely fight to the death out of love for him.

Such a person might indeed have that quality of gathering scattered people around him like sand.

Yet he was so slow and gentle – what kind of force would it take to make him act, to throw himself into a tide aimed at destroying a world that didn’t seem to match his nature?

The sky gradually darkened.

Meng Jianqing finally said, “It’s getting late, you should go back too.”

Li Mo let out a soft sigh of relief.

No matter how slow a person was, being pressed step by step by Meng Jianqing like this would make them very nervous. Now he could finally leave.

But Meng Jianqing continued: “There’s one small question. Who is Qingsang?”

Once this name was spoken, it cast a spell that made Li Mo, who had just relaxed and was caught off guard, freeze there.

Meng Jianqing watched his face suddenly lose all color. After a long while, his complexion slowly returned. However, the stiffness of his entire body would need more time to recover.

Through his blankly widened eyes, Meng Jianqing saw that the name he had spoken was like a sharp blade inserted into his heart, causing him pain beyond feeling pain, even beyond breathing.

He naturally knew who Qingsang was. But that crying girl who had grown up day by day under his protection since childhood would never return. Qingsang. Zhang Qingsang. She shouldn’t have the surname Zhang. After Suzhou fell, the captured Zhang clan was degraded to commoner status – men became actors for generations, and women became courtesans for generations. He had always felt that was a very distant matter, until this day truly came. This time, he could no longer protect Qingsang.

Meng Jianqing asked again: “Who is Qingsang?”

But Li Mo couldn’t speak.

Meng Jianqing watched him for a long time, nodded, and said, “I understand. You may go.”

What he wanted to know was merely what this person, this name Qingsang, meant to Li Mo, what kind of weight she carried in his heart.

Now he had his answer.

Li Mo seemed to barely drag his body away from the armory.

Meng Jianqing studied his retreating figure.

Qingsang’s current name was Hongxue. Her coldness and beauty drove the entire city of Suzhou mad.

When Meng Jianqing secretly searched her residence, he had found a cloth doll under her pillow with Li Mo’s name and birth date written on it. The doll was made extremely exquisitely – one could imagine how much effort she had put into it. Yet every vital point on the doll’s body was densely covered with needle holes – in fact, when Meng Jianqing found this doll, there was still a broken needle remaining in its heart.

Meng Jianqing could imagine Qingsang, or rather Hongxue, stabbing needle after needle into the doll’s vital points, the bone-deep hatred in her heart.

She had once placed her greatest hopes in Li Mo, so after those hopes were shattered, she would hate him so deeply?

Did Li Mo’s heart also hate himself just as deeply, which was why he numbed himself like this?

Would such profound hatred also transfer to other people, other things?

Under all heaven, no land is not the king’s; within the realm’s borders, there are no subjects who are not the king’s.

In the current world, he could never again shelter Qingsang.

Unless he changed this world.

Would he do such a thing?

Meng Jianqing couldn’t be certain, but he also couldn’t deny this possibility.

Beneath his slow, calm, gentle exterior, Li Mo was more like an ocean that could raise shocking waves at any moment.

Compared to Han Xiaotian, was Li Mo more likely to be the person he was looking for?

07 – Chapter 3
Xu Chaohai reached out to push open the heavy door of the armory.

Though the door was heavy, the hinges were extremely smooth, so when the great door opened, it was completely silent. The armory had not yet been lit, dark and silent without a human voice.

This eerie atmosphere made Xu Chaohai pause at the entrance before stepping into the armory.

The two guards at the door immediately closed it again. The armory became pitch black.

In the silent darkness, Xu Chaohai seemed to hear even his own gradually quickening bloodflow and heartbeat.

Then, lamplight suddenly blazed up several steps before him, revealing beneath the lamp a face with eyebrows so thick they were unforgettable at first sight.

Xu Chaohai cried “Ah!” and retreated several steps backward until his back hit the great door, only then stopping.

That person placed the lamp on the long table and raised his head to look at him.

The lamplight shone upward from beneath the man’s chin, making his entire figure appear as terrifying as a ghost.

After the initial shock, Xu Chaohai had calmed down. He stepped forward, cupped his hands and said: “Xu Chaohai greets you respectfully. May I ask which gentleman wishes to see me?”

Meng Jianqing walked out from behind a row of long spears, staring at him with a half-smile: “Xu Chaohai, you should be able to guess. Haven’t you already recognized who this person is?”

Xu Chaohai glanced at that person: “Forgive my poor eyesight, I cannot recognize this brother. Being startled just now was truly because this situation was too strange.”

He had already recognized Meng Jianqing’s uniform colors. When the Imperial Guard came calling, it would never be for anything good. But he still stood straight, facing this sharp-eyed Xiao Wei with composure.

Meng Jianqing studied him.

Xu Chaohai was considerably older than the other second-year students, of medium height, even somewhat too thin, unremarkable in appearance. Put in a crowd, probably no one would pay him special attention. However, as the son of a mere squad leader of ten, he had managed to walk step by step from the poor backwater of Hanshan Guard to Jiangwu Hall. This ambition and ability were truly not to be underestimated.

Meng Jianqing sat down behind the long table, waved his hand, and that person immediately bowed and withdrew from the armory. The great door closed again.

He gestured for Xu Chaohai to sit across from the long table.

As Xu Chaohai approached, Meng Jianqing’s heart suddenly stirred.

He sensed a certain familiar smell.

A faint, indescribable, elusive scent of blood that instinctively raised his alertness.

In the gloom, Xu Chaohai’s eyes seemed to gleam like a beast’s eyes blazing in the mountain forest.

Xu Chaohai sat down. Those eyes now faced Meng Jianqing directly.

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly. He could see the tension behind those bloodthirsty eyes.

He said slowly, “Though Hanshan Guard has poor mountains and bad waters with meager production, it’s close to Qiufeng Ridge, an important transportation route. Merchants and travelers going north and south have always been numerous there, and it’s also a good place for bandits to waylay people. However, those mountain bandits still observed some honor among thieves – once they got money, they would stop. But in the last ten years or so, that road suddenly became much less peaceful. Traveling merchants and pedestrians often simply disappeared – alive, they couldn’t be seen, dead, their bodies couldn’t be found. The Ministry of Justice accumulated a large number of unsolved cases, wearing out two successive ministers with impeachments. Two years ago, the Ministry of Justice finally thought of a method: they sent a capable constable to disguise himself as a merchant and also travel that road, while setting up hidden sentries along the route to track him section by section, wanting to find out in which area these cases occurred.”

Xu Chaohai’s brow unconsciously furrowed: “Does Xiao Wei think the problem lies with the Hanshan Guard?”

Meng Jianqing said calmly, “It’s not what I think, but what the Ministry of Justice investigated. That constable had extraordinary skills and fought with his attackers for a long time before being struck down. All his valuables were robbed, and he was dragged to a mountain valley on the east side of Qiufeng Ridge and buried. The Ministry of Justice later dug up twenty-seven corpses from just that one valley.”

Xu Chaohai raised his eyebrows: “Qiufeng Ridge is still twenty li from Hanshan Guard. Finding bodies in the Qiufeng Ridge area doesn’t prove any connection to Hanshan Guard. Much less prove any connection to me.”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “I thought when you saw that person just now, you should have already understood.”

Xu Chaohai blurted out: “Impossible—”

He suddenly realized his mistake and clamped his mouth shut.

Meng Jianqing stared at him: “What’s impossible? Because you had already killed that constable, buried him deep underground, and he couldn’t possibly still be alive to appear before you, right?”

Xu Chaohai immediately replied: “The Xiao Wei also said that the constable was buried deep underground. If a person stops breathing, how long can they last at most? A quarter hour, half an hour? I think at most no more than half a watch. The backup constables probably wouldn’t discover something was wrong so quickly and find that place in time, find where that constable was buried, and dig him out in time.”

Meng Jianqing watched him for a while, then said, “One reason the Ministry of Justice chose this constable was that he had practiced yoga techniques from India. Buried underground, he could last at least one day and night.”

Xu Chaohai had no answer for a moment. After a pause he said: “Even so, after two years, what basis does that constable have to identify me?”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Because you had your face covered at the time, right? And precisely because of this, the Ministry of Justice spent two years looking for that lone bandit, investigating everyone within a hundred li of Qiufeng Ridge who was even slightly suspicious. Only when someone suddenly remembered there was one person who fit the conditions but hadn’t been checked did they discover that in the two years since you left Hanshan Guard, no more such unsolved cases had occurred on Qiufeng Ridge.”

A mocking smile appeared at the corner of Xu Chaohai’s mouth: “Perhaps it’s because the Ministry of Justice made too much commotion investigating this case, and that lone bandit went into hiding? I think even a fool would know not to touch this bad luck.”

Meng Jianqing sighed softly: “When that constable fought with the bandit, despite being wounded, he left a special mark on the bandit. Now, take off your upper garment, turn around, and let me see your back.”

Xu Chaohai suddenly stood up.

Meng Jianqing looked at him: “Night has already fallen, cold winds have risen. The scar from the Five Phoenix Facing Sun technique on your back must have started turning blue and stinging by now.”

Xu Chaohai clenched his fists and stared directly at Meng Jianqing without saying a word.

Meng Jianqing said softly, “I want to know why.”

Xu Chaohai suddenly growled: “Why? You also said the Hanshan Guard has poor mountains and bad waters with meager production. I’ve had enough of that kind of life!”

Meng Jianqing watched him.

He knew Xu Chaohai’s family was poor, but he didn’t have more specific information about just how poor they were.

Was it because of poverty, or because of Xu Chaohai’s own desires, that made him start down this path ten years ago?

Meng Jianqing changed course: “I have two more questions. If you can satisfy me, perhaps I can persuade the Ministry of Justice to give you a quick death. You should know that because of those unsolved cases, the people at the Ministry of Justice are all holding back a belly full of anger, swearing that when they catch this fellow, they’ll make him wish he were dead—”

Before he could finish, Xu Chaohai reached out to grab a single-edged sword from a nearby wooden rack, but was shocked to discover that though he grasped the blade, he couldn’t lift it.

Meng Jianqing smiled: “I knew you might be the most dangerous one, so I had someone put a little something in your dinner beforehand, so we could have a calm conversation. Sit down now. You satisfy me, and I’ll satisfy your wish for a quick death.”

Xu Chaohai slowly slumped onto the long bench.

That surge of ferocity that had been supporting him suddenly had nowhere to go, drifting uncertainly in the air.

Meng Jianqing said leisurely, “I’m just puzzled – in these ten years, you’ve robbed so much wealth, how did you manage to resist using any of it? I’ve checked your home – still poor to the bone. If you won’t use it, why rob it?”

Xu Chaohai raised his eyes to look Meng Jianqing up and down, then sneered: “You’re still young now, so naturally you don’t understand why someone would need so much money. When someday you’re like my father – old, crippled, and poor – only then will you painfully realize that without money, you can’t take a single step!”

Meng Jianqing was silent for a while, then nodded: “I understand.”

He then said, “One last question – why did you become a treasury envoy for the Maitreya Sect?”

Xu Chaohai stared at him in shock.

Meng Jianqing said very patiently, “Didn’t you understand? Then let me ask again – why did you become a treasury envoy for the Maitreya Sect?”

Xu Chaohai was stunned for a moment, then almost threw back his head and laughed: “You think I’ll answer that question so you can report back to your superiors, then I’ll end up with my whole family executed and nine generations implicated?”

Meng Jianqing sighed: “You know I have to report back to my superiors. Now you’re going to die anyway, so why not let me use you to complete my mission, rather than harm other junior students—”

When he said “junior students,” Xu Chaohai suddenly remembered who he was. He opened his mouth to speak, but Meng Jianqing stopped him and continued: “You’ve killed dozens of people. Even if your whole family is executed, it still wouldn’t be enough to compensate – it’s not unjust. The reason I ask is just because of that old saying – you satisfy me, I’ll give you a quick death, and maybe I can see about leaving one or two lives in your family, so your line won’t be completely cut off.”

Xu Chaohai stared at him. Should he trust Senior Meng’s promise?

After a long while, Xu Chaohai said, “Fine, I’ll tell you.”

He had joined the Maitreya Sect on the winter solstice three years ago.

Meng Jianqing secretly breathed a sigh of relief and asked: “Was it because they discovered your secret?”

Had they caught him by his weakness?

Xu Chaohai snorted coldly: “With those idiots, they could threaten me?”

Meng Jianqing thought for a moment and guessed: “So it was because of the vast incense money from temples throughout the land that the treasury envoy position controls?”

The temples and monasteries throughout the realm that worshipped Maitreya numbered in the tens of thousands. No one knew which ones secretly paid incense money to the Maitreya Sect.

With Xu Chaohai’s personality of only taking in and never giving out, having him manage this incense money was indeed most suitable.

The Maitreya Sect must have figured this out too, which was why they let Xu Chaohai take on this important responsibility after only three years in the sect.

He looked at Xu Chaohai: “How many storehouses do you manage? Where are they all located?”

A ghostly light again blazed in Xu Chaohai’s eyes. If the other party needed something from him, didn’t he still have greater room to bargain?

But meeting Meng Jianqing’s calm, cold gaze instantly doused the flames rising in his chest like a basin of ice water poured over his head.

Might those storehouses already be under Imperial Guard surveillance?

But he still wanted to try.

Xu Chaohai looked directly at Meng Jianqing: “If I reveal the locations of those storehouses, can Senior Meng show mercy to my family? One storehouse for one life – would Senior Meng be willing?”

Meng Jianqing said with a half-smile: “You’re making conditions with me?”

Xu Chaohai understood his implication. Already trapped in a cage, yet still wanting to make conditions with the Imperial Guard?

Xu Chaohai secretly gritted his teeth and said: “Besides the storehouses, I can tell you another secret. In Jiangwu Hall, there’s someone with a higher status than me.”

Meng Jianqing was slightly startled.

Xu Chaohai nervously searched his expression. Meng Jianqing’s look was somewhat strange. After a while, he began to smile slightly. Xu Chaohai’s heart sank. Did the Imperial Guard already know this secret?

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Having to wait until this moment before you’re willing to reveal that secret, it seems you have some loyalty to the Maitreya Sect after all. Though perhaps I should say you still have great respect for our instructor – unless necessary, you still wouldn’t sell out your teacher. I hope Instructor Gui knows of this feeling of yours.”

Xu Chaohai’s face immediately turned ashen. Indeed…

Meng Jianqing stood up.

Only when he was assigned to handle this case did he qualify to know that Instructor Gui had once been an elder of the Ming Sect’s Maitreya Hall, specifically responsible for training young disciples selected from various local altars.

No wonder Instructor Gui said there were three great pleasures in life: sleeping, eating, and “obtaining the talented youth of the realm to educate them – is this not also a joy?”

His willingness to enter Jiangwu Hall and Jiangwu Hall’s desire to recruit him, perhaps, lay precisely in this last saying. Talent was rare; those capable of nurturing talent, and having the opportunity to nurture talent, were even rarer.

This person, Xu Chaohai, seemed shrewd and capable, yet was so ignorant about worldly affairs. The status of Jiangwu Hall instructors – how important was that? Even though he knew Instructor Gui’s original identity, he thought the Imperial Guard couldn’t investigate it? And he brought it out to bargain with.

No wonder Shen Guangli once said that if a person was occupied by one thing taking up too much of their thoughts, they would be blinded by that thing.

Meng Jianqing looked down at Xu Chaohai from above, his gaze not without pity.

Xu Chaohai shouldn’t have overestimated himself in trying to make conditions with him. He had originally thought that someone with the ability and courage to commit such major crimes would still be worth the Imperial Guard spending some effort on.

Han Xiaotian and Li Mo were innocent, perhaps.

But Meng Jianqing didn’t feel relieved.

In those two, something potentially more dangerous and harder to fathom than Xu Chaohai lay hidden.

Should he suggest to Shen Guangli that they continue monitoring those two? Would Shen Guangli think he was overreaching?

When leaving Jiangwu Hall, the first round of lights-out horn calls had just sounded.

In the horn calls, the high-pitched singing voices of two students on night duty also rang out: “Hair bristling with rage, I lean against the railing, as the gentle rain ceases…”

As soon as one line ended, all of Jiangwu Hall joined in the next: “I lift my eyes and gaze far, raising my head to roar at the sky, my heroic spirit intense…”

The night was deep, the north wind howling, yet this song seemed to burn like fierce fire in the night sky.

This was one of Jiangwu Hall’s three academy songs. The other two were “Lament for the Fallen” and “How Can It Be Said We Have No Clothes,” but they were sung only during sacrificial ceremonies and ten-day rest periods, respectively.

Several guards looked at each other, all thinking whether all of Yingtian Prefecture could hear this singing.

Meng Jianqing’s steps didn’t stop, but a wild fire suddenly ignited in his heart.

He had ten men under him. Sending two at a time to take turns monitoring Han Xiaotian and Li Mo wouldn’t be difficult.

Here, no one could betray-not even betrayal that had not yet taken shape.

Postscript

The story “Maitreya” originated from a line in a certain television drama, roughly meaning: A spy, if he betrays, can only do so for three reasons – faith, women, and money.

So then, might the emperor’s favored sons in Jiangwu Hall also have the possibility of such a downfall?

Having experienced the difficult entrance examinations and the bustling academy life, might these ambitious young men choose another path for these very reasons?

Part 5: Borrowing the East Wind
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The sunlight was brilliant, the seawater crystal azure, and the flowers and trees on the shore were vivid crimson and emerald green, so clear they seemed right before one’s eyes.

The five-masted warship carrying Wen Ruhai and Meng Jianqing rounded a long, winding mountain ridge that extended into the sea. Ahead, dozens of vessels of various sizes suddenly appeared, with voices clamoring noisily. The mountain forests on shore were also crowded with people, and from afar, one could see more than ten colorful silk canopies erected there.

Wen Ruhai looked around in confusion. Was this Quanzhou Port? Why couldn’t he see that famous stone bridge spanning the sea? The shore also seemed to lack any bustling markets.

Meng Jianqing suddenly said, “This is Crescent Bay, where Quanzhou sea merchants sink porcelain. Today must be the day for retrieving porcelain.”

He handed Wen Ruhai the telescope with its focus already adjusted.

He figured that with Wen Ruhai’s disposition for collecting rare materials and unusual stories from all over the world, he would naturally have heard of the Quanzhou sea merchants’ custom of sinking and retrieving porcelain, requiring no explanation from him.

Sure enough, Wen Ruhai only responded with an “Oh” and didn’t ask further.

Porcelain sunk into the sea, day after day, year after year, was washed by seawater, entangled by seaweed, and eroded by sand and stones. After several years, not one in ten would survive intact. But those pieces fortunate enough to be retrieved whole, bearing the marks of the ocean, often possessed an eerie and captivating beauty that human craftsmanship could never achieve. The finest specimens were worth their weight in gold.

Wen Ruhai had long heard of this but had never seen a genuine piece. His curiosity was naturally greatly aroused, and he calculated that no matter what, he must fulfill this wish to make the trip worthwhile.

Meng Jianqing scanned those vessels, his brow suddenly furrowing slightly.

He recognized the Thousand-Li Ship from the Immortal Mountain of the Sea.

He didn’t know this ship would appear here.

Had he overlooked it, or had this ship indeed evaded the ever-present ears and eyes of the Imperial Guard?

Wen Ruhai was in high spirits. He lowered the telescope and said, “Let’s go over and take a look too.”

What Meng Jianqing wanted to see, however, was that Thousand-Li Ship.

As he expected, the Yun family siblings were both standing at the bow, watching with great interest those porcelain retrievers diving into the sea.

Meng Jianqing smiled to himself. He knew the Yun family siblings weren’t interested in the porcelain, but rather in those porcelain retrievers with their excellent swimming skills.

When the five-masted warship approached, the waves it created caused the Thousand-Li Ship to rock. The Yun family siblings immediately noticed the unusual speed and massive size of the approaching vessel. They turned around and saw Meng Jianqing. Meng Jianqing smiled slightly and cupped his hands in greeting.

Yun Yanran also cupped his hands slightly in return, while noticing the somewhat familiar Imperial Academy student beside Meng Jianqing. Yun Yanjiao had already said in a low voice, “That’s Wen Ruhai, who was ordered to come to Quanzhou to worship Mazu.”

They both had quite a favorable impression of Wen Ruhai. But they only paid attention to him briefly before turning back to focus on the porcelain retrievers emerging from the water.

Each piece of porcelain brought up from the water would elicit a cheer.

Meng Jianqing noticed that the heads of those porcelain retrievers were all bound with silk ribbons of different colors. The retrievers wearing the same color ribbon would send their porcelain to the ship flying a flag of the same color. He counted silently, and the most successful were five porcelain retrievers wearing white ribbons. The small boats receiving them delivered their retrieved porcelain to a three-masted tower ship flying a moon-white flag with the character “Pu.”

Wen Ruhai had also noticed that a large ship: “Is this Pu family indeed the descendants of Pu Shougeng?”

Meng Jianqing replied, “Exactly.”

The Pu family was originally Persian and had come to China during the Song Dynasty. They became enormously wealthy, and their power and influence grew accordingly. Pu Shougeng served as Quanzhou’s Maritime Trade Commissioner for decades. When Lin’an fell at the end of the Song Dynasty and the emperor and empress were captured and taken north, Fujian Province surrendered without a fight, with Pu Shougeng playing a key role behind the scenes. Thus, during the Mongol Yuan era, the Pu family enjoyed long-lasting prosperity. However, when the Hongwu Emperor founded the dynasty and pacified Fujian, although the Pu family considered themselves to have some merit for having helped preserve the military and civilian population of Fujian Province, the Hongwu Emperor deeply detested them. Therefore, over these past twenty years or so, the Pu family’s influence has gradually shown signs of decline.

Nevertheless, looking at them now, they were still a wealthy family that ordinary households couldn’t hope to match.

Wen Ruhai pondered for only a moment before temporarily putting this matter aside, focusing on observing the porcelain retrieved from the sea. After seeing more than ten pieces, he felt that their reputation exceeded their reality, and in his disappointment, he suddenly said, “I wonder where this custom originated—such a waste of people’s effort and money.”

Meng Jianqing raised his chin toward the left front: “It’s said to have originated from the Long family, known as the ‘Shen Wansan of Quanzhou.'”

Wen Ruhai saw the Long family’s bright yellow flag and double-decked tower ship, and asked in surprise, “How dare the Long family use bright yellow?”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “The Long family came from a marriage between the Song Dynasty royal family and Southeast Asian royalty. They claim to be descendants of dragons and phoenixes, so during the Mongol Yuan era, they took the surname ‘Long’ to avoid disaster, making them half a foreign vassal. Therefore, the Ministry of Rites turned a blind eye and didn’t hold it against them. Besides, the extravagance of Quanzhou sea merchants is famous throughout the land. If they investigated everything, who knows how many violations of protocol there would be—I’m afraid Brother Wen’s brush couldn’t record them all.”

He naturally knew that Wen Ruhai’s trip was not just about worshipping Mazu. Fujian was originally Chen Youding’s territory. After Chen Youding was captured, he preferred death to surrender, leaving behind numerous old subordinates and relatives. Over these twenty years, the actual situation had developed in ways that probably hadn’t put the Hongwu Emperor’s mind at ease. The great pirate Chen Zuyi of the South Seas was currently very powerful. Rumors said Chen Zuyi was from Guangdong, but others claimed he was a clan member of Chen Youliang or Chen Youding. Many of their old subordinates and relatives had secretly sailed overseas to join Chen Zuyi. The true situation needed to be clarified.

Wen Ruhai paid no attention to the implications in Meng Jianqing’s words, only asking in puzzlement, “Why don’t we see the Long family’s porcelain retrievers?”

Indeed, not a single porcelain retriever had a bright yellow ribbon tied to their head, and not one piece of retrieved porcelain was sent to the Long family’s ship.

Meng Jianqing was also puzzled. What was the Long family up to?

The sun had passed noon. The various families’ porcelain retrievers were gradually becoming exhausted and returned to their respective ships to rest.

Suddenly, there was a commotion on the surface. People were cheering, and Wen Ruhai listened carefully—they seemed to be calling, “Shark Boy, Shark Boy!” This startled him. How could the local customs be so bloody and barbaric?

Amid the cheering, a lean, dark youth with a bright yellow ribbon tied to his head appeared at the bow of the Long family’s ship. His upper body was bare, and his chest and back were tattooed with dragon patterns in azure and crimson, appearing fierce and terrifying in the sunlight.

When that youth stood at the bow, he possessed an aura of looking down upon all living beings.

Meng Jianqing’s spirits couldn’t help but be lifted. He glanced at the Yun family siblings, who were also staring intently at the youth without blinking.

Only then did Wen Ruhai understand that what the crowd was cheering was the youth’s name.

Meng Jianqing said from the side, “This must be Chen Sha. It’s said that from childhood, his swimming ability was so good he could play in the water alongside sharks, so Quanzhou people all call him ‘Shark Boy.’ The Long family truly has deep pockets, hiring Chen Sha to retrieve porcelain. They must be able to retrieve precious porcelain that others couldn’t dig up in a lifetime.”

Amid the crowd’s cheers, Chen Sha dove cleanly into the sea without even a splash, earning thunderous applause all around.

As the applause gradually died down, the sea surface became unusually quiet. Everyone held their breath, waiting for Chen Sha to reappear.

Meng Jianqing silently counted time in his heart. It had already exceeded the breath-holding time an ordinary person could endure, yet Chen Sha still hadn’t appeared, causing him to feel slightly alarmed.

Chen Sha was born into Chen Youding’s clan. Such swimming ability, such presence, and such worship from Quanzhou’s common people…

His thoughts suddenly stirred, and he turned to meet Yun Yanran’s gaze directly.

The moment their eyes met, he understood that Yun Yanran had already seen the thought that had just crossed his mind, and knew that he had perceived this point. Yet Yun Yanran had no intention of concealing anything, instead making a gesture of “please.”

Meng Jianqing nodded slightly.

Since they were both in Quanzhou, there would surely be an opportunity to meet with Yun Yanran and discuss Chen Sha’s matter in detail.

Wen Ruhai suddenly exclaimed, “Ah!” and unconsciously leaned forward.

Chen Sha, who had suddenly emerged from the sea surface, held a beauty-shouldered vase in his left hand while continuously waving to the cheering crowd with his right, treading water as he slowly swam toward the Long family’s receiving boat. Under the clear, brilliant sunlight, the body of that beauty-shouldered vase was covered with the intertwining traces of sea serpents and water grass climbing upward, so enchantingly beautiful it was breathtaking. At the mouth of the vase, a small grain of cinnabar had crystallized, like a uniquely charming beauty mark.

Watching that beauty-shouldered vase being carefully carried into the Long family’s ship cabin and disappearing from view, Wen Ruhai couldn’t help but sigh.

He understood why Quanzhou sea merchants would spare no expense to sink and retrieve porcelain.

The person who came up with this scheme was truly a genius.
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Wen Ruhai saw that beauty-shouldered vase for the second time before the statue of Mazu in the Tianhou Palace.

Three altar tables were arranged in a row before the Mazu statue. The center table naturally held offerings from the Ministry of Rites, the left held offerings from Quanzhou Prefecture, and the right held offerings from Quanzhou sea merchants. As for other common people, they could only place their offerings outside the hall.

The thirteen major sea merchant families of Quanzhou Prefecture had, this time, offered thirteen pieces of precious porcelain from the sea. The most eye-catching among them was naturally the beauty-shouldered vase retrieved by the Long family. Presumably, after being brought up from the sea, this vase had undergone careful washing, and the dark traces of seawater had completely disappeared. Even in the dim temple hall, the vase body flickered with a subtle luminescence, lustrous as pearls and jade, like a veiled beauty hiding in mist and covering her mouth in a gentle smile.

In comparison, the offerings from the Ministry of Rites and Quanzhou Prefecture indeed appeared rather shabby.

Wen Ruhai and Quanzhou Prefect Wang Shiwen naturally stood at the very front, followed immediately by the heads of the thirteen sea merchant families.

Meng Jianqing stood to the right and slightly behind Wen Ruhai, coldly observing the various people in the temple hall.

The thirteen sea merchant families had a tacit understanding about seating arrangements. The wealthiest Long family naturally stood at the front, followed immediately by the deeply-rooted Pu family, while bringing up the rear was naturally the Chen family, who had suffered repeated setbacks in recent years and seen their family fortune greatly diminished—though they weren’t from Chen Youding’s clan, unfortunately bearing the surname “Chen” made them inevitably suffer collateral damage.

The head of the Long family was Long Yan, the only daughter of the previous head Long Yin.

That eighteen-year-old young woman, wearing a face veil, stood quietly at the leading position among the thirteen sea merchant families.

Although Meng Jianqing had already filled Wen Ruhai with sufficient background information along the way, when Wen Ruhai suddenly witnessed this scene, he was still greatly shocked.

This truly… opened his eyes.

The sacrificial ceremony was about to begin.

Suddenly, there was a commotion at the temple entrance.

Meng Jianqing turned to look and saw the Yun family siblings parting the crowd as they entered leisurely, with Yun Yanjiao holding a three-legged blue and white porcelain incense burner in her hands.

Wen Ruhai couldn’t help but exclaim, “Eh!”

What surprised him was, naturally, that blue and white porcelain piece.

Even Meng Jianqing could see that this blue and white porcelain was extraordinary. The pattern of coconut groves and setting sun reflecting pagodas and Buddhist halls was distant South Seas scenery, while the coloring was unusually brilliant and vivid, as if it would come alive and leap out, completely different from the light blue or even somewhat grayish blue and white porcelain everyone usually saw. As Yun Yanjiao walked closer step by step, the shifting, alluring luster on the porcelain incense burner made it increasingly impossible to look away.

When Yun Yanran’s gaze swept over, Meng Jianqing already understood his intention and stepped forward to explain to the bewildered Wen Ruhai, Prefect Wang, and the various sea merchant families: “This is Yun Yanran from the Immortal Mountain of the Sea. Greetings, Brother Yun. Greetings, Miss Yun.”

The great name of the Immortal Mountain of the Sea was naturally thunderous in a place like Quanzhou. As everyone suddenly understood, there was inevitably a flurry of activity. Yun Yanjiao had already placed that blue and white porcelain piece on the altar table for sea merchant offerings, then naturally retreated to stand beside Long Yan.

Yun Yanran stood shoulder to shoulder with Wen Ruhai and Prefect Wang, surveyed the surroundings, and said in a clear voice: “This blue and white porcelain incense burner was just fired, and is an offering to Mazu from the Immortal Mountain of the Sea and the overseas Chinese of the South Seas.”

The sea merchants were in an uproar, and Wen Ruhai also frowned.

Amid the commotion, Long Yan, who had been silent all along, suddenly said softly: “Miss Yun, the Persian cobalt used for firing blue and white porcelain was depleted long ago, so for a long time now, even Jingdezhen can no longer fire such brilliant blue and white porcelain. May I ask Miss Yun, what glazing material did you use?”

She spoke gently, and though the great hall was so noisy, every word was as clear as if spoken right beside one’s ear. Without years of breath cultivation, this would be impossible.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but be startled with alarm.

Why wasn’t this mentioned in the Imperial Guard’s intelligence? Was it because Qin Youming was getting old and his energy was inevitably declining, or because the person responsible for collecting Quanzhou intelligence had subconsciously only seen Long Yan as a delicate young lady and overlooked her true nature, or had the Long family intentionally given people this false impression?

What Long Yan said was exactly everyone’s question. The great hall immediately fell quiet.

Yun Yanjiao smiled and replied: “This type of glazing material comes from a place in the Western Ocean called ‘Sumali,’ so we call it ‘Sumali Blue.’ Our ship was overloaded with cargo, so we brought very little—only enough to fire three pieces, two of which have already been sent to the palace.”

Long Yan said “Oh,” but had no follow-up, only turning her head to gaze intently at that blue and white incense burner. From her back, everyone in the hall could see her concentration and admiration.

Instead, it was Pu Jian, the head of the Pu family, who continued with everyone’s question: “The Immortal Mountain of the Sea has come from afar and specifically offered such an offering—it wouldn’t be just to let us all get acquainted with this new glazing material, would it?”

To make Quanzhou sea merchants quickly notice this new glazing material, this was undoubtedly the most expedient method.

Before Yun Yanran could answer, Long Yan had already turned back and said gently: “Tonight the Long family is hosting a banquet at Flowing Gold Garden to entertain Magistrate Wang, Master Wen, and all the merchant houses of the Sea Merchants’ Guild. Please, Miss Yun and your brother, do attend without fail.”

The implication was: any questions can be saved for tonight, when there will be plenty of time for questions and answers. Right now, don’t delay the proper business of the sacrificial ceremony.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but smile slightly.

He really couldn’t tell that this gentle and quiet young woman from the Long family was so skilled at imperceptibly managing such a grand scene.
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Meng Jianqing had long known that this daughter of the Long family was very good at spending money, but he never dreamed just how good at spending money she truly was.

He and Wen Ruhai were attending the banquet together with Prefect Wang. The Long family’s Flowing Gold Garden was located in a secluded area on the city outskirts, backing against mountains and facing water, leaning against the city wall. In the night, only scattered lights could be seen, making it impossible to estimate how much land it occupied. On the left and right sides outside the main gate were two long streets lined with shops. The wealthy merchants and local gentry attending the banquet, whether arriving by sedan chair or on horseback, would stop outside the gate where Long family servants would come forward to receive them, taking charge of the chairs and horses. Each accompanying servant of the guests received a thousand wen as a reward, allowing them to freely spend their time in the shops along the two streets while waiting for their masters to emerge. Meng Jianqing coldly observed and roughly counted—in just the time it takes to drink half a cup of tea, the Long family had already given rewards to twenty or thirty people. With prices being cheap at the time, even in a prosperous city like Quanzhou, a thousand wen was enough for a family of five to live on for three to five days. Just this one expense alone for the Long family’s banquet was already an astonishing sum.

The person who came out to receive Prefect Wang’s party was a slender woman in white robes. Judging by her dress, she was merely a maidservant. Just as Wen Ruhai was wondering about this, Secretary Jia quickly stepped forward and cupped his hands toward the maidservant with a smile: “We trouble Miss Liu with her gracious presence.”

Meng Jianqing said in a low voice beside him: “Liu Baiyi.”

Wen Ruhai understood.

Although Liu Baiyi was only a maidservant, her position in the Long family could truly be described as “below one person, above ten thousand.” Ordinary guests probably couldn’t even catch a glimpse of her.

Two attendants carried lanterns ahead while Liu Baiyi led them through a winding path, passing through flowers and brushing past willows, until they reached Flowing Gold Garden. Only then did Liu Baiyi withdraw—presumably she had to oversee the entire event tonight, so she couldn’t accompany them.

The Flowing Gold Garden had gardens within the garden. For summer banquets, they always used the Lotus Clarity Garden. White stone pillars supported four platforms above a lotus pond spanning several acres, connected by curved railings, finally leading to a Lotus Viewing Pavilion that was half suspended over the pond’s edge. Other guests were seated on those four platforms, while only Prefect Wang’s party and the other twelve sea merchant families were qualified to sit on the Lotus Viewing Pavilion—naturally including the Yun family siblings.

Stars filled the sky, and under the starlight, Long Yan was already standing before the Lotus Viewing Pavilion to receive Prefect Wang’s party. This time she wasn’t wearing a face veil, but her beautiful features in the starlight still seemed shrouded in a thin mist, ethereal and hazy. She lightly stepped forward, curtsied slightly, and said softly: “Magistrate Wang, please.”

As she spoke, she gently waved her left hand. Amid the sounds of insects and frogs, a series of soft “pop pop pop” sounds could be heard. The giant candles in the stone lanterns atop each pillar ignited almost simultaneously. The transparent glazed covers, thin as cicada wings, protected the candlelight securely in the summer night breeze. Above the lotus pond, it instantly became as bright as daylight.

Meng Jianqing naturally knew this must be controlled by some mechanism, but what kind of mechanism could be crafted so exquisitely still caused wonder and shock. In the candlelight, looking around, he could see that the white stone of this lotus pond was all high-quality white marble. On the wall facing the mountain behind the Lotus Viewing Pavilion, twelve large marble panels were embedded in a row, connected in a winding pattern, forming a magnificent landscape scroll. Wen Ruhai sighed deeply: “Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains.”

Although Meng Jianqing wasn’t knowledgeable in this field, how could he ignore the great fame of Huang Gongwang’s “Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains”?

How much effort and money must have been spent to collect these twelve marble panels?

On the Lotus Viewing Pavilion were sixteen rosewood tables. Long Yan and Prefect Wang naturally occupied the center, with Wen Ruhai and Meng Jianqing next to Prefect Wang, while the Yun family siblings were beside Long Yan. The remaining twelve sea merchant families and their accompanying sons and nephews were arranged on both sides. In the very center was a large jade vessel the size of a lotus vat, filled with ice blocks that were silently emitting white mist. Several crystal wine bottles were inserted diagonally among the ice blocks.

Fujian’s winters weren’t particularly cold and often had no ice or snow, so these ice blocks were presumably transported from the north and stored underground in cellars, only taken out during the height of summer. It was said this custom also originated with the Long family, with other sea merchants following suit. Every winter, just the expense of harvesting and transporting ice was enough to exhaust the family fortune of an ordinary wealthy household.

After Wen Ruhai sat down, he noticed bamboo curtains gently drawn on both sides of the stone platform. The night breeze carried waves of floral fragrance into the curtains. He was momentarily stunned, then suddenly sighed deeply: “The water pavilion’s wind brings fragrance filling the air.”

The next line was “Ice-like skin and jade-like bones, cool without sweat.” Only after Wen Ruhai had spoken did he realize he had misspoken—after all, the host Long Yan was a young woman, and he really shouldn’t have carelessly used the Shu ruler’s lines describing Lady Huarui.

Fortunately, the attendants were just taking out chilled wine, drawing everyone’s attention, so no one had time to notice his slip of tongue.

Long Yan smiled and said, “This is Western Region grape wine brought here three years ago. It must be chilled before it can be properly enjoyed.”

She gently waved her hand, and the candlelight extinguished almost simultaneously. Above and below the lotus pond, immediately darkened.

Only the wine cups on their tables glittered in the starlight.

They were indeed luminous cups.

After one cup, the candlelight brightened again.

Wen Ruhai murmured: “Still wanting more, still wanting more.”

Such fine wine, only one cup was permitted.

Long Yan certainly wasn’t being stingy—she simply understood the principle of knowing when to stop.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but ponder silently.

In Yingtian Prefecture, when mentioning the Long family and Long Yan, even Shen Guangli had that kind of thinking: the Long family had always had few descendants, and after Long Yin’s death, with no other relatives, leaving behind such a daughter who only knew how to spend money like water, this probably wasn’t very good…

Was Long Yan the way they originally knew her to be?

Also, the name Long Yan was truly strange… why would Long Yin give his daughter such a name?
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After three rounds of wine, Long Yan finally brought up the question that was on everyone’s mind: “Miss Yun, may I ask what important matter brings you and your brother specially to Quanzhou?”

It was time for a detailed discussion.

Yun Yanjiao smiled and turned to look at Yun Yanran.

Yun Yanran set down his wine cup and looked around. The most important people in Quanzhou city were all here tonight.

He said calmly, “Our purpose in coming, you have perhaps already guessed somewhat.”

Pu Jian stroked his long beard and said unhurriedly: “If ships could continuously transport Sumali Blue from the Western Ocean back to China…”

He didn’t continue, but everyone understood his meaning.

Porcelain held a pivotal position in the Ming Dynasty’s domestic and foreign trade. If they could once again mass-produce such beautiful blue and white porcelain… everyone understood the great significance of this.

Another sea merchant sighed: “But the court has prohibitions. The number of ships and voyages going to sea each year is strictly limited.”

The Quanzhou sea merchants had wealth rivaling nations, massive fleets, and well-trained shipwrights and sailors, yet could only watch year after year as their ships and sailors aged. This new empire didn’t quite trust these sea merchants who had too close relationships with the Mongol Yuan and the various heroes who had contended for dominance at the dynasty’s founding, including their fleets—especially when there were still quite a few outlaws roaming the great seas, such as remnants of Zhang Shicheng, Fang Guozhen, Chen Youding, and Chen Youliang.

Yun Yanran smiled: “But if under the Ming banner, led by Ming naval forces going to sea, that would be quite different, wouldn’t it?”

Everyone was greatly shocked. Could this mean that the entire national policy was about to change?

The Ministry of Rites sending an Imperial Academy student to formally represent the nation in worshipping Mazu was a clear signal.

In the silence, Chen Yongxing, who had been sitting respectfully at the lowest seat, suddenly said blandly: “I hear the great pirate Chen Zuyi of the South Seas claims to have over a thousand ships and is quite rampant. The naval forces of various South Sea nations dare not easily engage him in battle. Even the Immortal Mountain of the Sea was nearly intercepted on this return voyage, and two accompanying Ming naval ships were lost.”

Yun Yanran was slightly startled and glanced at Meng Jianqing, realizing that Meng Jianqing was as secretly shocked as he was by the Chen family’s well-informed intelligence network. Looking at the expressions of the other sea merchants, they had heard about this matter long ago.

Among those seemingly unrelated ships, there seemed to exist an invisible channel that could quickly inform shipwrights, sailors, and even sea merchants thousands of li away about everything happening at sea.

Yun Yanran gazed at Chen Yongxing and said, “As Uncle Chen says, Chen Zuyi indeed has over a thousand ships. But these thousand ships couldn’t stop our Thousand-Li Ship. I wonder what Uncle Chen thinks of this?”

Chen Yongxing smiled indifferently: “If every time our fleet encounters Chen Zuyi, only one-third of our ships can escape danger, then when we travel far across heavy seas seeking profit ten thousand li away, where would this profit come from?”

Everyone was in an uproar and turned their gazes toward Yun Yanran.

Yun Yanran said without change in voice or expression: “Therefore, not only must naval forces provide escort, this naval force must be expanded in scale and rigorously trained, but the ships must also be rebuilt so that Chen Zuyi’s fleet cannot compare with ours in speed, agility, sturdiness, or size. When that time comes, if he dares to provoke us again, it will be no different from seeking his destruction.”

Chen Zuyi’s fleet claimed to have a thousand ships, but everyone knew this included small vessels that could only carry ten to twenty people. Yet from Yun Yanran’s tone, he seemed to want to build a thousand ships that could match the Immortal Mountain of the Sea’s Thousand-Li Ship in speed and agility, match naval warships in sturdiness, and match Fujian-style great five-masted ships in size.

This couldn’t help but make them gasp…

Yun Yanran continued: “Not to mention Chen Zuyi—even the combined power of one or several nations probably couldn’t compete with us.”

The sea merchants all understood the implication of his words. Over these twenty years, the reason Quanzhou sea merchants couldn’t fully display their abilities was certainly due to strict court prohibitions and Chen Zuyi’s rampage across the seas, but also because the South Sea nations had ambiguous attitudes. They probably didn’t want to see frequent coming and going of Chinese vessels, and especially didn’t want to see Chinese merchants bypass their intermediary role to trade directly with the Western Ocean. Some ports were particularly hostile, creating difficulties in freshwater and food supply, ship docking and repairs, and trade in various goods, even forcing expulsions or secretly encouraging pirate raids. The South Sea route was dangerous not only because of wind and waves, but also because of human hearts. To cross the South Seas to reach the distant Western Ocean was even more perilous.

But if there was such a powerful fleet on the ten-thousand-li ocean, where couldn’t they go? What couldn’t they accomplish?

Pu Jian pondered for a long time before saying, “The court is currently conducting military campaigns against the northern Mongols, so funding is probably still not abundant. To build such a fleet, the capital required—”

He was hoping they would first advance the funds as major sea merchants.

Yun Yanran said frankly, “Not only funding, but even shipwrights and sailors must rely on everyone’s strong support.”

Since the Song Dynasty, among all types of ships, Fujian ships had been the finest, said to cross dangerous seas as if walking on level ground. The shipwrights and sailors of Fujian were likewise renowned as unmatched under heaven. The various Quanzhou sea merchant families had dominated their era largely thanks to this.

However, this plan required a massive investment, and building ships and training naval forces would take time—who knew when it would show results? If the court’s policy changed by then…

But if they didn’t contribute money and people now, when the fleet set sail in the future without their share, they would probably regret it bitterly.

Among the thirteen sea merchant families, the most skilled at shipbuilding was none other than the Chen family.

It seemed the Chen family might have days of revival again…

The thoughts of the various sea merchant families turned round and round, and they all simultaneously looked toward Chen Yongxing.

Chen Yongxing still appeared calm, but his slightly trembling beard revealed that his inner excitement was barely concealed. However, he remained composed enough not to be the first to take a position.

Pu Jian silently cursed “old fox” and turned to Long Yan, saying with a smile: “I wonder what Niece Long thinks?”

Long Yan didn’t answer but turned to Yun Yanjiao and said softly: “Miss Yun, this matter was presumably orchestrated entirely by the Immortal Mountain of the Sea, wasn’t it? I’m very curious and would like to know why you’re so enthusiastic about this.”

If the Immortal Mountain of the Sea hadn’t brought back Sumali Blue, they probably couldn’t have persuaded the Hongwu Emperor to make this decision. And now it was the Immortal Mountain of the Sea coming forward to convince the Quanzhou sea merchants to invest massive human, material, and financial resources to complete this plan—if someone else had said these same words, they absolutely couldn’t have had the same influence on the Quanzhou sea merchants.

Without understanding the Immortal Mountain of the Sea’s intentions and the role they played in this plan, it still couldn’t put people at ease.

Yun Yanjiao smiled with pursed lips: “Sister Long—may I presume to call you sister?”

Long Yan smiled: “Sister Yun, please speak freely.”

Those present smiled knowingly as they watched them become familiar.

Yun Yanjiao said slowly: “The overseas Chinese of the South Seas haven’t seen Chinese culture and dress for a hundred years. Living in foreign lands, they’re viewed as people of a fallen nation. The bitterness within this, unless one is in their midst, is probably impossible to comprehend.”

Her words were gentle and graceful, yet moved the listeners, unconsciously arousing feelings of sadness and sympathy.

Yun Yanjiao paused slightly, then continued: “Everyone must be quite clear that for nearly a hundred years, the South Sea Chinese have revered the Immortal Mountain of the Sea, hoping only that the Immortal Mountain of the Sea could protect their safety in foreign lands.”

As for how the Immortal Mountain of the Sea protected their safety, everyone present understood without saying.

Though it couldn’t compare to Ban Chao’s slaying of the Xiongnu envoy and seizing Kucha’s army, it probably wasn’t much different.

But Yun Yanjiao’s next words took a sharp turn: “However, the Immortal Mountain of the Sea is ultimately just a sea island—how can it compare to a nation’s power to move mountains and overturn seas!”

This latter statement made everyone present feel their hearts heat up, as if they could see that magnificent sight of moving mountains and overturning seas.

Yun Yanjiao immediately continued: “Since our dynasty’s founding, the South Sea Chinese, including the Immortal Mountain of the Sea, have hoped every day to see the imperial army again. The reason lies precisely in this.”

After she finished speaking, the Lotus Viewing Pavilion fell silent, but the expressions on everyone’s faces were far from calm.

In Fujian, almost every family had people who went to sea, and everyone had countless connections with the South Sea Chinese. Not only were family and blood ties impossible to sever, but the interests involved were also of great importance. For instance, the properties that Quanzhou sea merchants had established in various South Sea locations were enormous in number. However, due to too many difficulties and dangers over the years, the profits couldn’t be brought back to their homeland and were accumulated in foreign countries, kept by their respective relatives. Whether the properties or those guarding them inevitably had worries about their precarious situation. But if there was such a fleet traveling back and forth across the South Seas…

Just for this reason alone, it was worth their massive investment to wait several years to complete this plan.

Meng Jianqing, observing coldly from the side, watched the changing expressions on these sea merchants’ faces and silently sighed.

Yun Yanran reasoned with logic, Yun Yanjiao moved with emotion. These siblings carefully cultivated by the Immortal Mountain of the Sea truly had the bearing of great generals and the talent of royal advisors, managing people’s hearts with ease and commanding as they wished.

Long Yan only pondered briefly before raising her head and smiling gently: “In this matter, both publicly and privately, the Long family should not decline.”

Her appearance was delicate, but regarding such a major matter, she showed such clear decisiveness—perhaps outsiders would think it too hasty and rash. But Meng Jianqing would never think so.

No wonder that in the years since Long Yin’s death, the Long family’s position hadn’t wavered in the slightest. This was not because the other twelve sea merchant families pitied this orphaned girl and were soft-hearted.

With Long Yan’s statement, the other twelve sea merchant families went with the flow, expressing that they had an unshirkable responsibility to share the nation’s worries and promote the people’s interests.

But the taste of it all probably differed for each. Chen Yongxing’s face seemed to be glowing.

Meng Jianqing silently speculated that the heavy responsibility of training the naval forces would probably be presided over by Yun Yanran, which was why he had come to Fujian and paid special attention to naval warfare talent like Chen Sha. There were many former naval subordinates from the founding heroes, and though they had surrendered long ago, the estrangement from the court wasn’t so easily eliminated. Having the Immortal Mountain of the Sea come forward to select and train them was indeed a compromise strategy that all sides could accept.

He suddenly realized that tonight, he was closer than ever before to the vigorously beating heart of the Ming Dynasty, closer to this nation’s decision-making center.

With this thought, Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but be momentarily stunned, suddenly feeling his own heart beating more intensely than ever before.
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With the major matter settled, everyone present could finally relax and enjoy the lotus pond under the moonlight.

Across the lotus pond and flower grove came the clear, melodious sound of a flute. After listening for a while, Wen Ruhai said in surprise: “This is the new composition ‘East Mountain Moon’ that Hao Dongshan, the head instructor at Yingtian Prefecture’s music academy, just composed. Could the flute player be Hao Dongshan himself?”

Hao Dongshan was then known as the foremost flute master in the nation, serving at the music academy. He shouldn’t have had the opportunity to come to Quanzhou, should he?

Meng Jianqing said in a low voice, “It is Hao Dongshan. Before leaving Yingtian, I heard he requested leave from the music academy to come to Quanzhou specifically to play a piece at Long Yin’s daughter’s birthday banquet. Of course, the Long family must have paid the music academy sufficient hiring fees.”

Wen Ruhai understood: “So tonight is—”

Meng Jianqing said, “Tonight is Long Yan’s eighteenth birthday.”

Wen Ruhai couldn’t help but sigh: “Such a grand affair.”

To have Hao Dongshan come to play the flute.

But an even grander spectacle was yet to come.

When the piece ended, the candlelight over the lotus pond had somehow all been extinguished. Under the dim starry sky, brilliant fireworks suddenly soared up, displaying countless bird shapes in the night sky, with a vermilion phoenix in the center, representing the meaning of “a hundred birds paying homage to the phoenix.” As this display of fireworks disappeared, another burst up—”flowers surrounding peonies.” Wen Ruhai counted them one by one: next came “Tianfei bestowing blessings,” “Dragon Palace competing treasures,” “flowing clouds and bats,” “endless longevity symbols,” “Penglai immortal mountain,” “ten thousand li cloud sails,” “dragon maiden worshipping Guanyin,” “flying celestials circling Kunlun,” “twin dragons playing with a pearl,” “three stars holding the moon,” “money tree,” “treasure basin,” “chaotic rain striking green lotus,” “chrysanthemums covering the ground with gold,” “Magu presenting longevity,” and “dragon and phoenix bringing auspiciousness.” Exactly eighteen varieties.

Such magnificent fireworks would be rare even during the Lantern Festival at Yingtian Prefecture.

Wen Ruhai exclaimed in admiration: “Such fireworks must mostly come from the He family of Zhangzhou. I’ve only seen the ‘hundred birds paying homage to phoenix’ type before. Tonight has truly opened my eyes.”

What he didn’t voice was his amazement that when it came to entertainment and luxury, probably no second person in this world understood the subtleties as deeply as this daughter of the Long family.

Meng Jianqing suddenly asked: “Why was the last one ‘dragon and phoenix bringing auspiciousness’?”

Wen Ruhai was startled.

By this time, they had all noticed that the accompanying sons and nephews of each sea merchant family looked quite young and handsome. However, their expressions all showed some degree of nervousness.

This was not only Long Yan’s birthday banquet but probably also a grand gathering for selecting her husband.

The Long family had no elders, so Long Yan’s choice of husband was entirely her own decision. Now that her three-year mourning period was complete, it was no wonder the various Quanzhou sea merchant families were all watching covetously. Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but smile to himself.

As the fireworks faded and candlelight returned, the young man from the Pu family beside Pu Jian was the first to stand up. Holding a brocade box about a foot high, he turned toward Long Yan, bowed slightly, and said: “Miss Long, this is a mutton-fat jade Guanyin that my mother sends you. It has been specially taken to Mount Putuo to be blessed. Mother hopes this Guanyin can protect Miss Long with both fortune and longevity, and a lifetime of peace.”

Long family attendants immediately received it with both hands and passed it over. Long Yan also stood up and received it with both hands, placing it on the table before her. She gently opened the brocade box and lifted out the flawless jade Guanyin. This somewhat surprised both Wen Ruhai and Meng Jianqing. Opening gifts on the spot—wasn’t this rather impolite?

But they immediately understood this wasn’t an ordinary birthday gift, which was why everyone needed to see it.

Long Yan smiled and said to the Pu family young man: “Thank you for Aunt Pu’s thoughtfulness.”

Behind Long Yan, a treasure shelf made of sandalwood had appeared at some point. An attendant carefully placed the jade Guanyin in the center compartment of the treasure shelf.

This gift from the Pu family might not be the most precious or most to Long Yan’s taste, but no matter what, Long Yan wouldn’t move the Guanyin statue to a corner. This showed the Pu family’s thoughtfulness.

The gifts from the following families all competed in novelty and ingenuity, exhausting every scheme. One family sent a priceless pearl an inch in diameter, which seemed even larger and more lustrous than the Hepu treasure pearl that was presented as tribute last year. Prefect Wang was fine, but it left someone like Wen Ruhai, who had never seen such a scene before, stupefied. Meng Jianqing privately pondered that even the Hongwu Emperor’s birthday probably didn’t have such extravagance. When the Hongwu Emperor learned of this scene, what would he think? Would he feel the Long family was too extravagant, even violating protocol, or would he just laugh it off and sigh that this money-spending daughter of the Long family would sooner or later squander their golden mountains and silver seas?

The last to present a birthday gift was a young man from the Chen family. When he stood up, Meng Jianqing suddenly felt his heart stir slightly.

Where did this warning come from?

That Chen family young man, perhaps due to the Chen family’s recent suppression, didn’t have the arrogant confidence of other sea merchant sons. His movements contained the caution and composure of someone who observed expressions and read situations. What he presented was a small ship model made of pure gold—this was indeed in the Chen family’s character.

Long Yan placed the ship model on the long table before her and pulled the silk-thin cables. The sails could be raised. When she gently touched a sail, that thin sail immediately began spinning around the mast. When she turned the winch, long chains slowly lifted the anchor hook. And when she moved the rudder, the ship’s bow immediately began turning slowly on the mirror-smooth table.

Sounds of amazement filled the gathering.

Long Yan knew that with the Chen family’s skill, the ship model was not just for looking.

Such exquisite craftsmanship moved even Long Yan, who had seen all manner of treasures.

Long Yan’s expression at this moment was like that of a curious young girl, trying to discover every secret in this little ship model, and each secret brought her a small surprise, especially in places where everyone thought it impossible to achieve the same functionality as a real ship.

Meng Jianqing glanced at the Chen family’s young man, knowing that perhaps only this kind of unexpected gift could truly surprise and move her. Whose idea was this gift from the Chen family? Could it be this reserved Chen family young man? Or was there someone else with greater wisdom?

Long Yan was opening the windows one by one. The cabin furnishings were meticulous in every detail, following the pattern of real seagoing vessels.

Just as she was about to lift the deck to examine the hold, Meng Jianqing’s heart suddenly jumped. The vague warning from earlier suddenly became unmistakably clear.

But before he could shout a warning, Long Yan had already lifted the deck, then cried out “Snake!” and fell backward.

A golden shadow shot out from the cabin like an arrow.

From the shadows behind Long Yan, a black figure simultaneously leaped out. His right hand flicked, and three bone-piercing nails shot toward the rapidly moving golden snake. The snake’s serpentine speed was extremely fast—two bone-piercing nails missed, and the third hit the snake’s tail. Meng Jianqing also leaped up at the same time, throwing out a small knife that struck the snake’s body.

After the figure behind Long Yan shot the bone-piercing nails, obviously confident they wouldn’t miss, he had already bent down to treat Long Yan’s wound and suck out the snake venom. The Yun siblings rushed to Long Yan’s sides to stand guard, one left and one right.

But when the nail and knife struck the snake’s body, there was only a clanging sound like metal striking stone, as if the small snake were invulnerable to weapons.

The faces of Meng Jianqing and the Yun siblings couldn’t help but change.

In just this instant, it looked like the small snake would escape the Lotus Viewing Pavilion, dive into the water, and become impossible to track. And without catching this strange little snake, they probably couldn’t find the right antidote.

As Yun Yanran lunged toward the snake, Meng Jianqing shouted and had already drawn his blade and leaped up. Passing over Yun Yanran, he stepped on his shoulder with his left foot, borrowing this push for even greater speed. He finally managed to intercept the snake before it escaped the pavilion. With a mountain-splitting strike, he severed both the snake’s head and half a white marble slab. The snake’s body remained on the pavilion, still writhing incessantly. The marble slab fell into the water, but the severed snake head flew up, baring its fangs in mid-air, still seeming alive. Meng Jianqing’s heart chilled as he twisted and struck out, deflecting the snake’s head to fly horizontally away. It struck a stone pillar of the pavilion and bounced back over the pavilion. Those in the path of the snake’s head cried out in alarm and scattered. Meng Jianqing’s left hand flashed up—a small knife came from behind to arrive first, deflecting the snake head that had nearly hit Prefect Wang to change direction again. With a “ding,” it stuck in a corridor pillar along with the knife.

Wen Ruhai caught his breath and, unable to suppress his curiosity, walked forward to bend down and examine the snake’s head closely. Just as Meng Jianqing shouted, “Don’t get close,” the knife that had pierced the snake’s head from below, having insufficient momentum after penetrating the stone-hard snake skin, was inserted too shallowly into the wooden pillar and fell together with the snake head, landing squarely on Wen Ruhai’s left forearm.

Wen Ruhai screamed and jumped up.

The snake’s head, though dead, wouldn’t release its grip, biting tightly onto his left arm.

Meng Jianqing immediately flew back, grabbing a large candle and dripping hot wax down. The snake head instinctively contracted from the burning, and Meng Jianqing’s right hand flashed. He flicked the snake head away with his blade and backhanded it into the ice in the jade vessel at the center of the pavilion.

Wen Ruhai’s face was deathly pale, fearing he would collapse at any moment. What a pity that his aspirations had no chance to be realized…

Long Yan softly called out, “Snake gallbladder.”

Meng Jianqing turned to see that Yun Yanran had now grasped the snake’s body. With a squeeze of his hands, the snake’s gallbladder emerged. Yun Yanjiao immediately took it and fed it into Long Yan’s mouth without hesitation.

But even if Yun Yanran knew Wen Ruhai was also poisoned, he couldn’t be expected to save that gallbladder for him.

To Yun Yanran, how could Wen Ruhai’s importance compare to Long Yan’s?

Meng Jianqing turned and said in a low voice: “Open your mouth!”

Wen Ruhai’s mind was completely blank. He opened his mouth stupidly, and a pill was already stuffed inside, rolling down his throat.

Meng Jianqing thought to himself that the Rejuvenation Pills he brought each time always ended up being used on others—he didn’t know if this was good or bad.

For this banquet, Meng Jianqing had only brought two guards, both left to keep watch outside the pavilion. Without waiting for his instructions, the two men now rushed over and took turns sucking the poisonous blood from the wound on Wen Ruhai’s left arm. Meng Jianqing nodded approvingly. It wasn’t in vain that he had brought these men for so long—they were discerning and knew how to act.

Long Yan had now swallowed the snake’s gallbladder. With eyes closed, she said in a low voice: “Snake blood!”

Yun Yanjiao immediately grabbed the still slightly writhing snake body from her brother’s hands and squeezed snake blood into Long Yan’s wound.

Long Yan seemed to know exactly how to deal with this type of snake poison. This thought occurred simultaneously to the Yun siblings and Meng Jianqing.

The Long family servants were clever—they had already quickly fetched more than ten types of snake medicines stored in the Long family’s warehouse. Long Yan personally selected one type for herself and Wen Ruhai to apply.

Meng Jianqing bandaged Wen Ruhai’s wound and saw that his complexion was still pale with a greenish tinge, causing him to frown. The Rejuvenation Pill’s medicinal power should have already taken effect—why was he still like this? Could that golden snake be so poisonous that even the Rejuvenation Pill couldn’t immediately neutralize the toxicity remaining after it had bitten Long Yan?

The incident happened so suddenly that Prefect Wang only now came to his senses. He stood up and said sternly, “Chen Yongxing, Chen Liuru, how dare you!”

The bewildered guests present were awakened by Prefect Wang’s shout. Prefect Wang’s accompanying bailiffs immediately stepped forward and seized Chen Yongxing and the Chen family young man.
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Prefect Wang borrowed a side courtyard from the Long family to serve as a temporary interrogation room. He quickly determined that the crafting of the ship model and presenting it as a gift had been entirely handled by Chen Liuru from start to finish. Before Chen Liuru left home, he had carefully inspected the ship model, and at that time, there was no small golden snake inside the ship. Since then, only two people had touched the brocade box containing the ship model: Chen Liuru himself and Chen Laozhong, the old Chen family servant who had been holding the box behind him throughout the banquet. At a previous birthday feast, someone had attempted to switch another person’s birthday gift, so this time, everyone guarded their family’s birthday gifts very carefully. Chen Laozhong swore on oath that from the moment the banquet began and the sixth young master handed him the brocade box, it had never left his hands.

That said, it seemed no petty thief could have the ability to secretly infiltrate the Lotus Clarity Garden and place a small snake in the ship model inside the brocade box under the very noses of the Long family guards, the Yun siblings, Meng Jianqing, and the Quanzhou Prefecture bailiffs, could they?

Could there be ghosts and spirits at work in secret?

Prefect Wang’s head was spinning.

Meng Jianqing quietly entered.

When Prefect Wang saw him, his eyes couldn’t help but light up. He silently cursed himself for being so stupid, having an Imperial Guard captain right here and not knowing how to ask for help. Interrogating criminals was precisely these people’s specialty.

Meng Jianqing said in a low voice: “Magistrate Wang, please send someone immediately to search Chen Laozhong’s home and detain his family members first.”

From his tone, Prefect Wang could tell he suspected Chen Laozhong. Though puzzled, he still held the attitude of “better safe than sorry” and sent someone to handle it. He then turned to Meng Jianqing: “Captain Meng, I’ll have to rely heavily on you this time.” He turned and shouted: “Come! Set up a seat for Captain Meng. Everyone here follows his instructions. This official will first go to console Young Master Wen and Miss Long!”

Prefect Wang smiled as he tossed this hot potato to Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing first separated Chen Liuru and Chen Laozhong. When Chen Laozhong saw Meng Jianqing’s expression, he somehow became frightened and involuntarily shivered, though he could still stubbornly stick to his earlier story.

Meng Jianqing stared at him coldly: “You’re an old servant of the Chen family, and also considered clever and reliable, otherwise you wouldn’t have been trusted to hold such an important item tonight. How could such a clever and reliable old servant not understand that only by insisting the brocade box left your hands during the banquet would there be a chance to find someone else as the culprit, a chance to clear your suspicions?”

Chen Laozhong fell to his knees with a “thud,” his old face streaming with tears as he cried: “My lord, this humble one only knows to speak the truth. How could I think of so many things!”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “How strange—under heaven, there’s such an honest servant who, for the sake of telling one truth, not only doesn’t want his own life but also drags his master along to die. When has the Long family ever suffered such a loss? That group of Long family guards who don’t understand royal law probably don’t quite grasp the saying ‘grievances have their source, debts have their creditor’ either. They’ll most likely take out their anger on the entire Chen family.”

Chen Laozhong’s body began to tremble uncontrollably. Local Quanzhou people weren’t unaware of how terrifying those Long family guards were—otherwise, why would no bandits dare to target the Long family?

Meng Jianqing deliberately added: “There’s also Wen Ruhai. He’s the person I’m responsible for protecting. If something happens to him, what do you think I’ll do?”

Chen Laozhong, tremblingly raised his head and saw that kind of smile on Meng Jianqing’s face, immediately wishing he had never looked up.

Meng Jianqing suddenly waved his hand, and a long rope shot out. In the blink of an eye, Chen Laozhong was bound so tightly he couldn’t breathe. Meng Jianqing’s right hand flicked up, and the rope end in his hand flew over a crossbeam and came back down. He caught it with his other hand and pulled hard. Chen Laozhong was already hanging upside down.

Meng Jianqing tied the rope end securely to a pillar.

The four bailiffs watching from the side were completely awed. Even these experienced hands at binding people didn’t necessarily have Meng Jianqing’s skill—his binding was so swift and secure…

Meng Jianqing said, “Watch him carefully, but don’t get close.”

Chen Liuru was in the next room, guarded by two bailiffs and two Long family guards.

When Meng Jianqing sat down, Yun Yanran also entered, waving his hand to dismiss all the others before cupping his hands toward Meng Jianqing: “Captain Meng, please proceed with the interrogation. I’m here to observe.”

Chen Liuru sat in his chair with a pallid complexion but still composed expression. He looked up at Yun Yanran: “May I ask Brother Yun, how is Miss Long now?”

Yun Yanran replied: “The poison has been controlled. She should be fine.”

Meng Jianqing stared at Chen Liuru, who was greatly relieved: “What kind of snake was that? How could it be so formidable?”

Chen Liuru smiled bitterly: “If I knew, I would tell you honestly. It seems you both believe I did this?”

Meng Jianqing asked in return: “Didn’t you do it?”

Chen Liuru looked at Meng Jianqing for a long time before saying, “Captain Meng is a reasonable person. You should ask: if I did this, why would I do such a thing?”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “If you didn’t do it, then who do you think would do such a thing, and for what reasons?”

Chen Liuru was stunned: “This seems like it should be the government’s business.”

Meng Jianqing said blandly, “Aren’t I trying to find the culprit right now?”

Chen Liuru pondered for a moment and said, “I can’t figure out why Chen Laozhong would say that, putting me in a deadly situation, and also putting the Chen family and himself in a deadly situation.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly. It seemed this Chen Liuru’s mind worked quite quickly—he had rapidly found the key point.

Meng Jianqing asked: “What’s Chen Laozhong’s background?”

Chen Liuru replied: “He’s a local Quanzhou man. When young, due to family poverty, he came to serve our family. It’s been nearly twenty years now, and he’s always been loyal and reliable. His family now only has one son and two granddaughters. I’ve met them many times, and there’s nothing unusual about them.”

If someone controlled his son and granddaughters, forcing him to do this, Meng Jianqing immediately rejected his speculation. That golden snake, so supernatural yet so fierce and terrifying, could only be controlled by its master or someone skilled in snake training—

With this thought, Meng Jianqing suddenly felt something was wrong. From next door came Chen Laozhong’s shouts and the bailiffs’ screams.

He rushed over and saw Chen Laozhong breaking through the window to escape.

Meng Jianqing had no time to attend to the bailiffs rolling on the ground in agony or the rope that had snapped inch by inch. He leaped up in pursuit.

Chen Laozhong threw several small snakes behind him without looking back, fully expecting this would surely delay his pursuer enough for him to escape.

But Meng Jianqing, while vaulting through the window, stepped on the windowsill with his left foot for leverage and bounded up with a shout. His short blade left his hand, cutting through the night sky as it slashed down.

The blade’s qi split the air, crackling like lightning. Those small snakes were shattered by the blade qi, and the thin, sharp, short blade struck directly toward Chen Laozhong’s back. Where it passed, there was a sizzling sound, and countless tiny sparks seemed to flash in the air.

Chen Laozhong didn’t even have time to cry out before falling heavily to the ground. The short blade was deeply embedded in his back, nearly splitting his entire back in half.

Meng Jianqing threw out his rope hook to catch the blade handle, and while retrieving the blade, he slashed with the momentum, cutting Chen Laozhong’s hamstring tendons so he could no longer escape.

One of Meng Jianqing’s guards arrived just then carrying a large wine jar. Meng Jianqing grabbed the wine jar and threw it out. The jar smashed on the struggling, crawling Chen Laozhong, breaking and spilling wine. The pungent smell of realgar immediately filled the night air.

Drenched with realgar wine, the various insects and vermin hidden on Chen Laozhong’s body fled in panic.

Meng Jianqing quickly retreated several zhang away. Though this retreat was unnecessary, while the insects were ignorant, they could still sense where the sharp, frost-like blade qi was located. How would they dare approach him? Each avoided him as if their lives depended on it.

Meng Jianqing called out softly: “Dislocate all his joints!”

Another extraordinarily burly guard strode over, grabbed Chen Laozhong like an eagle seizing a chicken, and with swift, decisive movements, there was a continuous crackling sound. In the blink of an eye, he had dislocated every joint in Chen Laozhong’s body. Chen Laozhong lay on the ground like a soft snake, and because his jaw had also been dislocated, his mouth hung wide open, gasping for air.

Meng Jianqing called out again: “Apply medicine, then the iron caltrops!”

After the two guards applied wound medicine to Chen Laozhong and bandaged his injuries, they pulled out the fine iron chains covered with barbs that they carried with them and bound Chen Laozhong up again. The barbs interlocked ring by ring—without expert hands, they would be nearly impossible to remove. Now Chen Laozhong couldn’t escape, and even dying would be extremely difficult.

The two guards grasped the clasps at the end of the iron caltrops and dragged Chen Laozhong back to the room, leaving a long trail of blood on the ground behind them.

Yun Yanran, with his left hand gripping Chen Liuru’s neck, had also chased out and witnessed the entire scene completely.

Chen Liuru felt his back go cold. He had always known the Imperial Guard was fearsome, but he never imagined they could be this terrifying.

Meng Jianqing turned to look at Chen Liuru: “What exactly is Chen Laozhong?”

Chen Liuru couldn’t speak.

Now he truly didn’t know what kind of person this servant who had stayed honestly in the Chen family for nearly twenty years was.
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The four bailiffs who had been bitten by snakes were carried away for treatment.

Meng Jianqing was about to continue interrogating Chen Laozhong, but when he returned to the room, Yun Yanjiao had also arrived, her expression grave—clearly there was urgent business to discuss.

After a moment’s consideration, he decided to temporarily set aside Chen Laozhong, this turtle in a jar who seemed unlikely to speak anytime soon.

After dismissing the others, Yun Yanjiao said softly, “Miss Long has awakened. She says that the small golden snake was a Python Mountain copper-head snake. She saw one when she was young. This type of snake, after many years, will gradually transform into golden yellow, with scales all over its body as hard as iron, and its toxicity becomes even more deadly. If we hadn’t intercepted this snake in time tonight and obtained the snake’s gallbladder and blood for the antidote, she would have died within ten breaths, with absolutely no hope of rescue.”

Yun Yanran’s expression couldn’t help but change.

Meng Jianqing was secretly startled. Even if this copper-head snake was extraordinarily poisonous, even if the perpetrator didn’t intend to threaten the Long family but wanted to kill Long Yan outright, why would Yun Yanran’s expression be so grim?

Perhaps there was another reason?

The Yun siblings seemed to have detected his suspicion. They looked at each other, understanding each other’s thoughts. Yun Yanran said in a low voice, “Captain Meng, I think we should be frank with you about this matter. This Python Mountain copper-head snake is extremely difficult to raise, let alone raise until it turns golden yellow. I suspect this snake is related to one of our master uncles. This master uncle of ours was most skilled at raising snakes. Years ago, he returned to China, but because it was a time of war and chaos, we quickly lost contact with him.”

After a moment’s contemplation, Meng Jianqing said: “Long Yan saw this type of snake when she was young, so has she seen the person who raised snakes?”

Yun Yanjiao hesitated before saying: “That snake-keeper was formerly from the Ming Sect—oh, the Demon Sect’s Five-Colored Dragon King. When Long Yan met him, he had already become a monk, with the dharma name Wuse.”

Though the siblings spoke vaguely, their meaning was quite clear.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but be startled.

He had long known the great name of the Five-Colored Dragon King, but hadn’t expected that the Five-Colored Dragon King originally came from the Immortal Mountain of the Sea.

It was indeed precious that the Yun siblings would confide such a great secret to him.

But perhaps it was only because he would inevitably learn from Long Yan who the snake-keeper was. Once the Imperial Guard mobilized with the nation’s mountain-moving, sea-overturning power, the Five-Colored Dragon King would probably not survive. It was better to handle this matter through negotiation now.

Meng Jianqing remained silent for a long time, then said as if to himself: “If Chen Laozhong was sent by the Five-Colored Dragon King, is this a dispute between the Five-Colored Dragon King and the Long family, or does the Demon Sect want to make a comeback? If the Demon Sect wants to make a comeback, why target Long Yan and choose the Chen family as scapegoats? If Long Yan died, who would gain the greatest benefit?”

Yun Yanjiao blurted out: “Naturally, other members of the Long family.”

Meng Jianqing shook his head: “Whether according to our dynasty’s legal system or precedents from previous dynasties, even if the main family line ends, family servants have never been able to inherit the master’s property. Ownerless property, by precedent, goes to the government—”

At this point, they were all startled.

The Long family had no other relatives. If Long Yan died, the Long family’s wealth rivaling nations would, by precedent, be confiscated by Quanzhou Prefecture. Such an enormous fortune would nominally belong to Quanzhou Prefecture, but in reality, the person who would truly control this wealth would be the Prefect of Quanzhou!

After a moment of silence, Yun Yanran said, “I wonder how His Majesty views the Long family. Brother Meng must know something about this.”

His sudden raising of this topic made Meng Jianqing think considerably. After several mental turns, he finally guessed at Yun Yanran’s implication. Could the Hongwu Emperor dislike the Long family being too wealthy, just as he had dealt with Shen Wansan, wanting to discipline the Long family to prevent them from becoming so powerful as to overshadow officials?

After a while, Meng Jianqing said carefully, “Long Yin was very good at reading the times. He had several encounters with His Majesty back in the day. Although Long Yin has now passed away, His Majesty is still very concerned about the Long family, worried that with only an orphaned daughter remaining, she might be bullied.”

Long Yin was skilled at investment, and these “several encounters” probably held great significance—otherwise they wouldn’t have made the Hongwu Emperor remember them to this day.

Thinking that the Hongwu Emperor was worried that this orphaned daughter, Long Yan, might be bullied, all three felt somewhat between laughter and tears. But before seeing Long Yan with their own eyes, who hadn’t thought the same way?

Speaking of which, the Hongwu Emperor had quite a preference for rooting out the strong to help the weak. In his eyes, Long Yan was such a weak woman, quite different from Shen Wansan, the richest man under heaven, who paraded before his very eyes. Probably the old man could never imagine wanting to root her out.

This being the case, didn’t that leave only one possibility?

All three felt the situation was grave.

Meng Jianqing immediately said: “Let’s go see Prefect Wang now.”

Don’t give Prefect Wang a chance to leisurely deploy troops and assign generals.

When Prefect Wang saw the three enter, he immediately welcomed them with a smiling face: “Captain Meng’s skills are indeed extraordinary, capturing that Chen Laozhong in time. Please sit, please sit. Brother Yun and Miss Yun, please sit as well.”

While speaking, he also shook his head and sighed: “I won’t hide this from the three of you—this official has been in Quanzhou for four years, and it’s been peaceful the whole time. Just the day before yesterday, I received documents from the Ministry of Personnel about being reassigned to Jiangxi. Now, suddenly, this case has occurred. If it can’t be properly resolved, these four peaceful years might all be for naught.”

The three looked at each other.

Prefect Wang wouldn’t lie about something so easily verified.

This being the case, Prefect Wang had neither the opportunity to control the Long family’s wealth nor any motive to assassinate Long Yan.

As for his successor, whoever it was, to do such a thing, they should at least wait until they took the position of Quanzhou Prefect.

Meng Jianqing said directly: “Magistrate Wang, this case might be related to Master Wuse.”

Prefect Wang was startled. When he came to his senses, his expression changed as he stammered: “Is this—so?”

Meng Jianqing looked at him and smiled slightly: “I need to visit the master and consult with him. Please assign a legal secretary and twenty bailiffs to await orders. As for the various necessary items, I’ll prepare a list later. Please provide your full assistance.”

This case should have been handled by the Quanzhou Prefect, but with Meng Jianqing’s words, he had completely taken it over without any courtesy.

Prefect Wang knew this was somewhat improper, but at this time he only sought to clear himself as soon as possible. How could he worry about such things? He immediately agreed and went back to the prefectural office to deploy personnel. Meng Jianqing ultimately couldn’t completely trust this Prefect Wang, so he assigned one guard to assist Prefect Wang with procuring necessary supplies, but secretly signaled the guard to be extra careful. This guard had followed Meng Jianqing for a long time and naturally understood, knowing what his real mission was.
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At this time, both Wen Ruhai and Long Yan had been given medicine by the Long family’s physician and had fallen into deep sleep. Liu Baiyi, who managed the Long family’s affairs, came out to discuss with Meng Jianqing and the others how to respond. Upon hearing that this matter was related to Master Wuse, Liu Baiyi’s brow couldn’t help but furrowed.

Only now did Yun Yanran voice the question in his heart: “Does Master Wuse have very high prestige in Quanzhou?”

Liu Baiyi sighed softly: “The master established his staff at Longwang Valley twenty years ago and built Wanfo Temple, forty li from Quanzhou. Every winter, believers from within five hundred li come to pay homage. The ten-li area around Wanfo Temple is all forbidden ground. For twenty years, without the master’s permission, no one has dared to enter this ten-li area without following the incense pilgrimage route.”

Yun Yanjiao smiled: “Wanfo Temple—is it because the master’s Buddhist practice is profound that believers praise him as having ‘ten thousand household Buddhas’?”

With Master Wuse having such prestige among the local people, it was no wonder Prefect Wang showed difficulty when he heard this case was related to Master Wuse. Public anger is hard to defy, and the people of Fujian have a fierce temperament, requiring extra caution.

But it was Meng Jianqing who answered her: “The temple is named ‘Ten Thousand Buddhas’ because the Longwang Valley area was plagued by ten thousand snakes, so ten thousand Buddhas were established to suppress them. Master Wuse’s fame and prestige come from his ability to suppress snake disasters and protect the region. The court’s special tolerance toward him is precisely for this reason.”

With the fame of the former Five-Colored Dragon King, now Master Wuse, how could he not attract the Imperial Guard’s attention? How could the Imperial Guard not connect these two names to the same person?

The reason for turning a blind eye was not without cause.

Yun Yanjiao said in confusion: “If Master Wuse has already been practicing meditation for twenty years, why would he act against the Long family this time, even trying to kill Long Yan?”

Liu Baiyi sighed: “Miss Yun, do you find it hard to believe this matter is related to Master Wuse? Honestly, we dare not believe it. After all, Master Wuse and our old master had some friendship back in the day, and there’s no enmity between them. Otherwise, how could these twenty years have passed peacefully? But that copper-head snake was precisely the one our young miss saw at Master Wuse’s feet when she was young—its tail tip is missing a small section. That was bitten off by a fox before it turned golden, so the break is very irregular.”

Yun Yanjiao said softly, “Miss Liu, I’m just puzzled about why Master Wuse would do such a thing.”

Liu Baiyi sighed deeply: “Yes, we’re also very confused. Our Long family is Wanfo Temple’s largest patron.”

Meng Jianqing had been listening to their veiled verbal sparring and suddenly said, “I want to find someone to ask.”

Yun Yanran understood: “Chen Liuru?”

Chen Liuru had also made a deep impression on him earlier. To maintain such a clear head under such great upheaval, this person was indeed not simple.

Chen Liuru was brought over. Meng Jianqing observed him for a while and said, “The snake that bit Long Yan was very likely raised by Master Wuse. Can you tell us, if this matter was indeed done by Master Wuse, why would he want to kill Long Yan?”

Chen Liuru was stunned. As a Quanzhou local, he naturally knew Master Wuse’s great name. After long contemplation, Chen Liuru asked: “Captain Meng, are you saying the perpetrator wanted to kill Long Yan, rather than using antidote to control and threaten the Long family?”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Correct. That’s why we’re confused—why kill Long Yan instead of finding a way to control her and thereby control the Long family?”

Chen Liuru lowered his head and furrowed his brow tightly.

Meng Jianqing and the others waited patiently for his answer.

After a long time, Chen Liuru slowly raised his head and said: “If it’s not a personal grudge, then there’s only one possibility—though honestly, I’m not very confident. I feel my thinking is too bizarre; it’s unlikely anyone else would think the same way.”

Meng Jianqing said flatly: “After eliminating all other possibilities, the remaining one, no matter how bizarre, might be true.”

Chen Liuru said “Oh,” thought a moment, then said: “I suspect the Ming Sect—oh, the Demon Sect—wants to kill Long Yan to strike at all of Quanzhou Prefecture.”

Meng Jianqing looked at him in surprise.

What kind of reason was that?

Chen Liuru said while thinking: “I’ve only recently developed this vague idea. I always used to think Long Yan’s spending was terrible. But recently, I’ve gradually discovered things aren’t as I thought. How should I put it? Oh, Captain Meng, when you arrived, you must have seen how the Long family rewards servants from various families, right?”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “A thousand wen each.”

The spending was indeed too fierce.

Chen Liuru continued: “Those servants, after receiving this thousand wen, wait on the two long streets outside Flowing Gold Garden, often until after midnight. Those two streets are full of restaurants, wine shops, inns, as well as pleasure quarters, gambling houses, and theaters with storytelling, selling arts, and opera—one of Quanzhou city’s liveliest places. These servants, along with merchants large and small who come from various places to trade with the Long family, such as the seventeen fireworks merchants who delivered fireworks a month before this birthday feast seeking sales, all spend their time there. These two streets are both Long family property. The Long family itself only operates one pawnshop and one antique store, but all the other shops must pay rent to the Long family. I’ve calculated that the Long family’s rental income alone is enough to offset the annual expense of rewarding servants, with surplus. Moreover, because business is prosperous and shop owners earn more, rents increase every year. So recently, many more people have rented wasteland near these two streets from the Long family—I estimate within three years, there will be another equally prosperous street market.”

He was lost in thought for a moment, then continued: “The supplier of fresh flowers for Long Yan’s annual use is Hundred Flower Pavilion in the west of the city. Long Yan’s clothing and jewelry have always been imitated by women and girls throughout Quanzhou city and even all of Fujian and Guangdong. She likes using fresh flowers for decoration and making cosmetics from fresh flowers, which has made this fashionable throughout Quanzhou city. In Hundred Flower Pavilion village, all one hundred seventy households grow flowers, and even the old, weak, and disabled can thereby have warmth and food.”

On the small table beside Chen Liuru sat a pot of lush, budding pink-purple roses.

The gazes of Meng Jianqing and the others couldn’t help but fall on that pot of roses. Only now did they realize the Long family indeed had fresh flowers everywhere.

Chen Liuru sighed softly and continued: “These pottery and white porcelain flower pots are all transported from other places by sea vessels. The Quanzhou people who make their living just from loading and carrying these flower pots number no fewer than a hundred households.”

Countless thoughts turned in Meng Jianqing’s mind, but he still felt confused. He stared at Chen Liuru and said, “This being the case, indeed, many people depend on Long Yan for their livelihood. But with Long Yan squandering like this, even if the Long family has golden mountains and silver seas, how many years can they sustain it? Would the Demon Sect need to take such great risks to kill her?”

Chen Liuru smiled: “The Long family’s ancestral teaching is: ‘Money flows like water; flowing water does not rot.’ That’s why they named this garden ‘Flowing Gold Garden.’ I could never understand why they would choose such a name—money flowing like water, wouldn’t that mean they couldn’t hold onto wealth? But now, I think I might understand. The Long family never wanted to make money and spend it alone. They’ve always been generous—to put it bluntly, ‘everyone makes money together.’ When everyone has money, the Long family can make even more money. Or to put it another way, the more prosperous the business is, the more flourishing the Long family becomes. For instance, the Long family’s silk business—the more wealthy people there are, doesn’t it earn more money? And for example, one-fifth of Quanzhou’s docks belong to the Long family. Quanzhou has been so lively these years, with ships coming and going day and night. Just dock rental and inn warehouse rental alone are incalculable. Miss Liu manages the accounts and must know this very clearly.”

Liu Baiyi was listening with shock and amazement when the conversation suddenly turned to her. Meeting everyone’s gaze, she couldn’t help but be startled. Steadying herself and smoothing her hair, she smiled: “Sixth Young Master’s insight is profound. Baiyi has never thought of it this way.”

Meng Jianqing stared at Chen Liuru: “Why don’t you think it’s other sea merchants framing them?”

After all, the Long family was their greatest competitor. As for the Chen family, of course, it would be better to have one less competitor.

Chen Liuru smiled bitterly: “These past few years, all the families have been thinking about how to arrange marriages with the Long family—that would be most profitable. Who would have the heart to risk revenge from Long family guards by assassinating Long Yan? Moreover, my reason for suspecting the Demon Sect is that our family once offended them. Back then, my grandfather was still alive. He was always careful, determined not to offend anyone, but ended up offending everyone.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly.

The Chen family, skilled at shipbuilding, was indeed an object that the founding heroes who relied heavily on naval forces competed to win over.

The Chen family had walked on thin ice, maneuvering between all sides, yet still failed to please anyone.

Chen Liuru continued: “Regarding Long Yan’s importance to Quanzhou, I can cite many more examples, but I don’t know if Captain Meng is willing to continue listening?”

Meng Jianqing waved his hand: “No need.”

Chen Liuru’s description had already clearly shown him this point.

Thinking of this giant dragon of the Long family entrenched in Flowing Gold Garden, with money flowing like water throughout Quanzhou city in its every breath, endlessly vital—such a sight was truly… breathtaking.

Long Yan, who spent money like dirt, was the soul of all Quanzhou city.

Yun Yanran suddenly said, “Sixth Young Master’s theory is indeed eye-opening—but I wonder if there are such talents within the Demon Sect who could see through this point?”

Chen Liuru was startled: “I don’t know.”

Meng Jianqing said calmly, “There might well be. Seven Treasure Child is a possibility. Brother Yun and Miss Yun haven’t heard of this person, have you? This person is the Treasury Envoy of the Demon Sect’s Fujian-Zhejiang branch, real name Liu Muyan. Like the Tang Dynasty prodigy Liu Yan, he entered to control major financial affairs at thirteen, and became sworn brothers with the Five-Colored Dragon King at fifteen. Seven people were sworn in together, all from the Fujian-Zhejiang branch. Five of them are dead, the Five-Colored Dragon King became a monk, and the Seven Treasure Child’s whereabouts have been unknown for over ten years. We know he’s not dead yet, but as long as he doesn’t cause trouble, we originally didn’t want to do anything to him.”

The implication was that now the Imperial Guard couldn’t help but do something to the Seven Treasure Child.

Most of the former Ming Sect’s Fujian-Zhejiang branch were subordinates of Chen Youding, Fang Guozhen, and Zhang Shicheng.

The true face of this case seemed to be becoming clearer and more terrifying.

If this were the case, this would be another shocking case that could stir up bloody storms.

Yun Yanran and the others couldn’t help but secretly draw in a breath of cold air.
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Chen Liuru was taken away.

Meng Jianqing pondered and said: “Did Seven Treasure Child act at this time because he, like Chen Liuru, only recently saw through Long Yan’s importance? Or is there another reason? For instance, might he have guessed Brother Yun’s purpose in coming to Quanzhou and also guessed the importance of the Chen family’s shipbuilding skills to the Ming Dynasty, so he chose this moment to strike at Long Yan while also choosing the Chen family as collateral damage? Is he merely trying to strike at Quanzhou, or does he have other intentions?”

Yun Yanjiao said softly: “Is it possible this is a personal grudge between Seven Treasure Child and the Long family? As the saying goes, ‘competitors are natural enemies.’ Long Yan’s father might have had conflicts with Seven Treasure Child back in the day, so while he was alive, Seven Treasure Child lay low, only emerging now to deal with Miss Long?”

Meng Jianqing glanced at her.

Did Yun Yanjiao not want to see a great persecution arise? Was it because her nature didn’t wish to see bloodshed and carnage, or did she feel that during this time of great undertakings, it was inappropriate to alarm the people of Fujian and Zhejiang? Or was it simply to protect the Five-Colored Dragon King? After all, in this case, whether it was a personal grudge or not was far too significant.

But Liu Baiyi said: “When the master was alive, he never mentioned any entanglement with Seven Treasure Child. If there was such a thing, I think for such an important matter, the master would certainly have given us several people some instructions, not leaving the young miss to face such an opponent unprepared.”

Yun Yanjiao smiled with pursed lips: “Miss Liu, even if it were a personal grudge, that snake shouldn’t have also injured the court’s envoy. Captain Meng absolutely wouldn’t stand by idly, right?”

Her last sentence was directed at Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing smiled and turned to look at Yun Yanran: “Brother Yun, regarding Seven Treasure Child’s involvement in this case, it’s still only our speculation. What we can substantiate is Master Wuse’s suspicion. I plan to make a trip to Wanfo Temple.”

Yun Yanran studied Meng Jianqing and said: “Longwang Valley is such a dangerous place infested with ten thousand snakes. Even with twenty bailiffs plus Brother Meng’s thirty subordinates, it would probably be quite difficult, wouldn’t it?”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “That’s why I need to ask Brother Yun to oversee Quanzhou, while Miss Yun accompanies me. Of course, since the Long family is the victim, they can also send people along.”

Liu Baiyi said without hesitation: “Naturally. Wu Xuanyi will personally lead twelve guards to accompany you, following Captain Meng’s commands.”

Wu Xuanyi was the guard captain of this generation of the Long family. Having her lead the team showed that both Long Yan and Liu Baiyi had made up their minds to give the assassins some retribution.

Yun Yanjiao estimated briefly and said softly, “I’ll bring six people.”

Meng Jianqing said, “I’ll bring twenty people and leave ten to follow Brother Yun’s orders.”

Roughly calculating, Meng Jianqing’s party would have fifty people, like a small army.

Yun Yanran silently pondered what Meng Jianqing’s intention was in making such a grand display, while saying: “How does Brother Meng need me to oversee things? It won’t be just guarding Flowing Gold Garden, will it?”

Meng Jianqing shook his head: “Naturally not.”

Flowing Gold Garden had its Long family guards.

His mind always worked quickly, and having thought things through, he said slowly: “I want Brother Yun to do three things. First, supervise Prefect Wang in gathering all the realgar, snake medicines, fire oil, and fireworks in Quanzhou city. Second, supervise Prefect Wang in deploying five hundred Quanzhou garrison troops according to emergency orders, carrying all the realgar, snake medicines, fire oil, and fireworks to arrive at the entrance of the Longwang Valley incense pilgrimage path four hours after I depart, to set up camp and await orders, prepared to suppress bandits. Third, if the Quanzhou garrison waits outside Longwang Valley for one hour without seeing our party emerge, please have Brother Yun supervise Prefect Wang in commanding these troops to attack Wanfo Temple using realgar, fire oil, and fireworks to clear the way. All monks are to be arrested, and if they resist, kill without mercy!”

His deployment seemed intent on razing Wanfo Temple to the ground.

Liu Baiyi smiled: “The monks at Wanfo Temple number only forty-some. Even if there are formidable people among them, just the team Wu Xuanyi leads could capture them easily, let alone with Miss Yun and Captain Meng accompanying them. Captain Meng’s arrangements are truly…”

The Yun siblings also felt Meng Jianqing was making a mountain out of a molehill, though they didn’t voice it.

Meng Jianqing’s face darkened as he said coldly: “Better safe than sorry in all things. Regardless of whether the Five-Colored Dragon King and Seven Treasure Child have personal grudges with the Long and Chen families, since they dare to provoke them when the nation is undertaking great works and needs the Long and Chen families’ service, they must be sufficiently prepared to turn against the court. Since that’s the case, I’ll fulfill their wish!”

With this big accusation hanging over them, even Liu Baiyi, who was bent on revenge against the Five-Colored Dragon King, was left speechless—she had never imagined the Imperial Guard investigated cases this way, taking any thread of evidence and pushing it toward “treason” regardless of consequences.

A bloodthirsty beast cannot be allowed to smell even a trace of blood…

Yun Yanran observed him for a long time and said, “Does Brother Meng have other intentions in creating such a grand spectacle?”

Meng Jianqing was slightly startled, then smiled: “I remember when we were at Jiangwu Hall, Instructor Xu taught us the eight-character key to suppressing bandits: ‘Bold courage, united hearts, fine weapons, skilled techniques.’ The Quanzhou bailiffs and garrison probably hold Wanfo Temple in deep awe. Even with fine weapons and skilled techniques, whether they can be effectively used when the moment comes is still unknown. That’s why I want to make a grand spectacle to embolden them. Only with bold courage can hearts be united, and only then can they deploy their fine weapons and skilled techniques in battle. Is Brother Yun satisfied with this explanation?”

Meng Jianqing’s mission on this trip should have been to escort Wen Ruhai to worship Mazu, but now it seemed far from that simple. The Yun siblings exchanged glances and decided not to pursue the matter further—it was best not to get too deeply involved in Imperial Guard affairs. Fortunately, Yun Yanjiao was also going to Wanfo Temple. With her present, even if Meng Jianqing had secret orders to deal with the Five-Colored Dragon King and Wanfo Temple, he probably wouldn’t go too far.

Liu Baiyi composed herself and said, “Since Captain Meng wants to create a spectacle, the Long family should naturally lend assistance. I plan to urgently purchase realgar, snake medicines, fire oil, and fireworks from outside Quanzhou, creating the impression that Quanzhou Prefecture needs to procure even more supplies and deploy even more troops to besiege Wanfo Temple. What does Captain Meng think?”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Excellent.”

Liu Baiyi, who could manage the Long family’s daily affairs, was indeed very good at reading situations.
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Meng Jianqing’s party set out early the next morning and reached the mouth of Longwang Valley near noon. A white stone path wound from the valley entrance into the thick green forest—this was the incense pilgrimage route. From here to Wanfo Temple was still more than ten li.

Meng Jianqing took the lead, spurring his horse onto the incense pilgrimage path.

Under the scorching summer sun that burned intensely, the mountain valley was silent except for the steady clip-clop of hooves.

After walking for half an hour, they finally saw the temple gates.

Though Wanfo Temple was secluded in deep mountains and remote valleys, its scale was quite grand. Pavilions and halls rose layer upon layer following the mountain’s contours, faintly possessing an aura of dominance over the region. Meng Jianqing halted his horse before the mountain gate, ignoring the two terrified guest monks. He first deployed men to guard various passages, then ordered the guest monks to notify the abbot that all monks and laypeople in the temple should gather in the front courtyard’s Maitreya Hall for interrogation. Seeing Meng Jianqing’s hostile intentions, the guest monks didn’t dare delay. They hurried back into the temple to make arrangements while sending a young novice to quickly invite the abbot to take charge of the situation.

The afternoon mountain breeze came gently, passing through the valley and slightly relieving the heat. However, the monks and laypeople crowded in Maitreya Hall, awaiting interrogation, were all nervously drenched in sweat. Two old bailiffs brought by Secretary Deng checked the headcount and reported that all monks except Master Wuse were present, along with seven pilgrims who were all nearby villagers. This hot season wasn’t normally a time for making incense offerings; these seven pilgrims had all come to fulfill vows after family members had been bitten by snakes and recovered—quite reasonable in such hot weather.

The young novice sent to invite Master Wuse now ran back urgently, saying: “Benefactor, the two giant pythons suppressed in the rock cave in the back courtyard suddenly went mad this morning and haven’t completely calmed down yet. The master cannot leave and requests that you come to the meditation room in the back courtyard to meet.”

Meng Jianqing turned to Wu Xuanyi—the same cold-eyed woman in black who had silently guarded behind Long Yan last night and sucked out the snake venom for her—and said in a low voice: “Miss Wu, I’m leaving this to you. Keep a good watch on them!”

Wu Xuanyi nodded slightly.

The back courtyard was shaded by banana trees, cool as autumn, with a row of three meditation rooms. The powder-white walls were mirror-clean, so pristine they seemed uninhabited.

Meng Jianqing left everyone else outside the narrow courtyard. Only Yun Yanjiao accompanied him inside—even Secretary Deng was left outside.

Master Wuse sat cross-legged on an arhat couch in the center meditation room, eyes closed, silently awaiting their arrival.

The master should have been over sixty at the time, but looked like someone in his early thirties—very thin and scholarly, as if he lacked the strength to truss a chicken. Before him sat a white porcelain bowl with its lid tightly sealed, contents unknown.

Yun Yanjiao first walked to the couch, bent down, pressed her palms together at her chest, and said softly: “Yun family third-generation disciple Yun Yanjiao pays respects to Master Uncle Qin. This is Imperial Guard Captain Meng Jianqing.”

Her voice was gentle, her manner elegant. When she spoke, she made people feel extremely sincere and considerate, naturally generating trust and affection.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but think of Li Keji, who could make both himself and Shen Guangli unknowingly become calm and peaceful, losing their suspicion and wariness, and of Yun Yanran, whose glance seemed capable of overwhelming hearts. These young disciples from the Immortal Mountain of the Sea all seemed to have practiced various psychological warfare techniques. Had he unhesitatingly entrusted such important matters to Yun Yanran for this very reason?

Master Wuse seemed not to hear. Yun Yanjiao gently repeated herself, her voice adding several notes of infinitely patient tenderness.

Master Wuse sighed deeply, opened his eyes, and said slowly: “This old monk no longer bears the surname Qin. You haven’t come seeking medicine, have you?”

Meng Jianqing stood with his hand on his blade, bowed slightly, and said: “Last night, a Python Mountain copper-head snake bit Long Yan and Wen Ruhai, the Ministry of Rites envoy I’m ordered to protect. Long Yan recognized that snake as one raised by the master. I hope the master can provide some explanation for this.”

He had created such a spectacle just to ask this question? Yun Yanjiao couldn’t help but glance at him in secret surprise.

Master Wuse didn’t answer for a long time.

Meng Jianqing bowed slightly again: “If this matter wasn’t the master’s doing, then there must be a traitor in the temple who stole that copper-head snake to frame the master.”

Master Wuse remained silent.

Meng Jianqing continued speaking to himself: “Since that’s the case, I’ll take my leave here. Please rest assured, Master—I will certainly root out that traitor—or perhaps that group of traitors-to restore the master’s innocence. Oh, Miss Yun, before the traitors are found, the master shouldn’t approach any monk in the temple, so please take great care of the master’s safety.”

He had entrusted the Maitreya Hall to Wu Xuanyi and now entrusted Master Wuse to Yun Yanjiao. What exactly did he intend to do?

As both Master Wuse and Yun Yanjiao grew puzzled, Meng Jianqing shouted: “Wei Huan!”

Hearing this name, Master Wuse couldn’t help but be slightly startled.

A thirty-something Imperial Guard responded and entered.

Meng Jianqing said, “Take the four brothers outside and four bailiffs, and search this temple thoroughly to prevent any traitors from hiding and endangering the master!”

As Wei Huan was about to leave with his orders, Master Wuse called out: “Wait!”

He studied Wei Huan’s delicate features and perpetually smiling expression for a long time, then nodded slightly: “Indeed, a descendant of the Wei family. You’re ranked eighth, aren’t you, benefactor?”

Wei Huan glanced at Meng Jianqing before cupping his hands in reply: “Correct.”

Master Wuse turned to look at Meng Jianqing and silently sighed.

The Wei family of Haining had specialized in civil engineering and mechanical arts for generations. Wei the Eighth had managed to stand out early among the Wei family’s many experts despite his young age back then. After these twenty years, his attainments must be even deeper.

What mechanism could escape his eyes?

Even if he admitted that he had released that snake, Meng Jianqing would still have reason to search the entire Wanfo Temple. Was this his purpose?

Various thoughts turned in Master Wuse’s mind while Meng Jianqing patiently waited for his next move.

After a long time, Master Wuse said slowly: “There are many snakes in the temple. Benefactor Wei must be careful not to disturb them.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “I’ve brought thirty jars of realgar wine and a hundred pounds of realgar powder. Before searching, I’ll certainly drive away the snake swarms first, so the master needn’t worry about that. As for the two giant pythons in the rock cave behind the courtyard, if the master can’t make them quiet down and leave the cave for my search, I’ll have to take action myself.”

The afternoon mountain breeze passing through the temple indeed carried the scent of realgar. Besides realgar, there was also the faint pungent smell of sulfur and fire oil—Meng Jianqing seemed prepared to set fire to the temple at any moment.

Master Wuse sighed deeply: “Benefactor Meng, what exactly do you want this old monk to do?”

Meng Jianqing didn’t waste words and said directly: “Where is Seven Treasure Child?”

Master Wuse couldn’t help but be shocked. He instinctively wanted to deny it, but couldn’t speak—he didn’t know what evidence Meng Jianqing had in hand to suddenly ask such a direct and critical question.

Meng Jianqing glanced at the sunlight outside the window: “The master has half an hour to consider.”

Seeing Wei Huan about to leave, Master Wuse instinctively reached out to stop him, but once he raised his hand, he realized that stopping him wasn’t right, and not stopping him wasn’t right either—he was caught in a dilemma.

Even if he didn’t admit that this matter was related to Seven Treasure Child and took all responsibility upon himself, it seemed he couldn’t prevent Meng Jianqing from turning Wanfo Temple upside down, especially with Wei Huan doing the searching.

Master Wuse couldn’t help but be stunned.

He had lived in seclusion for twenty years, accompanied by ten thousand snakes, in daily silence and peace. But unexpectedly, while only one day had passed in the mountains, a thousand years had passed in the world. Suddenly having to deal with such a sharp, capable, and aggressive young man like Meng Jianqing, he had no way to cope and was constrained at every step.

In the silence, a wall panel behind the master quietly slid open, and a person in brown clothes emerged. The master was startled, but that person had already jumped down from the arhat couch, jauntily tossing back his disheveled long hair, and said coldly: “You just want to find me, don’t you? What’s the big deal!”

The person in brown had handsome features and bright eyes that sparkled like meteors, with a spirited bearing—still faintly resembling that proud, commanding child prodigy financial genius of years past.

After studying him carefully for a moment, Meng Jianqing said, “Master Liu, I’ve long admired your reputation.” Then he said to Wei Huan: “You may withdraw for now.”

Wei Huan acknowledged the order and withdrew.

Through the banana trees, they could vaguely see his figure standing outside the courtyard gate. Master Wuse’s heart eased slightly, but then, seeing Seven Treasure Child Liu Muyan standing so boldly before that Imperial Guard captain, his heart sank again.

08 – Chapter 11
Liu Muyan sat cross-legged on the arhat couch, looking askance at Meng Jianqing with a cold smile: “That copper-head snake—I stole it from Wuse here and had Chen Laozhong take it into Flowing Gold Garden to bite that Long family girl. Did she die?” Seeing that Meng Jianqing and Yun Yanjiao remained quite composed, he thought for a moment, understood, and sighed: “Looks like the Long family people have great luck—surviving even that. Wuse, that Long family girl must have caught your Golden Spirit, eaten its gallbladder, and applied its blood to survive. Golden Spirit hasn’t returned, has it?”

Master Wuse’s body trembled and his expression changed: “Golden Spirit was really used as an antidote?”

Yun Yanjiao answered softly: “Yes.”

Master Wuse’s face changed drastically, his body went limp, and he nearly collapsed on the arhat couch.

Liu Muyan spat and supported him while saying, “Wuse, not to criticize you, but after all these years, you still have no courage at all. Golden Spirit is dead, and you just fainted? Don’t you think about how to get revenge? What a waste that you raised it for so many years! By the way,” he suddenly turned to stare at Meng Jianqing, “who killed Golden Spirit?”

Meng Jianqing looked directly into his eyes: “Naturally, it was me.”

Master Wuse’s face was deathly pale as he gasped and opened the porcelain bowl before him, took a pill and swallowed it, slowly calming down. His clear, gaunt, pale face still looked so wan that Yun Yanjiao couldn’t bear to look. Hearing Meng Jianqing’s answer, Master Wuse’s whole body shuddered as he looked up at Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing also looked at him and said coldly, “If that snake didn’t die, Long Yan would have to die.”

The expression on Master Wuse’s face couldn’t help but change. That little girl who had once sat before him years ago, curiously examining Golden Spirit… that little girl who had found three rare medicinal ingredients to feed Golden Spirit…

The anger rising in his heart unconsciously wavered, and for a moment, he was silent with no response.

Meng Jianqing then turned his gaze to Liu Muyan: “So Master Liu wanted to kill Long Yan to vent anger? I just wonder if this anger was for Master Liu himself or the Demon Sect remnants?”

Hearing the hostile intent in his words, Master Wuse’s heart jumped with a “thump,” and he turned to look at Liu Muyan with concern. But Liu Muyan said carelessly: “Officials have two mouths—black and white are whatever you say. Speak up, what exactly do you want?”

Meng Jianqing stared into his eyes and said word by word: “Where is the treasury you manage?”

Liu Muyan’s body shook, then he laughed heartily: “When did the Imperial Guard become so poor that they need to search for a treasury that’s long since turned to ash?”

Meng Jianqing said coldly: “The Demon Sect Fujian-Zhejiang branch’s treasury naturally turned to ash long ago, but Master Liu has skillful ways of making money—you’ve probably built more than one new treasury by now. Without Master Liu’s treasuries, the Maitreya Sect, Holy Mother Sect, Children’s Society, Unity Way, Lotus Sect, Pure Land Society, and other heretical cults wouldn’t be so lively these past few years, would they?”

Liu Muyan snorted: “If you want to condemn someone, you can always find a pretext!”

Meng Jianqing remained unmoved: “Master Liu speaks correctly. When the Imperial Guard wants to convict someone, they indeed never lack for reasons.”

They stared at each other for a moment, then Liu Muyan suddenly jumped up and began cursing: “What bullshit Imperial Guard! Just a pack of mad dogs! I tell you, I do indeed have treasuries, and more than one; I do indeed spend money lavishly on those heretical cults, and not only that, I also spend money lavishly on many bandits, mountain brigands, and pirates, just to buy unrest—so what? If you have the ability, follow the stench of copper to overturn those treasuries!”

Meng Jianqing said blandly: “As long as we cut off the financial sources of those treasuries, there’s no rush to find them—we have plenty of time.”

Liu Muyan sneered disdainfully: “You want to kill me? Why not say so clearly from the start? Why make such a big show? With all the military chaos outside Longwang Valley, exactly how many men did you bring to deal with a weak scholar like me?”

Meng Jianqing glanced at him sideways: “Master Liu thinks too highly of himself. I’m not here just for Master Liu. Wanfo Temple harbors unrepentant Demon Sect remnants, assassinates court envoys, endangers state affairs, and resists arrest while injuring officials—”

Master Wuse was startled and interrupted: “Benefactor, our temple has not resisted arrest.”

Meng Jianqing looked at him with a half-smile.

Master Wuse’s heart couldn’t help but turn cold.

Yun Yanjiao had been here the whole time. Even if she wanted to protect them, she couldn’t witness what was happening elsewhere in the temple. Even if Meng Jianqing searched out hidden women from the temple, no one could prove he was planting evidence.

At this moment, an Imperial Guard’s voice was suddenly heard from outside the courtyard: “Captain Meng, Wei Huan found a cellar in the sutra hall containing dozens of Demon Sect scriptures that were already ordered destroyed!”

Master Wuse’s body began to sway, so the person in official robes outside wasn’t Wei Huan. While Meng Jianqing was unhurriedly talking with them here, Wei Huan had already begun searching the entire temple.

As if sensing the shock, anger, fear, hesitation, and worry in his heart, low, slow, ominous crawling sounds came from the rock cave behind the wall, shaking the walls so they seemed to vibrate faintly, making one seem to see the terrifying massive bodies of two giant pythons in the dark cave.

Master Wuse’s face twitched slightly: “Why must you push people so hard, benefactor?”

Yun Yanjiao glanced at Meng Jianqing, her eyes flowing with various meanings that couldn’t be spoken aloud.

Meng Jianqing nodded slightly to her, wondering if Yun Yanjiao understood his signal—everything was under his control—then turned to look at Master Wuse, then at Liu Muyan, who kept his mouth tightly shut but whose eyes had grown even brighter.

The former Five-Colored Dragon King was often viewed as indecisive, soft-hearted, and unlikely to achieve great things.

But such a normally submissive old gentleman steadily held the position of Left Protector of the Ming Sect’s Fujian-Zhejiang branch.

Simply because when good-natured people get angry, they’re more terrifying than evil spirits.

Just as terrifying as sleeping, gentle, slow giant pythons when awakened and enraged.

Meng Jianqing’s tone softened slightly: “The master misunderstands. I think these matters should all be unrelated to the master, merely the result of the temple monks acting recklessly. After I help the master properly clean up and reorganize this temple, I’ll certainly find other honest, loyal monks to serve the master and rebuild Wanfo Temple.”

At this moment, another Imperial Guard came to report: “Captain Meng, Wei Huan didn’t find secret chambers in the scripture pavilion, but he discovered the brick floor is laid over gold bricks—estimated at fifty thousand taels!”

Meng Jianqing’s gaze never left Master Wuse and Liu Muyan. Without turning his head, he said: “Good! Keep searching!”

He smiled: “The master lives in pure poverty and probably never imagined the temple monks could be so extravagant. For Wanfo Temple’s annual incense donations to be so abundant, temples throughout the realm would probably be envious. I think the Court of Colonial Affairs would very much like to learn from Wanfo Temple’s money-making methods. The master wouldn’t mind if I copied the account books to send to the Court of Colonial Affairs for temples throughout the realm to learn from, would you?”

Without waiting for Master Wuse to answer, he raised his voice: “Someone come! Go get Wanfo Temple’s account books from all these years and make a proper copy!”

Liu Muyan’s face suddenly turned iron-gray as he glared at Meng Jianqing.

Wanfo Temple’s wealth was far more than these fifty thousand taels of gold. If the account books couldn’t prove the legitimate source of this wealth, this Imperial Guard captain would have plenty of reason to confiscate it as treasuries he had built and convict all the monks along with it.

Had he too greatly underestimated these young people of today?

Master Wuse swallowed another pill, steadied himself, then raised his head: “Benefactor Meng, what exactly do you want to do?”

Liu Muyan sneered: “Nothing more than that someone won’t be at ease unless he drives people like us to extinction!”

Yun Yanjiao looked at Meng Jianqing uneasily. Was he going to start such a great persecution?

But Meng Jianqing changed the subject: “The master and Master Liu probably both know Zhang Dingbian.”

Zhang Dingbian was Chen Youliang’s top general. At the Battle of Poyang Lake, Zhang Dingbian led a lone army deep into enemy territory and nearly killed the Hongwu Emperor aboard his ship. After Chen Youliang was struck by an arrow, it was also he who fought desperately to protect the corpse and remnant army, cutting open a bloody path to escape—reportedly he had long since become a monk at Nine Peaks Mountain in Sichuan.

Even Zhang Dingbian could be spared—as long as he completely severed all relationships with Chen Youliang’s former subordinates and stepped out of the circle of conflict.

Master Wuse remained silent. How could he not know that his twenty years of peace had been for the same reason?

But… he had no way to refuse Seven Treasure. This youngest brother they cherished, brilliant and proud-spirited, though sometimes perhaps a bit extreme and stubborn, they would all rather sacrifice their lives to fulfill his wishes.

Meng Jianqing continued: “Master Liu, I want to ask why you put the master in such a position? Originally, governing a great nation is like cooking a small fish—without necessity, great persecutions wouldn’t be frequently launched. Unfortunately, the tree wants to be still, but the wind won’t stop—this too is a matter of no alternative.”

His latter statement was spoken with such righteousness that Liu Muyan jumped up again: “Nonsense! Who exactly is the tree, and who is the wind? Speak clearly! The Bright Teaching is now called the ‘Demon Sect’ by everyone, whose order was that? You show no benevolence, yet expect others to maintain righteousness? Such ungrateful, unjust, and improper actions—I, Seven Treasure, refuse to accept ten thousand times over! If Heaven is unjust, I’ll restore justice to the world!”

Meng Jianqing only looked at him quietly.

After Liu Muyan’s outburst got no response whatsoever, he couldn’t help but be stunned, his anger stuck in his chest. Looking at this young, composed, and spirited Imperial Guard before him, he seemed to see this rising nation with its blazing vitality.

Were people like them destined to cower in dark places under such sunlight, fearing its edge?

His anger and indignation unconsciously cooled down.

Yun Yanjiao said softly from the side: “The victor becomes king, the defeated become bandits; the strong prey on the weak—the Way of Heaven has always been thus. If the Way of Heaven weren’t so, I’m afraid even more people would resent its injustice. Master Liu would certainly never be willing to die quietly in the countryside like those village fools and ignorant people—you must become famous throughout the world.”

They all understood this principle, and precisely because they understood, Liu Muyan became even more depressed and angry.

The gentle and soft-spoken Yun Yanjiao saying such words so calmly and peacefully facing such a cold and merciless Way of Heaven made Meng Jianqing secretly surprised—did disciples of the Immortal Mountain of the Sea all view the comings and goings of Heaven’s Way, the rise and fall of order and chaos, with such calm? Among the founding heroes, had they chosen to serve the Ming Dynasty early simply because they believed the Ming would be the ultimate victor?
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Meng Jianqing again glanced at the sunlight outside the window, calculated the time briefly, then turned to Master Wuse: “I will report to Minister Shen that Master Liu has taken monastic vows at Wanfo Temple with the dharma name Seven Treasure; Wanfo Temple has substantial surplus from years of incense donations, and the master is willing to donate it to the nation to fund northern frontier military expenses—of course, Minister Shen will request imperial commendation for the master and Wanfo Temple. What does the master think?”

He wanted to conclude such a major case this way?

Master Wuse was greatly surprised, while Yun Yanjiao secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

Liu Muyan looked at Meng Jianqing in confusion, his expression shifting between light and dark.

Would the Imperial Guard be satisfied with just seizing this one treasury at Wanfo Temple? What exactly did they want?

Meng Jianqing said blandly, “His Majesty can tolerate Zhang Dingbian becoming a monk and staying out of worldly affairs—can’t he also tolerate Seven Treasure Child doing the same?”

Master Wuse’s expression gradually softened as he called out softly: “Seventh Brother.”

Liu Muyan was filled with unwillingness, but facing Master Wuse’s pleading gaze and thin, weary face, his heart wavered again.

He knew that every effort he had made over these years was destined to fail. The only consolation was that each failed attempt would bring new troubles to that person high above.

Should he continue this doomed struggle, or should he set everything aside and accompany Master Wuse to slowly age and die in these silent mountains?

If he no longer looked, listened, or thought about the world’s injustices, could he slowly forget the resentment and dissatisfaction in his heart?

Yun Yanjiao said softly at this moment: “Has Master Liu already guessed the reason my brother and I came to Quanzhou?”

So that’s why he had struck at the Long and Chen families, who were crucial to their purpose.

Liu Muyan suddenly turned to stare directly at her. Master Wuse’s expression changed dramatically, his pale face flushing faintly with excitement, as if unable to believe it. He looked at her and asked in a low voice: “What reason?”

Yun Yanjiao smiled gracefully: “Hasn’t the master already guessed? Isn’t this also the master’s early wish?”

Master Wuse exhaled deeply and murmured: “If it’s truly so—if it’s truly so—I knew you came to Quanzhou, but I didn’t dare believe it, didn’t dare think in that direction, otherwise—”

He gazed abstractedly at the southern sky, his expression shifting constantly, as if all past events suddenly flooded his mind, leaving him with mixed feelings and confused emotions. Liu Muyan’s expression, however, was quite ugly. He had guessed the Yun siblings’ purpose but hadn’t told Wuse, which was how he had been able to borrow that copper-head snake. Would Wuse blame him? Would he be disappointed or even resentful?

After a long time, Master Wuse calmed down, his expression even showing some relief and joy: “Seven Treasure, stay here. We brothers haven’t seen each other for so many years—it’s rare to have this opportunity to reunite. If you won’t be idle, Wanfo Temple has extensive properties that could let you try your skills.”

Liu Muyan’s mind buzzed as he staggered slightly.

Wuse had always been an agreeable old fellow, compliant in everything, letting him manipulate almost everything—but once Wuse made up his mind, no one could change it.

He protected him, but at the same time wanted to confine him in these deep mountains, to grow old here, here-no matter how extensive Wanfo Temple’s properties were, how could they compare to the vast world where fish could leap freely in the ocean and birds could fly freely in the sky?

If he insisted on not staying, what would Wuse do?

Liu Muyan stared blankly at Master Wuse’s expectant face and resolute eyes. Though filled with unwillingness, he couldn’t say the word “no” no matter what.

Meng Jianqing and Yun Yanjiao exchanged glances, then Meng Jianqing said: “Master, please—”

Master Wuse stood up, spread his robe sleeves, gripped Liu Muyan’s right wrist, and led him out of the meditation room.

As they were about to leave the courtyard, Meng Jianqing hesitated, then said to Liu Muyan: “Master Liu, you understand Long Yan’s importance to Quanzhou, don’t you?”

Liu Muyan blurted out: “Naturally. That Long family girl, though she only knows how to spend money, truly spends it with skill—money flows like water, flowing water doesn’t rot. She sees through this principle clearly than anyone. Without such a girl spending money like water, probably a third of Quanzhou’s shops would have to close—”

He suddenly started and stared wide-eyed: “Who else sees it this way? Is that why you tracked me down?”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “Master Liu, each generation produces its talented people.”

Liu Muyan was stunned.

So the later waves of the Yangtze push forward the earlier waves, this swiftly and cruelly.

His unwillingness to let his ambitions die was suddenly reduced to ashes in this instant.

Meng Jianqing coldly watched his expression turn ashen in a moment. For the proud Liu Muyan, this was probably the final, most fatal blow.
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Kneeling before the Buddha statue, Master Wuse personally shaved Liu Muyan’s head. His dharma name, as Meng Jianqing had suggested, would be “Seven Treasure.”

The gold bricks and silver ingots stored in Wanfo Temple totaled over one hundred thousand taels, all donated in Master Wuse’s name. They were transported by forced march by the Quanzhou garrison to Quanzhou Prefecture, then forwarded to Yingtian.

Since Wen Ruhai’s injuries had not yet healed, Meng Jianqing stayed several more days. The Yun siblings also remained, having many matters to handle.

Watching Wen Ruhai and Long Yan together, Meng Jianqing could see they truly shared common interests. Yun Yanran privately laughed to Meng Jianqing that perhaps the Ministry of Rites had intentionally sent such an unmarried young talent to worship Mazu—the drinker’s intention was probably not the wine. Yun Yanjiao just smiled with pursed lips. When asked what she was smiling about, she said softly: “I’m just wondering what His Majesty would think if this marriage came to pass.”

Meng Jianqing was startled. The Long family was so wealthy that probably anyone who married Long Yan would attract suspicion—though the Hongwu Emperor only viewed Long Yan as a weak orphan, he wouldn’t think the same way about her husband.

But Yun Yanjiao smiled and said: “I’m afraid His Majesty would think: the Long family raising one parasite is one thing, but two parasites sitting idle and consuming everything—how could that work!”

Yun Yanran and Meng Jianqing looked at each other in surprise, then burst out laughing.

The Hongwu Emperor would probably think exactly that. But was this perhaps his intention?

Chen Liuru privately told the three of them, “Wen Ruhai will probably spend even more money than Long Yan in the future.”

Meng Jianqing glanced at him: “Is there a problem with that?”

Chen Liuru’s face reddened slightly. After steadying himself, he said, “I’m not saying Wen Ruhai is bad. I’m just wondering if he might disrupt some balance. Everything has its measure—excess is as bad as deficiency.”

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but be slightly startled.

Chen Liuru looked toward the Lotus Viewing Pavilion, where Long Yan and Wen Ruhai were currently appreciating the marble-pieced “Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains.” From a distance, both their silhouettes seemed to radiate the same leisurely contentment.

Chen Liuru’s gaze was somewhat gloomy, but his tightly pressed lips undoubtedly showed his determination.

This was not someone who would sit waiting for death or willingly give up.

Meng Jianqing thought for a moment and said, “Long Yan is so clever—Brother Chen, do you think she also understands the principle that excess is as bad as deficiency?”

Chen Liuru’s smile was somewhat bitter: “Knowing is easy, acting is hard. Moreover, the Long family people all have that kind of carefree attitude: ‘When flowers bloom and can be plucked, pluck them directly—don’t wait until there are no flowers to pluck empty branches.'”

Meng Jianqing remained silent. If Long Yan made such a choice, how would Chen Liuru react? What consequences and effects would his reaction have?

When leaving Quanzhou, Meng Jianqing ordered the Imperial Guard team responsible for monitoring Wanfo Temple to also monitor Chen Liuru.

Leaving Quanzhou and returning to Yingtian with him were the Yun siblings and Chen Sha.

That dark, lean youth appeared and disappeared on the Thousand-Li Ship like a fish in water, as agile as a mountain ape, his nimble figure radiating obvious joy.

The Yun siblings specially came over to greet Meng Jianqing about this.

Meng Jianqing waved his hand: “Brother Yun needn’t be polite. How to handle Chen Zuyi’s former subordinates and relatives isn’t my concern—one shouldn’t meddle in affairs outside one’s position.”

Yun Yanran looked at him meaningfully: “Brother Meng is too modest.”

Meng Jianqing could make his own decisions about such major matters as handling Seven Treasure Child—what about one small Chen Sha?

Meng Jianqing smiled without speaking.

He suddenly remembered that the Yun siblings seemed to have completely forgotten about Chen Laozhong. Did they consider this person unimportant and not worth mentioning, or had they cleverly guessed Chen Laozhong’s fate?

Chen Laozhong’s position wasn’t high enough to require careful treatment to avoid affecting the overall situation, nor was it low enough to be insignificant and easily overlooked.

For someone like this, once fallen into Imperial Guard hands, there was only one outcome.

So whether Master Wuse or Seven Treasure Child, they had both endured it and no longer asked about Chen Laozhong’s whereabouts.

Though the cunning rabbit wasn’t yet dead, the hunting dog had to be abandoned.

When ordering Chen Laozhong’s execution, he had felt no hesitation—keeping this witness to Five-Colored and Seven Treasure Child’s plot against Long Yan would have been troublesome.

But his heart wasn’t without subtle feelings.

Yun Yanjiao observed him and said softly, “There’s one thing I’ve never quite understood. The Seven Treasure Child matter was so significant—did Captain Meng’s handling receive prior instruction?”

To let him off so lightly—were there more severe consequences to follow?

Yun Yanjiao asking this question with such a gentle smile and soft words made it difficult for Meng Jianqing to deflect vaguely—he supposed the Yun siblings were still worried about Master Wuse’s safety.

After pondering, he said, “Minister Shen once told me that when handling cases, don’t just think about that one case. Plan, consider the big picture, adapt to circumstances, and solve problems rather than create them. Otherwise, you’ll never be able to work independently.”

Yun Yanran remained silent.

If Meng Jianqing had insisted on arresting Seven Treasure Child, he would probably have had to burn Wanfo Temple, kill Master Wuse, and raze all of Longwang Valley—though he would likely have had to get past Yun Yanjiao first, as she probably couldn’t stand by regardless. And if Master Wuse were provoked to anger, the consequences would certainly be severe and terrifying. At that point, who would kill whom would be unclear. Then, considering what kind of place Longwang Valley was…

Meng Jianqing wasn’t someone who feared trouble, but perhaps he just felt that if there were better ways to solve problems, why create troubles that would inevitably drag down all of Quanzhou city? And if Seven Treasure Child were spared, Master Wuse, owing this favor, would naturally do his utmost to ensure he never again became involved in treasonous affairs, striving to maintain peace in the region. If the Imperial Guard spared even Seven Treasure Child—as long as he could honestly stay at Wanfo Temple as a monk—others would presumably know what to do.

After long contemplation, Yun Yanran said, “Does the Imperial Guard also answer to the Crown Prince?”

Meng Jianqing was startled, then replied: “The Crown Prince bears responsibility for supervising the state, so Minister Shen naturally also answers to the Crown Prince.”

He understood Yun Yanran’s meaning. This matter’s handling didn’t follow the Hongwu Emperor’s usual approach but seemed like a decision the Crown Prince would make.

Tension and relaxation, the way of civil and military affairs. Had the Hongwu Emperor intentionally or unintentionally left this latter path for the Crown Prince?

Yun Yanjiao sighed softly: “To handle it so calmly is naturally for the best.”

A new round of northern campaigns and the southern advance that the Immortal Mountain of the Sea was vigorously promoting were both in preparation.

Meng Jianqing’s approach could indeed be considered, looking at the big picture.

When Yun Yanran took his leave to return to his ship, he suddenly said: “Having completed this matter, Brother Meng will surely be promoted again?”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “People plan, Heaven decides.”

He didn’t hide his desire for promotion—not wanting promotion would be unreasonably strange.

Yun Yanran laughed heartily: “Then, when Brother Meng is promoted, be sure to invite me for a drink!”

Watching the Yun siblings return to their ship, Meng Jianqing still wore a smile, but his hands, clasped behind his back, slowly tightened.

This time Wei Huan had performed great service—he could almost be certain Wei Huan would be promoted.

People who followed him on cases were promoted quickly, like Qin Youming.

But ever since receiving that gold medallion from Shen Guangli, he had remained stuck at the captain position.

Shen Guangli gave him power—even the various colonels had to be polite to him because of it—but never gave him promotion.

Why? Fear that he would approach that position too quickly?

The port was now far behind them, and sea breezes blew continuously. Meng Jianqing raised his head and took a deep breath.

So what if he wasn’t promoted for now?

It didn’t matter—he was still young and could wait.

Wait for that opportunity to come.

08 – Postscript
1. The Ming Dynasty’s first official worship of Mazu occurred during the Yongle era—the timeline has been moved up here. However, the Ministry of Rites did indeed send an Imperial Academy student at that time.

2. The custom of sinking and retrieving porcelain is not fabricated, but its origins are unclear.

3. The reasons for Zheng He’s voyages to the Western Ocean have always been subject to various theories, so it doesn’t hurt to add one more hypothesis.

4. Whether snake gallbladder and snake blood can directly neutralize snake venom is pure speculation—take it with a grain of salt.

5. Regarding whether the Prefect of Quanzhou had the authority to deploy Quanzhou garrison troops, this is also speculation. The speculation is based on the assumption that in emergencies, when prefectures and counties couldn’t request instructions from the Ministry of War in time, they should have had some temporary authority to deploy troops and suppress rebellions within their jurisdiction.

6. The eight-character bandit suppression formula “bold courage, united hearts, fine weapons, skilled techniques” comes from Lin Zexu—borrowed for use here.

7. I’m no longer clear which department was responsible for Buddhism and Taoism during the Ming Dynasty, so I’ve tentatively written “Court of Colonial Affairs”—though this seems to be a Qing Dynasty institution?

8. There should be no place called Longwang Valley near Quanzhou, but Fujian has many mountains and snakes, so such places should be quite common.

Epilogue: Peach Blossom Spring
09 – Chapter 1

The autumn air was crisp with descending frost, the moon pale white, and the wind cold.

Turning past a dense grove of trees, a point of light appeared ahead in the mountain hollow. By the frost-white moonlight, one could vaguely make out a small mountain village with a dozen or so households scattered about. At the village entrance, beneath a massive tree, the shadowy outline of a small temple could be seen, and it was from this temple that the light was emanating.

Lin Butou quickened his pace and reached the small temple first. He went inside to take a look around, then emerged and bowed obsequiously with a smile: “Meng Xiaowei, it’s just two charcoal merchants passing through. I’ve already had them move aside, and the space has been cleared.”

Meng Jianqing surveyed the surroundings and made a gesture. The five guards accompanying him immediately spread out and thoroughly searched every inch of the small temple, inside and out. Afterward, two remained outside on guard while the other three busied themselves unpacking bedrolls and preparing dry provisions and fresh water.

The small temple instantly became cramped and crowded.

Meng Jianqing examined the red-faced divine statue that bore no divine title and belonged to neither Buddhist nor Taoist tradition. The statue appeared to have been recently gilded. Though the temple was small and the altar, incense burner, and hanging cloth were old, everything had been wiped spotlessly clean. Whoever tended to it took great care.

Meng Jianqing turned his head and said, “Lin Butou, bring the village headman here. I need to question him.”

Lin Butou was startled and replied awkwardly: “Meng Xiaowei, this village has only been settled in the past two years. I’m afraid there may not even be a headman.”

Meng Jianqing frowned slightly, then said: “Then bring two elderly villagers for questioning.”

Lin Butou received the order and left with two constables.

Meng Jianqing turned back to continue examining the statue. After a long while, his gaze suddenly shifted to the two charcoal merchants who were craning their necks to peek at him. This startled the overly curious merchants, who trembled all over and put on awkward smiles, not knowing what to say—they could hardly admit they had never seen Imperial Guards up close before, could they?

Meng Jianqing stared at them until the two men could no longer bear his scrutiny and their smiles nearly turned to grimaces. Only then did he look away, immediately hearing their sighs of relief.

Were they just two ordinary charcoal merchants?

Lin Butou soon returned with two old men. Meng Jianqing instructed that one be taken outside to wait while only one remained, standing trembling before him with hands hanging at his sides.

Meng Jianqing smiled gently at him and said, “Old fellow, I only want to ask which deity this statue represents.”

Seeing the official being so courteous, the old man’s nerves settled somewhat, though he still trembled for quite a while before making himself clear. It turned out this was Chen Lao Xianggong, worshipped by the charcoal burners from the nearby mountains. According to those charcoal burners, this Chen Lao Xianggong had originally been a charcoal burner himself who was later burned to death in a kiln, which is why he became a red-faced god after his deification. Before opening a kiln, both kiln masters and charcoal burners had to worship Chen Lao Xianggong first to ensure the safety of that kiln’s operation. As for when this somewhat aged-looking small temple was built and when Chen Lao Xianggong began to be worshipped here, he didn’t know—his family had only moved here two years ago.

The other old man was a longtime resident and more articulate, relating everything he knew from beginning to end. It turned out this area had rich soil and abundant water, and decades ago, there had been quite a few households. Because there was an unusually large old camphor tree at the village entrance, the nearby families called this village Big Camphor Tree Village. This small temple had originally been the village’s mountain god shrine. He had even served as a temple keeper for several years in his youth. During the Hongwu Emperor’s pacification of Fujian, troops had passed through here and fought a battle that nearly emptied the entire village, leaving only two or three households who were so frightened they fled to live even deeper in the mountains for several years. The statue of Chen Lao Xianggong was probably erected during those years, as for exactly when, he truly couldn’t say, only that the statue was already there when he moved back. The charcoal burners were all ruthless men without families or ties who would grab their tools and fight at the slightest disagreement. The villagers really couldn’t afford to offend them, so they had to let the charcoal burners take over this mountain god temple and even had each household take turns cleaning it. In exchange, the charcoal burners graciously agreed not to disturb their village when they had no business there.

After dismissing the two old men, Meng Jianqing sat down against the earthen wall.

This was the seventeenth Chen Lao Xianggong temple they had encountered since entering Fujian. All had been erected within the past ten to twenty years.

Who exactly were those charcoal burners worshipping?

He didn’t believe that nonsense for a moment—a charcoal burner dying and becoming a god, still to be respectfully addressed as “Chen Lao Xianggong”?
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At midnight, the Imperial Guards changed shifts; Lin Butou’s two constables took turns keeping watch inside the temple.

One of the charcoal merchants seemed to have stomach problems, having gotten up three times during the night. When he rose for the fourth time, the constable leaning against the earthen wall with his blade, upon hearing the movement, was too lazy to even glance over.

The mountain forest was silent, with only occasional wolf howls in the distance, so faint and indistinct they could barely be heard.

Meng Jianqing suddenly felt his spirit jolt and unconsciously opened his eyes.

What was wrong?

The temple was very quiet, so quiet he could hear everyone’s breathing—

He suddenly understood what was wrong.

He couldn’t hear the breathing of the night-watch constable!

At that very moment, a point of light suddenly flashed in the darkness.

Meng Jianqing immediately smelled the pungent odor of sulfur. From the corner of his eye, he saw the charcoal merchant who had remained in the temple creeping stealthily yet moving with lightning speed toward the temple entrance.

Almost at the same instant he glimpsed this scene, Meng Jianqing’s body had already instinctively sprung up, short blades flying from his hands—one shooting toward that point of light in the darkness, the other toward the fleeing charcoal merchant’s back.

As the short blade severed the sizzling burning fuse, the charcoal merchant also groaned and collapsed.

Meng Jianqing swept over before the charcoal merchant’s body could hit the ground, catching him with his left hand while striking the back of his neck with his right palm, ensuring that even if the merchant wasn’t dead, he was knocked unconscious and could make no more sound. Only then did he slowly lower the man to the ground.

The package of gunpowder lay quietly in the corner.

Meng Jianqing casually poured a bag of fresh water over it, and only then did he quietly exhale.

Such a package of gunpowder would have been enough to blast the entire mountain god temple into ruins.

Inside and outside the temple remained equally quiet.

Turning around, he checked the night-watch constable’s breathing and found that the man had somehow already died. With a gentle shake, the constable’s body softly collapsed, blood slowly seeping from a knife wound in his back.

Meng Jianqing frowned slightly to himself.

Though this earthen wall wasn’t particularly sturdy, a weapon capable of penetrating such a wall and then piercing a human body was still quite rare. For the assassin to remember the positioning so clearly through the wall was equally impressive.

Meng Jianqing quietly walked out of the small temple.

As he had expected, the charcoal merchant outside the earthen wall who had been pretending to relieve himself had waited in vain for the gunpowder explosion. Knowing something had gone wrong, he could no longer worry about alerting the sentries and was hastily fleeing into the mountain forest.

Meng Jianqing waved his hand, signaling the two subordinates guarding outside the mountain god temple to pursue that charcoal merchant. He returned inside, lit the oil lamp on the altar, woke the others, sent Lin Butou with the surviving constable to keep watch outside the temple, and dispatched one of his men to the rooftop to maintain surveillance.

Two guards pulled the short blade from the unconscious charcoal merchant’s back. As blood gushed out, the merchant cried out in pain and awoke. One guard applied medicine to stop the bleeding while the other quickly wrapped the wound with white hemp bandages. At the same time, they stuffed a pill into his mouth and, gripping his jaw, forced him to swallow a small bottle of medicinal liquid. The men Meng Jianqing had brought were certainly skilled at binding and killing people, but they were equally competent at saving lives.

The charcoal merchant was dragged before the altar, his face ashen gray, head hanging in silence.

Meng Jianqing glanced at him and said indifferently, “We can reach Golden Rooster Fort by noon tomorrow. Hand this man over to those charcoal burners at Golden Rooster Fort. Tell them this person tried to blow up the Chen Lao Xianggong temple at Big Camphor Tree Village, and we caught him. They can do whatever they want with him.”

The charcoal merchant, who had originally steeled himself for death at worst, trembled all over upon hearing this. Those lawless charcoal burners were capable of any kind of torture…

Without waiting for his reaction, Meng Jianqing struck him unconscious with another palm blow.

By dawn, the two Imperial Guards who had pursued the other charcoal merchant returned uneasily. That merchant was familiar with the terrain and fleet of foot. In the night, he was indeed difficult to track. They had pursued him for only half a watch before losing his trail. Fearing Meng Jianqing’s wrath, they dared not return immediately and searched the vicinity further, but with no real results, finally returning to report.

Meng Jianqing waved his hand and said, “If he escaped, so be it. We’ll spare him this time.”

The monk may flee, but the temple cannot run away.

The two Imperial Guards knew this latter statement was also directed at them. While breathing sighs of relief, they were also secretly alarmed, reminding themselves never to make such errors again—Meng Jianqing’s tone indicated he would give them only one chance.

09 – Chapter 3
Golden Rooster Fort was originally a circular fortress built by a major charcoal merchant named Cheng from Zhangzhou. Occupying over a hundred acres and rising more than three zhang high, its outer walls were constructed entirely of solid bluestone with glutinous rice paste poured into the gaps between stones. All doors and windows opened inward toward the fort’s interior. The entire fortress had only one main gate for entry and exit. Surrounding the outer wall was a small river that the Cheng family had widened to over two zhang when building the fort, turning it into a moat. Every evening when the drawbridge was raised, not even a cat could enter or leave. In these chaotic times, it was no wonder the Cheng family took such precautions. Legend had it that a rebel force of over a thousand men once tried to assault Golden Rooster Fort, besieging it for a month without success, ultimately suffering heavy casualties and fleeing in disgrace.

The great mountains surrounding Golden Rooster Fort were where the charcoal burners gathered. Whenever a kiln produced charcoal, the kiln master would hang charcoal baskets on cables at the cliff top and slide them down to the mountain base, where charcoal merchants from various regions would collect and count them, load them onto bamboo rafts, and transport them downstream to Zhangzhou before redistributing them elsewhere. Such distribution centers were numerous throughout central Fujian, though few matched this scale.

Charcoal merchants from all regions customarily lodged at Golden Rooster Fort. Charcoal that couldn’t be purchased immediately was temporarily stored within the fortress.

With severe frost already fallen, it was the season for burning and collecting charcoal. Golden Rooster Fort was bustling with charcoal merchants from everywhere, creating extraordinary liveliness. The Cheng family’s Fourth Master, Cheng Pinxian, had also arrived at the fort these past few days. For several years now, Fourth Master Cheng had been responsible for charcoal collection affairs. He was skilled at diplomacy and seemed never to encounter problems he couldn’t handle. However, this particular matter was finally causing him to furrow his brow deeply.

The Imperial Guard officer Meng Xiaowei who had taken residence in Golden Rooster Fort had instructed him to summon the leaders of the nearby charcoal burners for questioning.

As the saying goes, everything has its natural enemy. The rootless, lawless charcoal burners were constantly at odds even with kiln masters, yet they treated charcoal merchants quite differently. This was understandable—the merchants were their providers, and being one step removed, they didn’t lord over the charcoal burners daily like kiln masters did. Thus, the burners saw only their good qualities, not their faults.

However, while enjoying such respect, these merchants inevitably had to shoulder certain responsibilities, such as now.

Fourth Master Cheng grimaced privately as he sent people to invite the three charcoal-burning leaders from the vicinity, fervently praying that no major cases would entangle these charcoal-burning burners and consequently disturb the merchant families.

Meng Jianqing examined the three charcoal-burning leaders standing before him. Fourth Master Cheng introduced each one. The charcoal burners around Golden Rooster Fort were divided into three major gangs: Zhangzhou, Quanzhou, and Changle. The Zhangzhou and Quanzhou groups were equal in number, with deep-seated grudges, constantly erupted into violent conflicts. The Changle gang had the fewest members and was often oppressed by the other two, making them the most united and fiercely combative. The Zhangzhou gang leader was also surnamed Cheng, called Cheng Wugeng, and was a distant clan relative of Fourth Master Cheng. Around thirty years old, he appeared relatively steady. The Quanzhou gang leader was named Chen Yishun, who looked to be in his early forties, small in stature, and unremarkable in appearance. The Changle gang’s Lin Chongjiu was the youngest, tallest, and imposing with a fierce demeanor.

Meng Jianqing said slowly: “Please, all three of you, be seated.”

Watching their sitting postures, Meng Jianqing’s eyebrows twitched slightly.

Stand like a pine, sit like a bell.

All three men sat very steadily and calmly when facing him, all daring to meet his eyes directly. The Imperial Guard’s fearsome reputation was widespread, and Meng Jianqing was particularly notorious among them. Countless fierce criminals and self-proclaimed innocent people had trembled before him, faces ashen with terror, their will crumbling almost before he spoke.

The fierce folk customs of central Fujian truly lived up to their reputation.

Fourth Master Cheng sat uneasily nearby. He had thought bringing these three men would fulfill his duty, but Meng Jianqing seemed to want him to remain throughout as a witness. Whatever the case, this Meng Xiaowei intended to investigate, but he had no desire to become involved, yet he lacked the courage to excuse himself…

Meng Jianqing said calmly: “The charcoal burners throughout central Fujian seem to have changed from worshipping mountain gods to worshipping Chen Lao Xianggong in recent years, haven’t they?”

The three men looked at each other, and the eldest, Chen Yishun, answered first: “We don’t know much about other places. But that’s indeed the case here. After all, Chen Lao Xianggong is the deity who specifically protects people like us.”

Cheng Wugeng immediately added: “Just as opera troupes worship only Erlang Shen—does Your Excellency find this problematic?”

Meng Jianqing glanced at him: “The sage said, ‘When water is too clear, there are no fish.’ Folk worship has always followed local customs. As long as it doesn’t interfere with the greater good, the Ministry of Rites won’t scrutinize everything.”

Lin Chongjiu immediately responded: “Your Excellency means our worship of Chen Lao Xianggong interferes with the greater good?”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “Last night, two charcoal merchants attempted to blow up the Chen Lao Xianggong temple at Big Camphor Tree Village. We captured one of them. According to his confession, this Chen Lao Xianggong was not a charcoal burner before his deification, but the rebel Chen Youding. After this rebel’s death, his subordinates and relatives fled into the mountains, hiding among you, fabricating this deity to deceive innocent charcoal burners into offering incense and worship, while they secretly engage in treasonous activities.”

Though he spoke these words with perfect composure, Fourth Master Cheng’s face changed color, and his breathing became labored. Even Chen Yishun and the other two, despite having weathered many storms, now showed dramatic changes in expression.

Lin Chongjiu leaped to his feet, shouting angrily: “Slanderous accusations! Where is this charcoal merchant? Bring him out for a confrontation!”

Cheng Wugeng also stood up: “Anyone who bombs a shrine should be thrown into the charcoal kiln—this bastard must be trying to frame us to save himself!”

Chen Yishun quickly prostrated himself on the ground, saying in terror: “Please, Your Excellency, see clearly! Though there are indeed many distant relatives and former subordinates of the Chen family on Golden Rooster Ridge, they all surrendered long ago and have lived peacefully these years, absolutely engaging in no treasonous activities! Though Chen Lao Xianggong shares the Chen surname, it’s only because Chen is a common surname—surely this is a mere coincidence!”

Meng Jianqing watched them for a moment before saying, “So destroying shrines results in being thrown into charcoal kilns. I wonder how many such people have been executed here on Golden Rooster Ridge over the years?”

This was truly a place where the emperor was far away. Private executions went completely unnoticed by gods and ghosts alike. Local officials had always turned a blind eye, preferring to avoid trouble, as long as these charcoal burners didn’t go too far.

By not immediately telling Chen Yishun to rise but suddenly asking about such matters, Meng Jianqing made all three men’s hearts tighten. If every case were thoroughly investigated…

However, Meng Jianqing suddenly changed direction, continuing: “But in remote areas, many matters require flexibility. It’s been hard on you to maintain local order.”

He gestured for Chen Yishun to rise, saying: “Of course, Golden Rooster Ridge isn’t some barbarous wilderness beyond civilization—it can’t completely ignore laws and regulations. If similar incidents occur in the future, it would be best to report to local authorities and handle them jointly, to avoid giving people grounds for criticism.”

The three men looked at each other. Meng Jianqing had said everything himself, leaving them momentarily uncertain how to respond.

Meng Jianqing looked at them with a half-smile, then continued: “This charcoal merchant harbored malicious intent, attempting to destroy a shrine while simultaneously harming court officials. Both publicly and privately, he is unpardonable. Since Golden Rooster Ridge has established precedent for dealing with such people, I’ll hand him over to you three.”

The two guards standing behind him had already turned to drag out the half-dead charcoal merchant from behind the screen. The merchant had heard every word clearly and now looked deathly pale, yet remained silent. Chen Yishun and the other two stared at him, their expressions varying. Meng Jianqing observed them, then suddenly smiled: “However, to serve as a warning to others, you three should return immediately to notify all kilns and select a place where everyone can witness the execution of this criminal. How about this—one of you stay to guide us, while two returns to make arrangements?”

Having just said he would hand the man over, he suddenly indicated he would accompany them to the mountain, startling Chen Yishun and the others again. Chen Yishun steadied himself and said: “Very well—I’m slower on my feet, so I’ll serve as guide while Brother Cheng and Brother Lin return to arrange things.”

Watching them leave Golden Rooster Fort, Fourth Master Cheng’s legs went weak, and he nearly collapsed.

Finally, these living demons of hell were gone. Heaven preserve us from their return… though this was likely wishful thinking. This matter clearly wouldn’t end well and would continue to cause trouble…
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The mountain path was treacherous, yet Chen Yishun wasn’t walking particularly slowly. He was somewhat amazed as he occasionally looked back at the Imperial Guard soldiers who silently followed behind him, carrying the charcoal merchant. He had originally thought these guards were merely posturing show-offs—capable enough of fighting and killing on level ground, but reduced to clumsy, exhausting travel once in these dense forests.

Three guards and one constable took turns carrying the charcoal merchant, while two other guards were deployed as flanking sentries. As darkness gradually fell and the autumn moon slowly rose, Meng Jianqing observed the cold mist beginning to permeate the mountain forest. Soon this mist would grow so thick that even the moon’s reflection would be invisible.

Perhaps he should have waited until tomorrow to ascend the mountain.

But that was exactly what the opposition hoped for, wasn’t it?

Finally, a patch of firelight appeared in the mountain valley ahead.

On a flat area in the valley’s center, one to two hundred people had already gathered around a bonfire. Cheng Wugeng and Lin Chongjiu stood at the front alongside three kiln masters, silently awaiting their arrival.

Meng Jianqing took his position facing them. The three kiln masters hurried over with their servants to offer tea and water, but no one paid them any attention.

The charcoal merchant was thrown to the ground. Meng Jianqing surveyed the silent crowd of charcoal burners. In the frost-cold moonlight, he could sense the frost-cold hostility lurking within the crowd.

There were probably quite a few desperate fugitives of all kinds hiding in these deep mountains and wilderness, driven to desperation by the Imperial Guard with nowhere else to go.

He signaled for one of his guards to step forward and loudly announce the charcoal merchant’s crimes.

Naturally, this account had been carefully crafted by Meng Jianqing: The two charcoal merchants had initially intended to destroy the Chen Lao Xianggong temple and harm court officials. When their plot failed, they falsely claimed that Chen Lao Xianggong was Chen Youding, and that the charcoal burners’ worship of Chen Youding constituted treasonous plotting. They hoped to incite a major case, deceiving the court into destroying all Chen Lao Xianggong temples in central Fujian and massacring all charcoal burners who worshipped Chen Lao Xianggong.

The guard was surnamed Lei, given name Zhong, originally a lay disciple of Shaolin. While his other martial skills were merely adequate, his mastery of the Lion’s Roar technique was truly perfected. When he opened his mouth, the entire valley resonated with buzzing vibrations, causing everyone’s expressions to change. When he reached the latter part of his speech, their faces grew even more alarmed—if such a conspiracy succeeded, wouldn’t the Fujian mountains run red with blood? Such a vicious person truly deserved death.

The charcoal merchant had originally thought Meng Jianqing was merely frightening him to make him reveal his puppet masters. Only now did he believe Meng Jianqing truly intended to throw him into the charcoal kiln. His face instantly turned as ugly as possible, lips trembling as he tried to say something, but Meng Jianqing happened to glance down at him at that moment. The cold, mocking gaze immediately silenced him.

What could he say? However, he confessed, death awaited. His puppet masters—was there even a need to ask?

Lei Zhong concluded by declaring loudly that any similar criminals in the future could be dealt with accordingly: jointly with local authorities, properly interrogated, then supervised by local officials during execution by throwing into charcoal kilns, with reports filed at the county office afterward.

This arrangement by Meng Jianqing appeared to respect the charcoal burners’ customs while transferring interrogation and execution supervision rights to local authorities.

The three kiln masters naturally had no grounds for objection. Cheng Wugeng and the other two looked at each other meaningfully.

The charcoal merchant suddenly began shouting: “Chen Lao Xianggong, Chen Lao Xianggong, you cannot stand by and watch me die!”

His shrill cries echoed through the valley. The guarding soldiers initially moved to stop him, but seeing Meng Jianqing’s expression, they halted.

The charcoal merchant’s cries grew even louder: “Chen Lao Xianggong, we brothers were carrying out your orders!”

Everyone assumed he was speaking deliriously under extreme pressure.

The roaring kiln fire was right before them. The charcoal merchant despairingly closed his eyes.

But from the darkness came a young woman’s voice, drifting leisurely: “Wait!”

Everyone was startled. Where could a young woman have come from in such a place?

The charcoal merchant who was about to be thrown into the kiln was set down again. The moment his body touched the icy ground, he couldn’t help but feel tears of gratitude, turning his head with tear-filled eyes to search for the source of that unexpected voice.

Meng Jianqing had already recognized the newcomer’s identity, though he hadn’t expected to be able to identify her. They weren’t particularly well-acquainted, and Meng Jianqing wasn’t particularly skilled at recognizing people by voice.

Disciples of the immortal sea mountains were indeed memorable.

Yun Yanjiao still wore fluttering white robes, gracefully descending from the eastern peak with moonlight enveloping her from behind, making her entire figure appear truly ethereal as an immortal.

Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but smile slightly.

Yun Yanjiao, seeming to step on moonbeams as she descended from the sky, had awed these charcoal burners who never saw women year-round, let alone such divine figures, simply through her manner of appearance.

If they also knew Yun Yanjiao’s identity, they would probably prostrate themselves completely.

Almost every family and clan in central Fujian had relatives drifting in the South Seas. Those who had received protection from the immortal sea mountains were by no means few.

As he expected, even a fierce and proud man like Lin Chongjiu immediately showed that expression of fortunate encounter and supreme honor upon hearing Meng Jianqing introduce Yun Yanjiao’s identity.

Yun Yanjiao looked toward Meng Jianqing, who made a “please proceed” gesture.

Though he didn’t know what mission had brought Yun Yanjiao to suddenly appear here, she had questions for the charcoal merchant.

The charcoal merchant looked at approaching Yun Yanjiao as if seeing his savior.

Yun Yanjiao said softly, “I have questions for you. If you can answer truthfully, I can plead with this Meng Xiaowei on your behalf to spare you excessive suffering.”

She understood this charcoal merchant could not escape death, regardless, but how he died was quite negotiable.

Meng Jianqing said from the side, “If Miss Yun has any requests, how dare Meng refuse?”

First, give the charcoal merchant some reassurance.

The corners of Yun Yanjiao’s mouth curved slightly, a smile subtly spreading.

Dealing with intelligent people was truly pleasant.

She stared intently at the charcoal merchant for a long time before asking: “What is your name?”

Despite this simple question, the charcoal merchant hesitated before answering: “You Youfu.”

His voice was extremely low, barely audible. Yet Meng Jianqing’s heart jumped. He hadn’t expected to net such a big fish. The Fortune, Prosperity, and Longevity trio had been quite active these recent years.

However, this charcoal merchant’s courage was so poor that it made him doubt whether previous intelligence reports were accurate.

Yun Yanjiao’s gaze remained fixed unblinkingly on the charcoal merchant’s face: “Is that so? If you are You Youfu, then could you show Meng Xiaowei the three-star mole on your right sole?”

The charcoal merchant’s face immediately turned ashen.

Yun Yanjiao sighed softly: “I already gave you a chance.”

As she turned her head away, the charcoal merchant cried out desperately: “I’m not You Youfu! The person who was with me that night was the real one!”

Yun Yanjiao looked questioningly at Meng Jianqing, who quietly described the escaped man’s physical characteristics.

The charcoal merchant hastily added: “I never saw the mole on his sole, but he carried a precious sword one chi long with three rubies embedded in the scabbard—it truly could cut through iron like mud!”

Having said so much in one breath, he nearly suffocated from lack of air.

Both Meng Jianqing and Yun Yanjiao believed this time the charcoal merchant had indeed told the truth.

Yun Yanjiao turned around.

Meng Jianqing nodded slightly to two guards, who understood and stabbed the charcoal merchant to death before throwing him into the charcoal kiln.

When the charcoal merchant closed his eyes, his expression was one of immense relief.

He dared to face death but lacked the resolve to endure pain.

Perhaps most people were like this.

Several guards tactfully withdrew to one side, joining the crowd of charcoal burners in silently watching the roaring kiln fire.

Yun Yanjiao’s voice was low and gentle as a whisper: “We’re searching for Master Chen. The final clue leads to the Fortune, Prosperity, and Longevity trio—they were the last people to see Chen Changgeng back then.”

The lucky ships built in central Fujian had always been renowned as unparalleled under heaven, with the Chen family of Quanzhou being the most outstanding. The Antai House, which was designed and preserved the blueprints, was known as “Master Chen.” During the dynastic wars and struggles for supremacy at the dynasty’s founding, the head of that generation of Master Chen, fearing that the ship designs accumulated over generations would be destroyed in the warfare, sent his youngest son Chen Changgeng to flee into the mountains with a copy—this was a method passed down through generations of Master Chen, used more than once to preserve these priceless treasures. Later, the original ship blueprints preserved by Master Chen were indeed destroyed in the war. Because the Chen family was implicated by Chen Youding, Chen Changgeng, who had fled with the copies, never dared return.

But now, things were different.

The revival of the Quanzhou Chen family was imminent. This news should have already spread throughout the deep mountains of central Fujian.

Why hadn’t Chen Changgeng appeared?

If Chen Changgeng had long since died, the ship blueprints might very well be in the hands of the Fortune, Prosperity, and Longevity trio.

Meng Jianqing frowned slightly, then turned aside to pull out a copper whistle hanging around his neck from inside his collar and blew it toward the distant mountains.

The whistle’s sound was clear and resonant, rising straight to the clouds like a skylark’s call, though with slight metallic tones. In its rising and falling cadences, there seemed to be some kind of rhythm.

After a moment, the same whistle sound came faintly from the western mountains. The two whistles answered each other for a while. Meng Jianqing put away the copper whistle and said to Lin Butou and the others: “You will spend the night here, descend the mountain at sunrise tomorrow, and meet at Golden Rooster Fort at noon.”

Watching him and Yun Yanjiao depart quickly, Lin Butou began to understand that Meng Jianqing had more than just their group—there was at least one other team listening for orders in the shadows. No wonder Meng Jianqing hadn’t been too concerned about that person’s escape at the time. Had the man who escaped last night already been captured by this hidden team?

Looking back at the Imperial Guards, they had already spread out quickly, each choosing a position to monitor the crowd of charcoal burners from high ground. Before leaving, their leader Lei Zhong had even smiled as he told the three charcoal burner leaders Cheng Wugeng and the others: “You three must help watch your people carefully, lest they accidentally slip away and get killed by us by mistake, which would implicate you three in legal troubles.”

Obviously, before sunrise, no one could leave this valley.
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The western mountains were distant. As Meng Jianqing and his companion traversed forests and valleys, they would rest for a quarter-hour every two hours of travel. Both knew that others were certainly rushing toward that same direction in the shadows. For precisely this reason, they couldn’t allow themselves to exhaust too much energy. Even during rest, the two didn’t converse, only tacitly taking turns keeping watch while the other focused on breathing exercises and meditation. Yun Yanjiao had learned internal martial arts, and in a quarter-hour, she could complete one full circulation of energy cultivation, immediately feeling refreshed and clear-minded. However, seeing Meng Jianqing, dressed in his Imperial Guard flying fish robes, meditating like a monk during rest with remarkably standard posture, she couldn’t help but curve her lips in an almost imperceptible smile to herself.

As the autumn moon set in the west, they finally reached the western mountains. The small path into the mountains wound and spiraled through the dark, deep forest. They could already hear faint sounds of battle from deep within the mountain forest and smell the slight scent of blood in the night wind.

Meng Jianqing blew his copper whistle again. The responding whistle call carried an unmistakably cheerful tone. His subordinates must have been struggling to hold out, so learning that reinforcements had arrived made them this happy.

However, they seemed to be celebrating a bit too early.

Meng Jianqing was unsurprised to see a circle of shadows already surrounding them in the mountain forest. These figures appeared quite composed, neither restless nor hurried, faintly emanating the aura of those who break through formations and kill generals with absolute determination.

He tilted his head slightly and said in a low voice: “You Youfu, is in my men’s hands and isn’t dead yet. If you want to question him, hurry over there. I estimate those fellows can’t hold out much longer.”

Yun Yanjiao shook her head: “You Youfu won’t easily reveal what I want to know. It’s better to first deal with these people so we’ll have time to question him properly.”

Her interrogation methods were probably not so simple.

Meng Jianqing quickly weighed the situation in his mind and readily agreed: “Fine, let’s eliminate this batch first.”

The moment he spoke, Yun Yanjiao felt something within him seemingly burst forth through the air.

As the Bai Zhe Dao left its sheath, two masked men approaching from above down the mountain path suddenly raised their hands simultaneously. A dark shadow shot forth from their hands.

It was dozens of crossbow bolts packed densely together!

At such close range, firing so many arrows at once, Meng Jianqing already knew this must be the Cold Crow Crossbow. The Cold Crow Crossbow was small, exquisite, and portable, but unfortunately, troublesome to manufacture and load. It could only shoot twenty paces, which greatly limited its use in battlefield combat. However, it excelled in firing dozens of bolts at once, making it a supreme weapon in close-range fighting. Therefore, the Ministry of Works had never stopped manufacturing them, primarily equipping constables of Yingtian Prefecture. How had these people managed to obtain two Cold Crow Crossbows?

These thoughts flashed quickly through his mind, but his striking momentum never paused. Facing that shower of arrows, he charged urgently down the mountain path. Yun Yanjiao unhesitatingly charged down with him simultaneously, drawing two short swords hidden in her sleeves. Together with the Bai Zhe Dao, they cut down the incoming arrows in front of them.

With their charge, all dozens of Cold Crow Crossbow bolts fired from above the mountain path missed their targets.

Meng Jianqing’s left hand already gripped a small knife. The moment the arrows were spent, the small knife shot out.

The archer below on the mountain path couldn’t dodge in time. The small knife struck his throat directly, and he immediately fell backward.

Yun Yanjiao simultaneously leaped down, her left short sword flicking upward to catch the Cold Crow Crossbow before the archer fell, sending it flying. Her right short sword twisted back at the wrist, slicing the Cold Crow Crossbow in half.

With so many opponents, they absolutely couldn’t give them a chance to reload and fire a second time.

Meng Jianqing turned and leaped onto an old pine beside the path, dodging two sabers sweeping horizontally at his waist. He forcefully kicked the trunk, crossed the narrow mountain path, and leaped onto another pine tree. After several rises and falls, he had approached the archer above on the mountain path. The archer was loading crossbow bolts while fleeing into the dense forest. The masked man covering him deflected a small knife that Meng Jianqing had thrown with his horizontal blade, but at that instant, Meng Jianqing also leaped through the air over the masked man’s head and struck downward. The thin and sharp Bai Zhe Dao split through layers of pine branches, cleaving half the archer’s right shoulder along with half the Cold Crow Crossbow to the ground. Blood sprayed everywhere, splashing all over the masked man, who turned back to rescue the archer, blurring his vision. In just that instant, the Bai Zhe Dao had already sliced across his throat.

After eliminating the remaining seven masked men on this side of the mountain path, Meng Jianqing also bore three knife wounds, though they were quite shallow, and the seeping blood had already automatically coagulated.

Yun Yanjiao emerged from the mountain forest slightly later than him. Her white robes bore only a few blood spots, but she left six corpses behind her.

Meng Jianqing examined her and was amazed to see that Yun Yanjiao was completely unharmed.

Such skilled killing techniques… It was truly hard to believe that someone like Yun Yanjiao, who seemed like an immortal fairy, had been trained into such an excellent assassin. This contrast was enormous—who would have imagined it without seeing it firsthand?

However, on second thought, without such thunderous methods, how could the immortal sea mountains have established their authority in the chaotic waters of the South Seas?

Another copper whistle sounded from the mountain, this time with some urgency.

Meng Jianqing and Yun Yanjiao exchanged glances. Yun Yanjiao quietly slipped into the mountain forest, quickly removed her white outer garment, wrapped it around tree branches, and threw it to Meng Jianqing. Underneath, she wore a dark azure, tight-fitting garment with narrow sleeves. Hidden in the mountain forest, she was truly invisible without a trace.

Seeing her depart, Meng Jianqing took out his copper whistle to respond.

In the distance ahead, beneath a cliff, four plainclothes Imperial Guards were locked in bitter combat with seven or eight masked men. Seven or eight corpses lay on the ground, including two Imperial Guard bodies. Another Imperial Guard had his back against the cliff, continuously guarding a captive lying on the ground and repelling any danger that approached.

Meng Jianqing threw the white garment wrapped around long branches. In the darkness, it appeared like a white figure gracefully sweeping past.

Four masked men lurking in the bushes, planning to wait for prey, leaped up with four blades simultaneously piercing into the white garment, truly swift as lightning and quick as thunder. However, by the time they discovered the deception, it was too late. As Yun Yanjiao silently swept past two of them from behind, her hands separated, and her short swords quietly pierced their hearts, immediately withdrawing again. Her waist twisted lightly as she floated away, avoiding the spurting blood and the dying counterattacks of the two masked men.

The other two masked men roared as they rushed toward Yun Yanjiao. However, this terrain was relatively open, and when Yun Yanjiao’s form fully extended, she was as light and graceful as a flying swallow—the two men couldn’t even touch the hem of her garment. In the blink of an eye, Yun Yanjiao had already charged into the melee, finishing off one masked man who was caught off guard and exhausted from prolonged fighting.

Meng Jianqing and the two masked men, whose ambush had failed, arrived beneath the cliff almost simultaneously. One Imperial Guard was cut down by the two-man pincer attack, but after Yun Yanjiao and Meng Jianqing joined forces, standing back to back and attacking without defending, they quickly dispatched two opponents. With a moment’s respite, the three exhausted Imperial Guards stood shoulder to shoulder, back to back, forming a simple triangular formation, and the situation immediately tilted to one side.

As the melee ended, dawn was breaking in the east.

09 – Chapter 6
Meng Jianqing’s group returned to Golden Rooster Fort near noon. He had Lin Butou summon several village constables to go up the mountain and bury the masked men’s corpses on the spot, then transport the bodies of the three fallen Imperial Guards down the mountain. Lin Butou would be responsible for taking them back to Yingtian by water route and reporting all expenses to the Imperial Guard headquarters.

Now only three people remained in the room: himself, Yun Yanjiao, and You Youfu, who lay wounded on the ground.

You Youfu was bound tightly with iron caltrops, twisted on the ground with no part of his body able to stretch. Meng Jianqing had deliberately pushed over a grand master’s chair, seated himself opposite, and extended his left foot to brace against the chair, pinning You Youfu between the chair and the wall, unable to move. Without even beginning torture, he already felt that maintaining this contorted position was extremely uncomfortable, as if all the blood in his body had gone stagnant.

Yun Yanjiao waited patiently for Meng Jianqing to signal that the interrogation could begin.

Now that they had returned to Golden Rooster Fort, Meng Jianqing seemed to have reverted to the composed, thoughtful demeanor she had originally known.

She had always wondered how someone like Meng Jianqing, who thought three steps ahead with each move, could master such fierce, ruthless, and relentlessly advancing Yan family blade techniques.

But after last night, she was beginning to understand.

Ever since setting foot on the Central Plains, she had seen many such young men. They had different faces, different talents, and different backgrounds, yet they all shared the same sharp ambition and aggressive determination, single-mindedly striving to carve out their path to glory in this era that rose like the morning sun.

No matter how modest or ordinary their outward appearance, it couldn’t change their inner ambition and desire.

Meng Jianqing was undoubtedly among the best of them.

How far did he want to go before being satisfied?

You Youfu began groaning in pain.

Only then did Meng Jianqing slowly say, “Your companion has already been thrown into the charcoal kiln by the charcoal burners. You, too, cannot escape death. However, Miss Yun can choose how you die.”

He stood up and dragged away the grand master’s chair. You Youfu eagerly rolled his body, and even though the iron caltrops pierced him and he began bleeding again, his face showed an expression of immense relief.

Meng Jianqing stepped back, and Yun Yanjiao approached, crouching down to carefully examine You Youfu. She said softly, “I think you know who I am and what I want to do. I hope you can answer my questions truthfully.”

The smile on You Youfu’s face turned bitter.

Of course he knew who Yun Yanjiao was and what she wanted to do—probably no one in all of central Fujian didn’t know.

This was precisely the source of his pain and inner conflict.

He didn’t want to betray his master, but he also couldn’t face with equanimity a disciple of the immortal sea mountains that protected countless relatives of theirs.

Yun Yanjiao’s gaze was gentle as a spring breeze, compassionate as Mazu.

Mazu…

If it were Mazu’s will, could he speak of everything without a burden on his heart?

Meng Jianqing silently watched Yun Yanjiao’s beautiful silhouette with her long hair flowing down, noting the conflicted expression changing on You Youfu’s face.

Yun Yanjiao possessed a gentle quality that easily won others’ trust. Even though he had witnessed her thunderous methods just last night, he had still unhesitatingly entrusted his back’s defense to her in the next battle. Thinking back on it afterward, he couldn’t help but find it surprising—it seemed he had once done the same with Li Keji.

Was this a shared trait among disciples of the immortal sea mountains?

Now he saw the trust involuntarily emerging on You Youfu’s face.

More importantly, he knew that Yun Yanjiao was worthy of trust, because what kind of person she was and what she intended to do lay plainly before you. There were no conspiracies to trap people in desperate situations, no calculating schemes that changed with the wind. She had only one clear goal from which she never wavered.

Though she often employed various deceptive methods—like now, certainly using some kind of soul-capturing technique to control You Youfu’s mind—thinking about it afterward, these methods were actually like harmless little jokes, making it difficult to bear ill will toward her.

Even after You Youfu regained consciousness and realized he had been under mental control, he probably couldn’t truly hate Yun Yanjiao. Wasn’t what Yun Yanjiao wanted to accomplish also something he had dreamed of? He was controlled by the hidden desires deep in his own heart, not by Yun Yanjiao’s mesmerizing eyes.

Meng Jianqing suddenly realized he shouldn’t remain here. The Imperial Guard’s flying fish robes must be quite jarring to You Youfu’s eyes and would certainly intensify his resistance.

He quietly withdrew and closed the door.

An hour later, Yun Yanjiao finally emerged, thanking him and taking her leave.

Meng Jianqing leaned against a corridor pillar, pondering for a moment before saying: “If you need manpower assistance, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Yun Yanjiao was slightly startled and said, “If Meng Xiaowei could lend a hand, that would naturally be better. This way, I wouldn’t need to spend time gathering personnel.”

After all, long nights brought many dreams—anything could happen.

She then added, “I hope this won’t delay Meng Xiaowei’s official duties.”

Meng Jianqing smiled and said calmly: “My official duties—they’re probably already finished.”

He didn’t explain, and Yun Yanjiao didn’t press.

Meng Jianqing escorted Yun Yanjiao and the ship blueprints she carried out of the mountains before taking his leave. Yun Yanran had already received word and came to meet them, inevitably thanking Meng Jianqing again. Meng Jianqing replied that serving the country was an official duty and his responsibility. Rather, Brother Yun and Miss Yun had worked very hard this time.

Yun Yanjiao stood to the side, watching the two men earnestly exchange pleasantries, and couldn’t help but smile with pursed lips.

During their conversation, Yun Yanran seemingly casually mentioned that among many suitors, Long Yan had finally chosen Chen Liuru. When they returned to Quanzhou this time, they could attend what would surely be a magnificently grand wedding. Unfortunately, Brother Meng had to return to the capital to report, so he couldn’t feast his eyes on the spectacle.

This meant Meng Jianqing could safely withdraw the Imperial Guards monitoring Chen Liuru.

At the same time, he thought Chen Liuru was truly talented—able to discover the secretly monitoring Imperial Guards, understand why he was being watched, and even find someone with authority to handle the matter through Yun Yanran, solving the problem without making waves. With Long Yan gaining such a fine son-in-law, people probably needn’t worry anymore about whether the Long family would decline in her hands.

The Yun siblings needed to hurry back to Quanzhou, while Meng Jianqing had to return to Yingtian to report. They would part ways here.

As they were about to separate, seeing that Yun Yanjiao had already boarded the ship first, Meng Jianqing suddenly said quietly to Yun Yanran, who was cupping his hands in farewell: “Brother Yun, if I were to seek your sister’s hand in marriage, do you think she would agree?”

Yun Yanran’s hands immediately froze in place.

Standing at the ship’s bow, Yun Yanjiao noticed her brother’s strange expression and looked over in confusion.

Yun Yanran steadied himself. Actually, from the time he first met Meng Jianqing, he had been consciously and unconsciously observing this impressive young man, sometimes even considering this possibility. After all, there weren’t many young men who could catch his discerning eye.

But having Meng Jianqing bring it up still felt unexpected and sudden.

Meng Jianqing continued: “I believe Brother Yun and your sister will stay in Quanzhou for some time. I hope Brother Yun will consider this matter. I will ask my father to come to Quanzhou as soon as possible to formally propose.”

Yun Yanran had calmed down by now and gazed at Meng Jianqing: “You’ve known us for quite some time. I want to know why you suddenly have this idea.”

Yun Yanjiao’s dazzling beauty didn’t seem to greatly affect Meng Jianqing. The heritage and family background of the immortal sea mountains was hard to say whether it would be fortune or misfortune for Meng Jianqing, who served in the Imperial Guard—Shen Guangli might not be pleased to see his subordinate have such a powerful, uncontrollable wife’s family.

A trace of confusion crossed Meng Jianqing’s face. After a long while, he finally answered: “Perhaps it’s because I’ve only now discovered that I can trust her.”

This wasn’t a particularly good answer, but it was honest.

For people like them, trusting someone was truly too difficult.

The Yun siblings stood at the ship’s bow, watching Meng Jianqing lead his men back into the dense forest. Yun Yanran turned his head: “Ah Jiao, what do you think?”

Yun Yanjiao remained silent, her face also bearing the same trace of confusion.

From the beginning, Meng Jianqing had never been confused by her beauty and had always respected her talent and abilities. Moreover, for people like them, even more precious was the unhesitating trust he gave her.

His impact on her exceeded all other suitors.

Now this person, who had unknowingly touched her heart, was proposing marriage to her.

She should feel happy, so why did she feel melancholy and lost instead?

She had gradually noticed him precisely because he had never been like those other, perhaps equally outstanding young men, becoming infatuated and losing control of himself before her such beauty.

But why couldn’t she help hoping that Meng Jianqing would also have such a day in front of her? Or at least, just once?

Afterword


	The custom of charcoal burners in central Fujian worshipping Chen Lao Xianggong—its origins are unknown, but it was still prevalent at least until the Republican period.

	The reason for naming this epilogue “Peach Blossom Spring” is that even in the deepest recesses of the mountains, there should be no way to avoid the Qin. The power of the state is omnipresent; the utopian Peach Blossom Spring is, after all, only a dream. This is the great tide that no one can escape.



Prequel: The Imperial Academy
When the seven Southeast Asian students first entered the Imperial Academy, they truly caused quite a stir.

Everyone’s first impression was: dark, truly dark—a bunch of dark-skinned boys.

Then people began to sigh: these guys are wealthy, dressed so colorfully and ostentatiously.

After some time passed, everyone had another sigh: these guys are incredibly good at fighting.

After the seven Southeast Asian students became familiar with everyone and learned of these evaluations and sighs, they all felt quite wronged.

Where were they dark? They had healthy wheat-colored, honey-colored, and bronze-colored skin, didn’t they? If anyone was to blame, it could only be that this place’s aesthetic concepts were truly too different from theirs. Praising dignified men, they would constantly say things like “quiet as a virgin” or “gentle as a good woman”—hearing such words was indescribably strange.

Their clothes—yes, perhaps the colors were a bit brighter, the fabric a bit finer. Among all the white robes, blue shirts, and azure garments, they were indeed somewhat conspicuous. But that was because their families thought that dressing more grandly and beautifully would show the greatest respect and gratitude to the Imperial Academy.

As for being able to fight, that was even more unavoidable. Southeast Asia had many indigenous peoples, and pirates ran rampant. Those who couldn’t fight had long been eliminated—how could they have had the good fortune to enter the Imperial Academy to study?

Besides, there were plenty of people in the Imperial Academy who could fight, such as those sons of tribal chieftains and barbarian kings. Why did they specifically target the seven of them? Of course, this might be because they were too united—whenever they fought, it was always group combat, never leaving anyone behind, which seemed to attract quite a bit of attention…

However, the enrollment of another Southeast Asian student two months later overturned everyone’s previous impressions of Southeast Asian students, to the extent that everyone felt something was off.

Coming from Luzon and being seventeen years old, Chu Bitian was clean, refreshing, and refined. He often wore very ordinary white cloth robes, obediently following various teachers every day to listen to their teachings, never participating in any brawling activities within the Imperial Academy.

Could there be such an anomaly that “emerged from mud without being stained”?

Everyone soon learned that this was completely not the case.

Chu Bitian dressed simply because his family was too wealthy. As the saying goes, “When the spirit possesses wealth and status, one begins to treat gold lightly.” With money to his family’s degree, he indeed had the confidence to wear anything—the simpler he dressed, the more he could display his refinement.

As for why he wasn’t dark, the common explanation was that precisely because his family was too wealthy, he had never dirtied his hands with spring water since childhood, and his family constantly watched him study, so he simply had no opportunity to get sun exposure. Also, precisely because he studied constantly, he had no opportunity to learn fighting—naturally, a noble family like the Chu family didn’t need their young master to go out and fight with people.

Since Chu Bitian was so wealthy and had such a gentle temperament, the expenses for going out to eat, drink, and have fun during the ten-day rest periods naturally fell on his shoulders. Initially, only the seven Southeast Asian students brought him along as their wallet based on hometown fellowship. Gradually, all twenty-four students of the Xuan Division came along with smiling faces. If not for Teacher Cheng, who had always favored this well-behaved student, seeing that things had gone too far and coming out to scold them, this group would likely have grown even larger.

Chu Bitian followed a large group of classmates parading through the streets. Everyone was very kind and enthusiastic toward him. Moved by this, he paid out money with such joy…

However, having too much money sometimes wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

When spring river waters warmed and pufferfish came to market, Chu Bitian’s group and a group of Yunnan-Guizhou tribal chieftain sons from the Zhou Division both set their sights on the same restaurant famous for pufferfish—Linjiang Pavilion.

The students from the Xuan Division had long heard of Linjiang Pavilion’s great reputation, but unfortunately, their purses were light and they couldn’t afford it. Now with a wealthy little classmate, how could they not seize this opportunity to make good use of it?

Those Yunnan-Guizhou tribal chieftain sons, who were fully expecting that Linjiang Pavilion’s lakeside second floor would once again be theirs to enjoy as usual, were surprised to discover when they leisurely came upstairs that feng shui had already shifted. So one side said first come, first served, while the other side said they had an early verbal agreement with the owner. One side said they had already paid a deposit and verbal contracts didn’t count, while the other side said a gentleman’s word was his bond…

Looking at these Imperial Academy students with their swords drawn and eyeing each other like tigers, the restaurant owner’s face darkened.

This was one of the famous three scourges of Yingtian Prefecture: the Imperial Guard, Jiangwu Hall, and the Imperial Academy.

The Imperial Guard was manageable—everyone kept their distance with respect and fear, which brought peace. Jiangwu Hall had strict discipline; though the students were not to be trifled with, they didn’t dare easily cause trouble outside. Only these Imperial Academy students, with their abundant energy, sharp tongues, and ambiguous status, were truly a great trouble…

Now, in this situation, they were going to fight…

As he wished, good premonitions don’t come true, but bad ones do. Who knows which side struck first, but in any case, they started fighting. Bowls and chopsticks flew throughout the building. Quick-footed waiters and several customers streaked downstairs. The owner, being a bit older and clumsier, but fortunately still having good eyesight, seeing the situation turn bad, quickly dove under the table closest to the wall. Trembling with fear and heart pounding, he peered outward while calculating in his mind how much he would probably lose this time—oh no, they’d started throwing chairs too.

When the owner’s face began to twitch, a clean young man’s smiling face suddenly appeared before him, frightening him so much that he nearly hit his head.

Chu Bitian sat beside the table, bent down with a beaming smile, and said to the owner under the table: “Don’t worry, I’ll compensate for anything that gets broken. Do you want to come out and watch? You definitely can’t see clearly from down there.”

The owner’s face was about to light up upon hearing the first sentence, but the light froze upon hearing the second sentence.

This young master who didn’t know worldly sorrows seemed to be watching the fight with great enjoyment. Could such a person’s words be trusted?

Chu Bitian appeared to be obediently hiding in the corner, not wanting to get involved in this spectacular group brawl scene at all. If Teacher Cheng were here, he would approve. The sage had said that a son of a thousand gold pieces should not stand beneath a collapsing wall—this child was truly a good student of the sage.

Naturally, such good students and obedient children would have some who liked them and some who found them irritating, viewing them unfavorably, no matter how they looked.

That group of Yunnan-Guizhou tribal chieftain sons had always been led by Duan Siming. Duan Siming was a descendant of the former Dali royal Duan family. He had excellent character, was skilled in both civil and military arts, and came from a good family background, so he naturally had some pride and arrogance. Since entering the Imperial Academy, he had always been the pride that gave all the teachers terrible headaches.

Unfortunately, along came Chu Bitian.

Duan Siming greatly despised Chu Bitian’s current behavior—actually hiding behind the crowd to watch the fight, and it was clear that their side was already unable to hold up. Speaking of the Xuan Division group, only the seven Southeast Asian students were fighting veterans, while Duan Siming’s people had similarly fought from childhood to adulthood. In terms of ruthlessness, they were evenly matched, plus they had the advantage in numbers—having three or four more capable fighters—so the situation was already trending toward a one-sided rout.

One Southeast Asian student, surrounded by two attackers, took several punches plus a flying kick. He dramatically yelled as he crashed toward Duan Siming, planning that even if he couldn’t knock down this cold fellow, he’d at least give him a black eye and swollen face.

Duan Siming was contemptuously sizing up Chu Bitian in the corner when suddenly someone crashed toward him. He impatiently dodged to the side, reached out with his right hand, grabbed the ill-intentioned Southeast Asian student’s right arm, applied force to twist it behind his back, and flew up with a kick to send him out again.

However, the force of Duan Siming’s kick was incomparable to the previous one. That Southeast Asian student involuntarily flew toward the building’s window. This time, his yelling was genuine as he flailed in the air. Duan Siming was also startled—if he fell and suffered serious injury or even death, the trouble would be enormous. How had he become so distracted just now? How had he struck, oh, kicked with such reckless force?

Duan Siming regretfully jumped over a table, thinking that no matter what, he had to try to save him, treating a dead horse as if it were alive.

But someone reached the window faster than him, barely catching that Southeast Asian student’s left ankle, pulling him back, supporting his waist, and setting him safely on the ground.

That Southeast Asian student, his soul having just settled, looked up to see clearly that his rescuer was Chu Bitian. In this shock, he let out another loud yell.

Duan Siming stopped where he was, coldly sizing up Chu Bitian, despising him even more than before.

If this kid had hidden behind because he couldn’t fight, that would be understandable. Now it seemed he had excellent skills but was unwilling to come out and fight—this was even more detestable.

Chu Bitian now realized what he had just done. His expression couldn’t help but be somewhat embarrassed and panicked as he looked left and right, his dark eyes rolling as he sought a way to gracefully exit the situation. But Duan Siming had already sternly shouted: “Everyone stop!”

When Duan Siming put on airs, he was quite imposing. So not only did the group of people who were fighting freeze, but even Chu Bitian stood there motionless.

Duan Siming’s extended finger nearly touched Chu Bitian’s nose as he said word by word: “You—come out and fight me. If you win, I’ll immediately give this place to you. If you lose, your group will immediately get out!”

Except for the Southeast Asian student who had just been rescued by Chu Bitian, everyone else was dumbfounded.

Boss Duan wanted to have a one-on-one fight with Chu Bitian?

What made them even more dumbfounded was that Chu Bitian looked Duan Siming up and down for a while, then actually showed a very happy smile on his face and earnestly nodded: “Good.”

Duan Siming slowly sank into stance and took position, still as a deep pool, steady as a mountain, clearly letting Chu Bitian strike first. Chu Bitian was also quite impolite, leaping forward with a pounce. This person looked refined and scholarly, but when he fought, he was like a wild and fierce monkey. His first move went straight for Duan Siming’s face—this kind of scratching fighting style immediately made Duan Siming’s group start booing. Duan Siming blocked with his left arm while his right fist struck toward Chu Bitian’s chest. Chu Bitian changed moves incredibly quickly, retracting his left hand to chop at Duan Siming’s right wrist. Duan Siming smoothly flipped his wrist to deflect his left palm while his right fist continued straight toward his chest. Chu Bitian inhaled slightly, his chest sinking inward. Duan Siming’s punch missed by mere inches, stopping at his shirt front, unable to advance further.

The two looked at each other, both somewhat surprised. Duan Siming felt that his right wrist, struck by Chu Bitian’s chop, actually hurt with a burning sensation—how could this kid’s palm strike be so vicious? Chu Bitian was amazed that his chop, using five parts of his strength, seemed not to affect Duan Siming. Truly rare—a rare good opponent. He mustn’t let himself scare him away again…

Chu Bitian leaped back several steps, stared at Duan Siming for a while, then showed that very happy smile on his face again, nodded, and charged forward again. This time it wasn’t monkey-style techniques but sweeping chain kicks targeting the lower body, kicking as fast as a gale. Duan Siming’s legs were hit several times in succession, his leg bones aching. He angrily jumped onto a table, reached back to draw the short knife from his boot, and pointed it at Chu Bitian: “I didn’t want to use a blade, but it looks like you’re an opponent. Are you game?”

Chu Bitian stared at the knife in his hand: “Is that knife made of Burmese steel? If I win, would you be willing to let me have that knife?”

Duan Siming coldly laughed: “Wait until you’ve beaten me to talk about that—where’s your weapon?”

Chu Bitian drew out a golden chain wrapped around his waist from inside his white robe. The entire upstairs gasped. He was indeed a wealthy person—his weapon was an exquisite chain made of gold, with the clasps inlaid with two azure blue gems.

Chu Bitian tilted his head with a smile: “If I lose, I’ll also give you my weapon.”

Before he finished speaking, the golden chain whistled out. Duan Siming’s Burmese knife slashed down, the golden chain coiled around the blade. Duan Siming immediately pulled back his knife. If it had been an ordinary iron chain, being dragged by the blade edge would have caused it to break inch by inch. But gold was such a resilient material that after a clattering sound, it returned completely intact.

While fighting, Chu Bitian loudly praised how truly excellent Duan Siming’s blade techniques were, excited until his cheeks flushed red. The blade was sharp, though it only lightly scratched, it had already left several bloody marks on his body. Duan Siming wasn’t having an easy time either—wherever the golden chain struck, his bones felt ready to crack.

The students who came together stood on both sides, clenching their fists and shouting encouragement, stomping until the floorboards shook like thunder.

Until someone noticed an Imperial Guard centurion who had appeared at the stairway entrance at some unknown time.

Though those students didn’t recognize this person, they recognized his clothes. This tiger skin uniform was truly feared by all who saw it in Yingtian City. The invisible, intimidating force emanating from that young centurion made them involuntarily feel chills in their hearts. They gradually quieted down, not daring to make another sound.

Chu Bitian and Duan Siming suddenly felt something was wrong. Why had the upstairs become so quiet, with only the sound of the Burmese knife clashing with the golden chain?

Looking sideways, both men simultaneously jumped up, hurriedly separated, and put away their weapons.

Meng Jianqing stood by the stairway entrance, arms folded across his chest, quietly watching them.

Because the group fight was discovered by the Imperial Guard, both Chu Bitian and Duan Siming’s groups were called to the Reflection Hall when they returned. The punishment administrator, Teacher Zhu, was reportedly a descendant of Zhu Xi, famous for his iron-faced impartiality. He summoned the Reflection Hall servants and ordered that each of these troublemaking students receive ten heavy paddle strikes, with the ringleaders, Chu Bitian and Duan Siming, each receiving twenty paddle strikes.

Chu Bitian had always been a good student. Having entered the Imperial Academy for only a short time, no one had ever thought to tell him that the Imperial Academy had this paddle punishment rule. As soon as this punishment was announced, his face turned pale as he turned to ask Duan Siming, kneeling beside him, “Why do we have to be paddled? This is too, too barbaric. We’re academy students—punishment doesn’t extend to gentlemen—”

Duan Siming snorted through his nose: “Academy students? Even prime ministers get their buttocks paddled just the same. Haven’t you seen officials being dragged out for paddle punishment in court every day? What era do you think those rules you remember are from?”

Chu Bitian fell silent with a mournful expression.

This was too humiliating. Who made such stinking rules… If his family knew he was getting paddled here, would they regret sending him to the Imperial Academy to study, or would they be happy that someone could finally discipline him without showing favoritism?

The sound of paddles rose and fell continuously in the Reflection Hall, while students passing by outside trembled inwardly. It was said that half a year ago, an academy student who received twenty paddle strikes was crippled. Hopefully no one would be so unlucky today…

Chu Bitian and Duan Siming’s bodies could endure it, but their faces truly couldn’t. Especially when they came out after receiving punishment and saw Lei Zhong, the guard under Meng Jianqing—their faces became even more unsustainable.

Lei Zhong wore civilian clothes, claiming to be a servant of the Chu family relatives, bringing medicine for Young Master Chu’s injuries, and also bringing some for Young Master Chu’s classmates who had been beaten.

The two men took shelter in Duan Siming’s nearby room, helping each other apply medicine and lying face down on pillows to rest. The dining hall bell had rung, and everyone else had gone to eat, promising to bring food back for them.

There was no one else in the room.

The two looked at each other, both knowing what the other wanted to say and ask. Chu Bitian spoke first: “Alright, let’s be frank. I’m the junior martial brother of Yun Yanjiao, trained by the same master. My father and master asked Senior Sister Yun to supervise me well, then Senior Sister Yun entrusted me to—”

He looked toward the window, ultimately not continuing, muttering in his heart about not knowing how many eyes and ears that person had grown, even if he secretly slept in, somehow, he would know.

This time, Duan Siming belatedly understood why Chu Bitian, who in his bones loved fighting and combat so much, had to behave so obediently in the Imperial Academy. It turned out there was a formidable figure he couldn’t provoke, watching him, so he didn’t dare show his true nature. However, speaking of it, Meng Jianqing managing him so strictly also made sense—this kid was too capable of fighting, and lacking experience, he inevitably didn’t know when to hold back. The aftermath would be too troublesome.

From this day forward, the privately circulated list of students not to provoke in the Imperial Academy added a new name: the good student Chu Bitian. The looks directed at him unconsciously contained much more awe and respect.

Chu Bitian had not yet recovered from the shock of being paddled and completely failed to notice his classmates’ newfound respect. Immediately afterward came another shock: the Crown Prince had died of illness.

Even Chu Bitian, who wholeheartedly wanted to be a good student and pay no attention to affairs outside his window, clearly knew that with the Crown Prince’s death, the situation in the Ming Dynasty would likely undergo great changes.

What he didn’t expect was that the next event would shock him even more.

The Hongwu Emperor issued an edict that all concubines without sons in the Crown Prince’s residence should be buried alive with him.

Chu Bitian was truly thunderstruck. Burial sacrifice… hadn’t such barbaric and cruel customs long been abolished in the Central Plains? In Confucius’s time, didn’t he say that even using human figurines for burial sacrifice was an unforgivable crime?

In barbarous lands, some tribes preserving such customs wasn’t strange. The Mongols, having established their state only recently with incomplete ritual systems, preserving such customs wasn’t strange.

But why would the Ming Dynasty also do this? Could it be influenced by the Mongols?

And the corporal punishment imposed on civil and military officials, including these academy students, wasn’t this also a Mongol custom?

On the day of the Crown Prince’s burial, the Imperial Academy was also among the funeral procession. Looking at paper money flying throughout the sky, Chu Bitian only felt such bewilderment in his heart.

This was no longer the elegant, white deer-like Central Plains world that his ancestors had yearned for. That world, surrounded by packs of wolves, was gone forever. The current Central Plains, to fight the wolf packs, was itself almost becoming a wild wolf, with blood-red eyes, baring snow-white wolf fangs, roaring as it surveyed its surroundings, ready at any moment to tear all enemies to shreds.

Just like the Chu family, which had fled to Southeast Asia, had also changed from a scholarly family to today’s ambitious warlord appearance.

Chu Bitian couldn’t help but look down at his own hands. If he had been born in that era, these hands would only have held brush and ink. But now…

They all had to change. However, in such dramatic transformation, the Chu family felt such loss. If they knew that even returning to the Central Plains couldn’t restore their dream homeland, they would probably feel even more lost.

**Postscript**

1. In the Imperial Academy of the Hongwu reign, official students comprised over eighty percent, among them many sons of tribal chieftains and barbarian kings. The Hongwu reign, or rather the entire Ming Dynasty’s domestic ethnic policy, was primarily based on gentle assimilation, which is why throughout the Ming Dynasty, there were basically no serious ethnic problems.

2. As for the customs of burial sacrifice and court caning, they are generally believed to be influenced by the Mongols. Chen Yinke once said that whenever Central Plains civilization became overly mature to the point of decline, the barbarian blood from beyond the Great Wall would come howling, causing Central Plains civilization to mutate and be reborn (approximately this meaning). Perhaps it was precisely due to Mongol influence that the Ming Dynasty, compared to the Song Dynasty with its gentle scholars, was more masculine and more barbaric. They were better at warfare than the Song people, but Ming politics also had more bloodshed than the Song, such as court caning and burial sacrifice. The custom of burial sacrifice was later abolished by Emperor Yingzong’s testamentary edict. Perhaps this was because Yingzong’s experience as a prisoner under the Mongols after the Tumu Crisis gave him a respect for life that his ancestors lacked. However, court caning was preserved throughout.

Part 6: Battle at Chengnan
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High autumn with descending frost, bright moon with cold wind.

The two guards waiting in the corridor watched as Meng Jianqing walked through Hechi toward them. One stepped forward to greet him, while the other retreated to open the door and made a low announcement.

Meng Jianqing stood before the door until he heard Shen Guangli’s indifferent response from within: “Come in.” Only then did he enter.

The guard closed the door behind him and returned to his previous position.

Meng Jianqing stood before Shen Guangli’s desk and reported on all matters from his mission one by one.

This time, he had been ordered to investigate the case of the charcoal burners in Fujian worshipping Old Master Chen. The investigation had lasted three months and was now complete. He had determined that those who initially worshipped Old Master Chen were indeed remnants of Chen Youding’s former forces who had fled into the mountains. They secretly worshipped Chen Youding under the false name “Old Master Chen.” To avoid detection, they claimed this “Old Master Chen” was a charcoal burner surnamed Chen who had died and become a deity with spiritual power to protect his companions. However, the result of this deception was that through spreading rumors, most charcoal burners had no idea of Old Master Chen’s true identity and genuinely worshipped him as some deceased companion who had become a deity, hoping to receive divine protection.

Meng Jianqing assessed that the worship of Old Master Chen among Fujian’s charcoal burners had already gained momentum. Hasty suppression would cause great upheaval, and deploying troops in Fujian’s deep mountains would be highly inconvenient. Moreover, most charcoal burners were not relatives of Chen Youding’s former forces and should not be treated uniformly. He believed that blocking was inferior to channeling – it would be better to go with the flow. Anyone who dared claim that Old Master Chen was the incarnation of Chen Youding or any other person would be intentionally stirring up trouble and deceiving the court into suppression. Therefore, among Fujian’s charcoal burners, such villains should be subject to execution by anyone. Implementing this for ten to twenty years would gradually transform the situation, making all charcoal burners in Fujian know and believe only in this official explanation of Old Master Chen’s identity.

Shen Guangli played with the ink stone paperweight on his desk, contemplating for a long while before nodding slightly: “This could indeed be considered removing the fuel from under the cauldron. Very well, let it be so. However, if any incidents occur, report immediately.”

Meng Jianqing continued, saying that those stubborn remnants of Chen Youding’s forces had all been demoted to lowly status, condemned for generations to be entertainers, actors, and boat people. But from what he knew, some of them remained quite active in Fujian, single-mindedly seeking to cause trouble. The major clans in Fujian had formed intricate marriage relationships with them over several generations that were difficult to sever, so local officials in Fujian always had their hands tied when dealing with these matters. How to thoroughly resolve these sources of trouble was indeed a major problem.

Shen Guangli looked at him and suddenly smiled slightly: “Then what are your thoughts on this matter?”

Meng Jianqing replied: “Your subordinate has observed that these die-hard elements treat disciples of the Overseas Immortal Mountain very differently from how they treat your subordinate, which suggests a possible solution. Your subordinate believes that rather than keeping these troublemakers on Ming territory, it would be better to exile them. However, how to conduct this exile to ensure these people can no longer harm the Ming requires careful consideration. Though the Overseas Immortal Mountain has considerable influence over them, it still cannot handle the entire situation.”

Shen Guangli contemplated for a long while, then shook his head: “This matter involves too much. Set it aside for now. If you raise it again next time, it would be best to have a more detailed feasible plan first.”

Meng Jianqing bowed and agreed.

Having reported all matters, Meng Jianqing quietly awaited Shen Guangli’s next instruction.

Shen Guangli looked at Meng Jianqing and smiled meaningfully: “I hear that during your investigation, you happened to encounter Yun Yanjiao entering the mountains to search for Master Chen and his collection of Chen family ship diagrams through the generations, and you helped her somewhat. Yun Yanran specifically came to thank me for this, which reminded me – you should start a family. For you, Yun Yanjiao would make an excellent wife.”

Meng Jianqing hesitated for a moment before replying: “Many talented gentlemen seek to marry into the Yun family. Perhaps you have too high expectations of Jianqing.”

The smile on Shen Guangli’s face slowly deepened: “However, those who can earn the special regard of the Yun family siblings seem very few. Besides, with me as your matchmaker, the Yun family should give some face, shouldn’t they?”

With Shen Guangli serving as the grand matchmaker, the Yun family could not help but consider – was this marriage Shen Guangli’s idea, or the Hongwu Emperor’s? Since they had to choose from candidates selected by the Hongwu Emperor, then Meng Jianqing, who could earn the Yun family’s special regard, might be a relatively good choice. Had Yun Yanran’s special visit to express thanks been a case of having ulterior motives?

As these thoughts flashed through Meng Jianqing’s mind, he felt Shen Guangli’s gaze and immediately steadied his composure, raising his head: “Such care from you, Jianqing dares not accept unworthily.”

For him, Yun Yanjiao might indeed be the best choice.

Not only because she was a disciple of the Overseas Immortal Mountain, but because she was a woman he could trust, someone to whom he could safely entrust his back when facing enemies.

But the moment he saw the small brocade box that Shen Guangli brought out from under his desk, Meng Jianqing suddenly held his breath.

Shen Guangli placed the brocade box on the desk and slowly pushed it over: “This is a small congratulatory gift. Open it and see.”

Meng Jianqing stepped forward and opened the brocade box.

Inside the box lay twelve crystal-clear pearls, their gentle luster flowing and shimmering under the lamplight.

Shen Guangli continued: “Such bright pearls as betrothal gifts are worthy of our dignity and worthy of the Yun family’s daughter.”

Meng Jianqing put away the brocade box. Seeing that Shen Guangli had no further instructions, he bowed slightly and slowly withdrew.

As soon as he stepped outside, the night wind struck his face with a blast of icy cold.

An icy chill also suddenly rushed into Meng Jianqing’s heart.

Was Shen Guangli warning him that nothing could escape his eyes?

No mountain is higher than the sun.

He had never trusted that exquisitely perceptive woman, yet he had never forgotten that exquisitely perceptive woman either.

He just didn’t know that someone else had also not forgotten.

The marriage between Meng Jianqing and Yun Yanjiao caused quite a sensation in Yingtian Prefecture. The groom’s grand matchmaker was Imperial Guard Commander Shen Guangli, the bride’s grand matchmaker was Zhang Dasheng, Former Army Vice Commander of Yingtian Prefecture, and Yun Yanran’s brother-in-law. The Crown Prince personally attended the celebration, and Meng Jianqing was promoted to Centurion.

Shen Guangli gave him three months’ leave. When he returned to report after the leave expired, Shen Guangli stared at him for a while and smiled slightly: “Recently, the navy cleared out two groups of pirates in the East Sea, making the Southeast Asian shipping routes much safer than before. Last month, seventeen ships returned from Southeast Asia, carrying not only goods but also seven wealthy Southeast Asian sons requesting to study at the Imperial Academy. I hear even more Southeast Asian students want to return to study. Their safety will be your responsibility.”

It sounded like quite a relaxed assignment.

But just a few days ago, Yun Yanjiao had told him that the younger generation disciples of the Overseas Immortal Mountain would gradually be returning to cultivate.

These people were probably Shen Guangli’s real target.

Meng Jianqing was indeed the best choice for this assignment, though perhaps Shen Guangli had long ago chosen him for this task and had deliberately arranged his marriage to Yun Yanjiao with this in mind.

As Meng Jianqing was taking his leave, he encountered Gao Qianhu, who had been escorting the Crown Prince on an inspection of the northwestern frontier, coming to report. Gao Qianhu bowed and offered congratulations. As he was leaving, he suddenly turned back with a sly smile: “I hear your younger sister’s name is on the Crown Prince’s concubine selection list. With the Crown Prince regarding Centurion Meng so highly, your sister will surely rise to great heights. I offer my congratulations in advance.”

Meng Jianqing was stunned.

Gao Qianhu had always been at odds with him. Why was he specifically mentioning this matter now?
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Meng Jianqing soon understood what Gao Qianhu meant.

Three days later, when the Crown Prince’s concubine selection entered its final round, Meng Jianqing’s sister, Meng Jianhong, got into a dispute with another candidate. In her anger, she injured the other girl, losing the gentle and compliant virtue expected of women. The Crown Prince’s side consort, who was overseeing the selection, condemned her as a “shrew” and eliminated her. Fortunately, Meng Jianqing’s reputation still carried weight, and since the incident arose from the other candidate’s insolent words that insulted Meng Jianhong’s reputation and chastity, no charges were pressed. She was simply sent back to the Meng residence.

When news of Meng Jianhong’s elimination reached them, Gao Qianhu was in the middle of conducting a handover with Meng Jianqing. The Imperial Academy had originally been Gao Qianhu’s responsibility, but since the Crown Prince’s affairs had become busy recently and Gao Qianhu, who had escort duties, was overwhelmed, Shen Guangli had ordered a temporary transfer to the currently idle Meng Jianqing. Upon hearing this news, the corner of Meng Jianqing’s mouth twitched slightly. Gao Qianhu sighed: “Please accept my condolences, Centurion Meng. Your sister is exceptionally talented and beautiful. This small flaw is insignificant.”

Though the phrase “accept my condolences” sounded rather grating, Gao Qianhu’s sigh was quite sincere. Meng Jianqing smiled: “Thank you for your kind words, Gao Qianhu. People face unexpected fortune and misfortune. When truly encountering such matters, one can only accept them with resignation.”

But then another message arrived: Gao Qianhu’s daughter had been discovered by the examining matron to have body odor under her arms and was also eliminated.

Gao Qianhu’s expression immediately darkened. When did Meng Jianqing prepare this move? Body odor… this reason was going too far. Meng Jianqing glanced at him with a half-smile while flipping through documents, lamenting with regret: “It seems both our families’ daughters have no destiny with His Highness the Crown Prince.”

The atmosphere in the hall was very strange, with attendants on both sides keeping their heads down, not daring to make a sound.

This handover between Gao Qianhu and Meng Jianqing took ten days to complete. Either the accounts didn’t match, or documents were incorrect, or else Gao Qianhu was busy with official duties, or Meng Jianqing had other urgent matters and couldn’t accommodate the other party. When the handover was finally completed, both men’s subordinates felt greatly relieved.

When Shen Guangli heard his subordinates’ reports about this cold war, he merely smiled indifferently.

At this time, with spring warming the rivers and pufferfish coming to market, after Shen Guangli finished smiling, he sent invitation cards to both men for dinner. The location was Linjiang Pavilion by Xuanwu Lake, famous for its pufferfish dishes.

The group all changed into casual clothes. Only the three of them sat in the private room, with their escort guards stationed in the adjacent rooms. Looking out the window, the lake surface was broad and the spring breeze gentle – truly a rare scenic treasure.

Gao Qianhu and Meng Jianqing each toasted Shen Guangli first, then toasted each other. Gao Qianhu wore a beaming smile while Meng Jianqing showed respectful demeanor – after all, Gao Qianhu held a higher position and had greater seniority.

After they finished their round of toasts and sat down, Shen Guangli said with a smile: “Today is a private banquet. We won’t discuss official business.”

Shen Guangli indeed only made small talk, though the conversation was gradually steering toward Meng Jianhong and Gao Qianhu’s daughter.

Both Meng Jianqing and Gao Qianhu understood clearly that they had to pass this test today.

But the commotion outside the private room grew louder and louder, causing Shen Guangli to frown. Meng Jianqing listened intently for a while and said, “It’s Imperial Academy students fighting over seats.”

Gao Qianhu smiled slightly: “Centurion Meng is indeed young with a good memory. Having just taken over the assignment, you can already recognize the voices of Imperial Academy students.”

Meng Jianqing also smiled in response: “Gao Qianhu flatters me. I recognized those Southeast Asian students’ voices – their accents are quite distinctive.”

He stood up and opened the door. Across the corridor, he could see the opposite commotion.

The upstairs guests and staff had all run far away, leaving only a group of brawling Imperial Academy students. The seven Southeast Asian students were easily recognizable, all having gleaming brown skin, lean builds, and bright clothing. Their movements were quite agile during the fight. The seven or eight Imperial Academy students facing them were unable to hold their ground.

However, the gazes of all three men fell upon the Imperial Academy student sitting obediently in the corner.

That young man in plain cloth robes, clean and refined, blinked a pair of jet-black eyes and sat there quietly watching the battle.

Shen Guangli observed him for a moment, then turned his inquiring gaze to his two subordinates. Gao Qianhu shook his head apologetically – in the months before the handover, due to escorting the Crown Prince on his inspection of the northwestern frontier, he had stopped managing Imperial Academy affairs. Only after Gao Qianhu shook his head did Meng Jianqing speak: “That’s Chu Bitian.”

Chu Bitian was the youngest son of the president of the Luzon Chinese merchant guild and also Yun Yanjiao’s junior fellow disciple. His birth mother was a daughter of the King of Luzon. Due to his special status, when he first entered the Imperial Academy to study, a file had already been established for him at the Imperial Guard office. However, neither Shen Guangli nor Gao Qianhu had seen him before.

Shen Guangli made a “hmm” sound and studied Chu Bitian thoughtfully, while noting that Meng Jianqing didn’t seem eager to stop this brawl in front of him. Since all three of them showed no indication of action, the other guards dared not act on their initiative. After all, seven or eight out of ten of these Imperial Academy students were official students from various regions, many being sons of local chieftains and tributary kings with delicate identities that were inconvenient to handle rashly.

Did Meng Jianqing want to carefully observe the true nature of these Imperial Academy students?

While he was pondering, someone suddenly shouted from downstairs: “Boss, right here! Let’s hurry!”

Following that, several more Imperial Academy students rushed upstairs. Once they joined the melee, the seven Southeast Asian students began to panic. Among the newcomers, one person struck particularly fast and ruthlessly, especially drawing attention. Gao Qianhu said that the person was named Duan Siming, a descendant of the former Dali royal family’s Duan clan. He had excellent character, was accomplished in both literature and martial arts, and came from a good family background, naturally making him somewhat arrogant. Since entering the Imperial Academy, he had always been a source of great headaches for the instructors. The sons of Yunnan and Guizhou chieftains and tributary kings in the Imperial Academy had always followed Duan Siming’s lead. Naturally, this also multiplied Duan Siming’s opportunities to instigate fights, making him a key focus of Imperial Guard attention.

Now the situation was becoming one-sided, yet Chu Bitian remained a bystander. Both Shen Guangli and Gao Qianhu looked at Meng Jianqing. Chu Bitian appeared so quiet and well-behaved – had Meng Jianqing already warned him not to cause trouble at the Imperial Academy? After all, Chu Bitian could be considered one of Meng Jianqing’s people, and if he caused problems, Meng Jianqing wouldn’t be able to handle the situation well.

However, Chu Bitian was quickly drawn into the melee and unexpectedly began a one-on-one fight with Duan Siming, much to the students’ surprise.

The accompanying students stood on both sides, eagerly cheering and stomping so hard the floorboards shook.

Shen Guangli, who had been sitting opposite watching the battle with great interest, secretly frowned inwardly. Gao Qianhu laughed: “Centurion Meng, when two tigers fight, one must surely be injured.”

Meng Jianqing smiled and walked out.

When the Burmese sword and golden chain clashed again, they were deflected by Meng Jianqing’s Hundred-Fold Sword.

Upon seeing him, Chu Bitian was startled and hastily put away his golden chain, retreating with an embarrassed smile. Duan Siming hadn’t expected someone to deflect both his and Chu Bitian’s weapons with one strike. He raised his eyebrows, about to ask questions, when Meng Jianqing had already raised an identity plaque. Duan Siming had dealt with the Imperial Guard for quite some time and recognized the plaque. He was momentarily stunned before involuntarily sliding his Burmese sword back into his boot.

The group of excited Imperial Academy students had all quieted down now, staring blankly at Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing said little, only having them compensate the shop for damages before letting them leave. As Duan Siming and Chu Bitian went downstairs, they looked at each other, both sensing the other’s anxiety, not knowing what punishment awaited them. They felt a sense of shared misfortune, and looking at each other again, found each other more agreeable.

The three men upstairs watched them leave, all noticing the subtle atmosphere of friendship born from the conflict between Duan Siming and Chu Bitian. Shen Guangli smiled: “This Duan Siming, though somewhat arrogant, is quite straightforward and understanding. He shouldn’t be difficult to get along with. His family background and character are both good, and I hear he’s not yet betrothed. Jianqing, do you find him acceptable?”

Meng Jianqing was stunned. Gao Qianhu laughed: “You’ve been quite interested in matchmaking recently, sir.”

In this brief interruption, Meng Jianqing had quickly composed himself and bowed in reply: “Duan Siming is indeed excellent. If you’re willing to honor us by serving as matchmaker, Jianqing would be delighted to comply.”

Shen Guangli continued: “Gao Ping, you wouldn’t think I’m being partial, would you?”

Gao Qianhu replied with a smile: “I wouldn’t dare. My daughter is too frail compared to Centurion Meng’s young lady. She really wouldn’t match well with Duan Siming.”

Meng Jianqing glanced at him. Gao Qianhu’s words seemed to hint at Meng Jianhong’s reputation as a “shrew.”

Shen Guangli smiled: “Since your daughter is delicate, naturally, you should choose a scholarly gentleman for her. Duan Siming has a cousin named Duan Sicong, a famous talent in Yunnan. He’s been traveling and studying abroad for the past two years, but will soon enter the Imperial Academy to study. When the time comes, you might take a look. If you’re interested, I’d be very willing to serve as the man’s grand matchmaker again. You two are both my capable assistants, so naturally I must treat you equally to avoid others’ mockery, don’t you think?”

With Shen Guangli speaking so plainly with a half-smile, Meng Jianqing and Gao Qianhu had to make appropriate responses, exchanging toasts and appearing to be heart-to-heart with past grievances forgotten. However, both couldn’t help thinking that by marrying their daughters to the same place, there would inevitably be various frictions in the future – perhaps this was exactly what Shen Guangli was happy to see.

However, these two marriages chosen by Shen Guangli would likely be considered marrying above their station in the world’s view, if not for Shen Guangli personally serving as matchmaker…

Gao Qianhu had to patrol the Crown Prince’s residence that evening and didn’t dare drink too much, so he took leave early. After he left, Shen Guangli looked at Meng Jianqing: “Speak your mind.”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Jianqing originally thought you would choose Chu Bitian for Gao Qianhu.”

If balance was to be maintained, how could only he alone have close relations with the Overseas Immortal Mountain?

Shen Guangli replied indifferently: “Gao Ping’s daughter, though she has some literary reputation, matches Duan Sicong well enough, but to match Chu Bitian, a promising young master from a prestigious family who cultivates both literature and martial arts, she’s still somewhat lacking.” He turned his gaze to Meng Jianqing: “To win over such first-class talent, one must give him the best people and the best things.”

The implication was that Meng Jianqing was his most outstanding subordinate, which was why he was used to court the Yun family, or that Meng Jianqing also counted as first-class talent, making him worthy of Shen Guangli’s proposal to the Yun family on his behalf.

Shen Guangli rarely praised subordinates so directly. Meng Jianqing felt somewhat at a loss and could only remain silent.

But Shen Guangli continued: “Don’t think no one can see through the tricks you and Gao Ping played this time.”

Meng Jianqing’s heart tightened. He initially wanted to defend himself, but then changed his mind, saying quietly: “Jianqing knows his error.”

He knew well that Shen Guangli always detested subordinates’ deception.

Shen Guangli studied him for a long while and sighed softly: “It seems these past two years have been too smooth for you, making you somewhat complacent.”

Knowing that Shen Guangli was discussing these matters with him face-to-face meant he wouldn’t handle the matter separately, and Meng Jianqing’s tense nerves relaxed slightly. He raised his head: “Your keen observation is correct. Jianqing indeed still needs tempering.”

Shen Guangli rotated the wine cup in his hand and sighed again: “It seems I, too, have grown somewhat old and soft-hearted these past two years. Had this been two years ago, both you and Gao Ping would have been sent to the Criminal Investigation Department by now.”

Meng Jianqing dared not speak further, lest he misspeak.

After seeing off Shen Guangli, he remembered he had forgotten to ask about one doubt.

Duan Siming was considered a tribal prince’s son. The court had always been lenient toward these chieftains and tributary kings. If Duan Siming truly refused to give Shen Guangli face, Shen Guangli probably couldn’t rashly use his authority to pressure him. Why then had his tone been so certain?

However, his doubt was soon answered.

Half a month later, entering the Imperial Academy along with Duan Sicong was also a group of northwestern tribal princes’ sons, including Jiang Wuji, whose uncle was the Luohe Qiang King. To show imperial favor, the court enfeoffed a batch of officials’ daughters as county princesses and bestowed marriages upon several unmarried tribal princes’ sons, including Jiang Wuji, Duan Siming, and Duan Sicong. The one bestowed in marriage to Jiang Wuji was naturally Shen Muchen.

It was said that when the Hongwu Emperor reviewed the list, he smiled and said that Monk Shen finally showed some human feelings this time, knowing to consider both public and private interests for his daughter’s sake. Naturally, no one dared spread such words.

At this point, the stone of worry in Meng Jianqing’s heart finally settled, and he supposed Gao Qianhu felt the same.

At the same time, he couldn’t help but privately wonder about Shen Guangli’s behavior. What exactly did Shen Guangli want to do? Why would he make such uncharacteristic arrangements?

The imperial marriage edict caught Duan Siming completely off guard, while Chu Bitian was quite pleased, feeling his friendship with Duan Siming had deepened another layer. Duan Siming felt both depressed and puzzled – depressed because he had no choice in the matter, having delayed with his pickiness only to receive an imperial marriage decree; puzzled because his information sources were quite good, and he knew that Meng Jianqing’s beautiful sister had been on the Crown Prince’s candidate list earlier. How had she ended up falling to him? Had she been pushed out by someone? With Meng Jianqing’s capabilities, how could he just watch his sister be pushed out? In any case, the Crown Prince’s residence was surely a path to success, wasn’t it?

Three days after the imperial marriage decree was issued, news spread of the Crown Prince’s serious illness.

In April, Crown Prince Zhu Biao died of illness.

Duan Siming’s first reaction upon hearing this news was: With the Crown Prince’s death, the Ming’s situation would surely change dramatically.

Chu Bitian’s first reaction was: Fortunately, Meng Jianqing had betrothed his sister to Duan Siming; otherwise, she would have become a widow now. Perhaps this could be considered a blessing in disguise.

The next news left them stunned.

The Hongwu Emperor decreed that all childless concubines and attendants in the Crown Prince’s residence should be buried alive with him.

Burial sacrifice… hadn’t such barbaric and cruel customs long been abolished in the Central Plains? Hadn’t Confucius said in his time that even using human figurines for burial was an unforgivable crime?

Strangely, Duan Siming had another thought: With Meng Jianqing’s well-informed network, had he known early that the Crown Prince would have problems, which was why he took a loss to have his sister removed from the selection list?

He looked at Chu Bitian, who was thinking the same thing.

If this were true, Meng Jianqing was truly audacious. If the Hongwu Emperor knew of this, he would probably think Meng Jianqing had long determined the Crown Prince would die soon, which was why he found ways to remove his sister from the Crown Prince’s selection list. With the Hongwu Emperor’s current grief, Meng Jianqing would certainly meet a bad end…

The two dared not continue their speculation.

Mourning for the Crown Prince was a state affair. The entire Imperial Guard was mobilized, and all other matters were temporarily suspended. Meng Jianqing happened to be assigned to patrol shifts with Gao Qianhu. During the midnight shift change, their eyes met and paused. Gao Qianhu said, “Your sister’s wedding is approaching. When will you invite us for a congratulatory drink?”

Meng Jianqing replied: “Gao Qianhu’s cup of wine certainly cannot be forgotten.”

Gao Qianhu squinted at him: “You’ll settle accounts with me for just one cup of wine?”

Meng Jianqing remained unmoved: “I will continue to strive to be a worthy opponent for Gao Qianhu.”

Gao Qianhu was stunned and stared at him for a long while before suddenly sighing: “Exactly, exactly. Some matters truly can only be handled by one’s opponents!”

Watching him quietly leave, Meng Jianqing leaned back in his chair and exhaled deeply, staring at the ceiling beams in a daze. The lamplight flickered, casting unclear shadows on his face.

With the Crown Prince’s passing, countless overt and covert personnel matters would be affected.

The mountain rain was coming, and the wind filled the building.

In the ninth month of the twenty-fifth year of Hongwu, the Hongwu Emperor established the Crown Prince’s legitimate son, Yunwen, as Imperial Grandson. Imperial Guard Commander Shen Guangli requested to become a monk and travel to the snowy mountains of Usang for cultivation, praying for the Imperial Grandson’s welfare. This move by Shen Guangli disrupted countless people’s overall plans.

In the twenty-sixth year of Hongwu, the new Imperial Guard Commander Jiang Ye accused General Lan Yu of treason. Over fifteen thousand people were implicated and executed. The Hongwu Emperor immediately decreed: “No internal or external prisons shall report to the Imperial Guard; all cases, large and small, must go through the judicial departments.” The once all-powerful Imperial Guard quietly vanished.

In the twenty-seventh year, the Hongwu Emperor killed Marquis of Dingyuan Wang Bi, Marquis of Yongping Xie Cheng, and Duke of Ying Fu Youde. In the twenty-eighth year, he killed the Duke of Song, Feng Sheng. By this point, those in the court and military who held high positions and a great reputation, who were brave and strong, and whom the young emperor would find difficult to control in the future, had been eliminated.

In the thirty-first year, fifth month, the Hongwu Emperor died of illness. The Imperial Grandson ascended the throne and changed the era name to Jianwen the following year.

Meng Jianqing had been transferred to Qin Youming’s department when Shen Guangli became a monk and Jiang Ye took over, assisting Qin Youming in managing the storehouse, effectively being sidelined. No one found this surprising. With each new emperor came new officials. As Shen Guangli’s capable assistant with no connection to Jiang Ye, Meng Jianqing’s sidelining was expected. That Jiang Ye transferred Meng Jianqing to serve under Qin Youming, who had been close to him and would not make things difficult for him, could be said to show sufficient respect for Shen Guangli.

When the Imperial Guard office was abolished, the storehouse was transferred to the Yingtian Prefecture Rear Army Commander’s Office. When Emperor Jianwen ascended the throne, Qin Youming resigned due to old age and illness, and Meng Jianqing succeeded him, promoted to Chiliarch. At the same time, Zhang Dasheng was promoted to Rear Army Commander, and Yun Yanran was formally appointed as Admiral of the Fujian Navy.

When the promotion orders were issued, Prince Yan raised troops in Beiping under the banner of “clearing the imperial side,” beginning the Jingnan Campaign.

Yun Yanran, focused on training his navy, returned to Fujian after his duty report without commenting on front-line military affairs.

Meng Jianqing remained guarding the storehouse, quietly watching the Yan forces sweep southward from the north through Qilu territory like a crushing force.

In the spring of the second year of Jianwen, after another major defeat of the southern army, the desperate Ministry of War mentioned to Emperor Jianwen the Imperial Guard he had always detested, believing that though the Imperial Guard was not an honorable force, military strategy involved deception, and the Imperial Guard as an auxiliary force should still be competent.

Emperor Jianwen hesitated for a long while before instructing that the Imperial Guard’s name could not be revived.

This name that struck fear into the people’s hearts was equally distasteful to Emperor Jianwen.

The Ministry of War understood and made arrangements accordingly.

Meng Jianqing’s name, dormant for several years, was the first to be brought up.

Compared to other experienced but increasingly conservative senior Imperial Guard officials, Meng Jianqing’s record proved he had more courage and ability to break formations and kill generals. Those ambitious young newcomers lacked his experience.

When Meng Jianqing received the imperial decree and walked out of the storehouse, he looked up at the vast sky, high and clear with clouds, light, northern geese flying south. For a moment, he felt his heart as broad as the sky itself.

The Ministry of War’s Left Vice Minister, examining his composed demeanor and the gleaming light in his eyes, suddenly thought of two unrelated phrases: “A fierce tiger emerging from its cage, the sky high enough for birds to fly.”

11 – Chapter 3
Autumn colors had deepened. The night wind on the northern plains howled fiercely, and the great banner with the character “Cao” of the Yan army’s Guangning Guard camp fluttered loudly in the cold wind. This was the garrison of the famous, fierce general Cao Yan.

This was already the third year of the Jingnan Campaign. In last year’s battle at Jinan, the southern army recaptured Dezhou, an important town on the Grand Canal. With Dezhou’s convenient north-south transportation, whenever the Yan army moved south from Hebei, they remained under Dezhou’s surveillance. When the Yan army attacked southward, the southern army would either strike horizontally from Dezhou to cut off their retreat, harass their supply lines, or attack northward when the opportunity arose. The Yan Prince’s strategists were greatly troubled by this – without taking Dezhou, the Yan forces could never break out of Shandong.

In the Battle of Dongchang, Jinan Commander Sheng Yong killed the Yan army’s great general Zhang Yu. Had Zhu Neng not risked his life to rescue him, Prince Yan would nearly have been captured alive. This was also Prince Yan’s first major defeat since raising his army. Afterward, Prince Yan had lamented that in the Battle of Dongchang, they had retreated immediately upon engagement, abandoning all previous achievements. This February, Prince Yan again led his army to attack, consecutively defeating the southern army at Hutuo River, Jiahe, Zhending, and other places, and capturing Shunde, Guangping, Daming, and other locations. However, though the Yan army won battle after battle, the southern army had numerous troops and strong momentum. Unable to completely conquer them, the Yan army’s captured cities were gained and lost in turn, unable to be consolidated. Those they could permanently hold were merely the three prefectures of Beiping, Baoding, and Yongping.

How long would such a tug-of-war continue?

In the night wind, the rear camp’s grain depot suddenly gave off a faint sulfur smell. The four soldiers on night watch had no time to sound the alarm before someone covered their mouths from behind. Short knives immediately slit their throats, and the four corpses were gently laid on the ground.

When the shouts about the grain depot fire reached the main tent, Cao Yan was dozing on his couch. He suddenly awoke, and after understanding what the shouting outside meant, he cursed and jumped up. This was already the third time his grain supplies had problems. The previous two times they had been robbed on the road, but this time he had finally transported the grain safely back to the main camp, yet problems still arose!

Cao Yan secretly congratulated himself on his recent high vigilance – sleeping in armor and keeping weapons at hand. He immediately put on his helmet, grabbed his sword, and strode out of the main tent. His vice generals had also heard the news and risen, with a group of guards surrounding them as they rushed toward the grain depot.

Vice General Zhao Pu, who guarded the grain depot, was leading his men in firefighting, his face streaked with black and white from the smoke, his voice nearly hoarse from shouting. No wonder he was so tense – the grain supplies he had been responsible for escorting had just been robbed by the southern army last time, and he was still in a period of atoning for his crimes through merit.

Seeing his commanding officer, Zhao Pu hurriedly left his men and came forward to plead for forgiveness. Cao Yan bent down to help him up, saying: “Fighting the fire is urgent—”

Before he could finish speaking, Cao Yan’s body suddenly stiffened.

A short sword thrust upward from below, penetrating through the unprotected left side of Cao Yan’s armor and straight into his heart.

The surrounding officers and soldiers were stunned by this sudden turn of events. Zhao Pu had already drawn Cao Yan’s sword, and fearing that his previous strike had not been fatal, delivered another thrust to Cao Yan’s throat, then turned the blade across his own throat.

Blood splattered everywhere as both men fell to the ground simultaneously.

In the chaos, the same thought flashed through several vice generals’ minds: “So burning the grain depot was meant to assassinate Cao Yan!”

The Yan army, having fought the Mongols for years and experienced three years of the Jingnan Campaign, was naturally well-trained. Though Cao Yan had been assassinated, several vice generals immediately divided responsibilities to restore order to the camp, extinguish the grain depot fire, and most importantly, guard against the southern army taking advantage of the chaos. They also sent someone to report to the main army commander, Zhu Neng’s camp, twenty li away.

Zhu Neng sent Zhang Fan, a clan nephew of Zhang Yu, to handle the matter.

Zhang Fan first needed to understand why Zhao Pu, who had followed Cao Yan for many years and had even saved Cao Yan’s life on the battlefield last year, would suddenly assassinate Cao Yan. By all logic, he could never be a Southern army spy. If even someone like Zhao Pu would rebel, who in the Guangning Guard camp could be trusted?

Their doubts were soon answered. The next afternoon, over ten Yan army soldiers who had been captured when the southern army robbed the grain supplies last time were released and returned, and with them came Zhao Pu.

The Zhao Pu who had assassinated Cao Yan was Zhao Xiang, Zhao Pu’s blood brother, who had been serving in the southern army.

Zhao Pu knelt before the corpses of Cao Yan and Zhao Xiang, weeping bitterly. One of his soldiers reported that after capturing Zhao Pu, a southern army general had used Zhao Xiang’s wife and children as hostages, forcing him to replace Zhao Pu and assassinate General Cao. Before departing, Zhao Xiang had requested that if his mission succeeded, his family would no longer be harmed, and Zhao Pu would also be released.

After finishing his weeping, Zhao Pu’s eyes turned red as he requested to go into battle. Seeing Zhang Fan pondering silently, Zhao Pu’s expression immediately changed, and he said angrily: “Fine! If General Zhang won’t deploy troops, even if I must go alone, I will behead that traitorous general on the battlefield!”

Two vice generals who were close to him desperately held him back, but Zhao Pu still refused to give up and struggled with all his might. Zhang Fan glared at him and shouted sternly: “Brainless fool! Is this how you wage war? First, find out who your opponent is!”

Cao Yan was not the first general to be assassinated. In the past three months, six Yan army generals had already been assassinated, with truly varied assassination methods: one was poisoned by an army physician, one was stabbed by a personal guard, one was killed while inspecting the battlefield after a battle by a southern army suicide warrior disguised as a corpse, one was shot by a southern army marksman who had hidden in his own camp’s watchtower during the night while he stood on the command platform, one was killed while escorting grain supplies by an assassin who had hidden in a grain cart for a day and night, and another had his head cut off in the middle of the night by someone who had infiltrated his heavily guarded tent. Those assassins immediately committed suicide when surrounded. Though it was known they were sent by the southern army, their detailed origins could not be traced.

Cao Yan was the seventh.

And Cao Yan’s grain depot was also the fifth grain depot to be burned.

When Zhang Fan reported back to Zhu Neng, he said with considerable worry that all signs indicated the southern army had an elite small unit skilled in concealment and night operations, specifically responsible for assassinations and grain burning.

This force lurking in the darkness posed too great a threat to them. As the saying goes, “Open attacks are easy to dodge, hidden arrows hard to guard against.” If not resolved soon, if one day even Prince Yan were assassinated, it would be too late for regrets.

Zhu Neng frowned.

Such ruthless and skillful killing methods were very much like the Imperial Guard’s style. However, after completing the Lan Yu case, the Imperial Guard had outlived its usefulness and had been disbanded. Former Commander Shen Guangli had even fled to the snowy mountains of Usang to become a monk. Emperor Jianwen had always detested the Imperial Guard’s way of treating human life like grass, so he shouldn’t have rebuilt a similar office.

However, one couldn’t be completely certain. After all, the great purge that the Hongwu Emperor had launched using the Lan Yu treason case after the Crown Prince’s death had resulted in the death and injury of all brave and strong warriors in the court’s directly controlled armies. When the Jingnan Campaign began, the southern army could only retreat step by step when facing the Yan army. Though the situation had improved after the Battle of Dongchang, the southern army still lost more than they won. In such circumstances, Emperor Jianwen might helplessly resort to using former Imperial Guard personnel to break the deadlock.

Zhang Fan suggested they should specifically assign a group of men to deal with this unit.

Zhu Neng understood the crux of the matter and immediately ordered Zhang Fan to take charge, selecting personnel from the entire army to resolve this matter as quickly as possible.
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On the mass burial ground, a certain tombstone suddenly moved slightly, then slowly slid aside to reveal a dark opening. Two guards carefully lifted out a bed crossbow.

They had been lurking here for an entire night. Though the tunnel dug by Mo Huaizhong, who claimed to be a direct descendant of the legendary earth-burrowing Tu Xingsun, was quite skillfully made with good ventilation, the sunless place was still stifling. Thus, upon emerging, they couldn’t help but exhale deeply.

Looking at the opposing Yan and southern armies in the distance, with banners flying and the sounds of men and horses, a great battle was about to begin.

The two guards couldn’t help but look with great admiration at Meng Jianqing, who emerged from the tunnel behind them. While Mo Huaizhong’s ability to dig such a tunnel under the noses of the Yan army patrol was certainly impressive, Meng Jianqing’s ability to so accurately select the location for digging and timing for concealment was even more remarkable.

Meng Jianqing lay prone nearby, raising his telescope to search for his target.

The Yan army’s vanguard was Han Xiaotian. This young man of outstanding natural talent and cynical disposition had graduated first in his class from Jiangwu Hall and been summoned to serve under Prince Yan. Leading an army alone, he was known as “Biyi” (Overwhelming). In every battle, he served as vanguard, and none could withstand his charge. If they could kill him, Prince Yan would surely be heartbroken.

The two guards crouched on the ground, adjusting their positions. The strong crossbow that normally required five men to operate could now be operated by just the two guards working together, thanks to the trigger mechanism Wei Huan had added during modification. Meng Jianqing loaded fifty arrows, their freshly poisoned heads gleaming dark blue in the autumn sun.

The Yan army beat their drums, and Han Xiaotian with his Biyi army began their charge.

Meng Jianqing measured the distance and gave a low command. Fifty poisoned arrows flew true, aimed at Han Xiaotian’s direct path. Someone in the Yan army had spotted the arrows cutting through the air and shouted a warning. Though Han Xiaotian also saw them, in his headlong charge, he couldn’t rein in his galloping horse in time, nor could he speed up enough to escape the coverage of the arrow volley. Several personal guards riding close beside him simultaneously leaped from their saddles, throwing themselves forward to shield their commander with their bodies, but it was too late.

Han Xiaotian brandished his long spear and deflected over ten crossbow bolts, but three still struck him.

He swayed and finally fell desperately from his horse.

The deep autumn sky was azure and clear, so pure and transparent, as if it were the pristine, dustless world in his heart.

He felt his entire body suddenly become light, rising upward, ascending toward that bright sky, merging into a field of white light, his heart filled with peaceful joy.

Han Xiaotian slowly closed his eyes. The unwillingness and despair on his face gradually disappeared, becoming as peaceful as if he were sleeping soundly.

The telescope in the distance had been tracking him throughout, and only now, confirming his death, was it lowered.

Meng Jianqing secretly exhaled, his heart suddenly filled with nameless emotion, even a trace of melancholy.

Over twenty others who had also been struck by arrows fell from their horses one after another, leaving only riderless warhorses still galloping forward.

The southern army’s commanding general immediately seized this opportunity to beat the drums and advance.

In the chaos of battle between the two armies, even if someone wanted to break away to pursue the source of the deadly arrows, they would probably be powerless to do so. This was the perfect opportunity for their retreat.

But Meng Jianqing suddenly looked up at the sky.

Above the blue sky, a gray hawk was circling and dancing overhead, its posture vigorous and graceful. Following the hawk’s dance, a Yan force quickly inserted itself into the empty ground between the mass burial ground and the southern army, cutting off their most convenient route of retreat to the southern forces. Another Yan force was flanking them from the other side.

Meng Jianqing’s expression darkened slightly. He ordered a retreat while simultaneously severing the crossbow’s trigger mechanism with one stroke. The two guards understood and destroyed the various components as much as possible. The weapons they couldn’t take with them couldn’t be left for others to exploit.

The other guard hiding in a small grove a li away, watching the horses, heard the whistle signal and came galloping with four horses. The four men barely managed to break through before the Yan army completed their encirclement. However, their most convenient return route had been cut off, so they could only flee eastward. The eastern terrain was hilly with occasional groves, perfect for blocking the scattered arrows the Yan army kept shooting at them.

While they hunted Yan army generals, they had become targets of the Yan army’s hunt.

Meng Jianqing’s destination was the mountain range thirty li away. As long as they could reach the mountains before their Yan pursuers, it would be their domain.

When the pursuing Yan army passed through a sparse hazel grove, a thin rope was suddenly stretched between two large trees. The deputy general, charging at the front, was caught off guard and flew from his horse, falling to the ground. A guard hidden behind a tree in the wild grass darted out from the side, embracing the deputy general’s head with his left hand while slitting his throat with his right. The several Yan cavalry following behind were blocked by the fallen horse in front, causing some confusion. Had they not all been carefully selected elite cavalry, they might have been tripped up en masse.

The guard who had stayed behind to cover the retreat leaped onto a nearby hazel tree. As the Yan army drew bows to shoot, he had already pounced onto another tree. After several bounds, he reached the forest edge, deflected incoming arrows with his blade, and leaped down behind a Yan cavalryman, striking him down with one blow. He seized the horse and fled toward the southeast.

The Yan army detached a ten-man squad to pursue the lone fleeing guard. After some confusion, the main force continued its tight pursuit of the other three.

Meng Jianqing, who had already exchanged clothes with one of the guards, lay prone on his saddle. Looking back at the pursuing ten-man squad, he estimated they were far enough from the main force. He slightly slowed his horse’s pace, and as the distance closed, most of the arrows shot at him struck his horse’s body. The horse could endure no more and, after running a few steps, neighed loudly and collapsed. Meng Jianqing rolled from the saddle with the motion.

The ten-man squad approached rapidly and had him surrounded in the blink of an eye. The squad leader reined in his horse, looked him over, and said: “General Zhang has ordered that if you surrender, your life will be spared!”

Meng Jianqing thought for a moment, then slowly relaxed his right hand, letting his short knife fall to the ground. The squad leader secretly breathed a sigh of relief and gestured. Two Yan soldiers dismounted on orders to bind Meng Jianqing. Just as they approached, Meng Jianqing suddenly stepped on the knife handle. The short knife sprang up, and he kicked it with another foot. The knife whistled and tumbled through the air, striking the squad leader in the chest. The squad leader cried out and fell headfirst from his horse. Meng Jianqing spread his hands, and two small knives slit the throats of the two Yan soldiers who had come to bind him.

Prince Yan’s military discipline was strict. With the squad leader dead, no one in the small squad dared retreat. They shouted and spurred their horses to attack. Meng Jianqing rolled on the ground to the squad leader’s side, drew the Hundred-Fold Sword embedded in the man’s chest, and with a backhand stroke severed two horse legs behind him. The Yan soldier who had been leaning down to strike with his sword was carried forward by momentum. Meng Jianqing flicked his left hand, and a small knife pierced the man’s back.

After several charges, no one in the ten-man squad survived.

Meng Jianqing retrieved his sword and tore several strips from the Yan soldiers’ clothing to bind a knife wound on his body, preventing blood drops from leaving a trail. He then leaned against a horse’s belly, drank some water, ate some dry rations, and rested briefly. Looking up at the sky, the sun was already declining westward. He wondered whether the other three had successfully escaped into the mountains.

Surveying the wilderness, there were no signs of people nearby, only several surviving riderless warhorses wandering and neighing. The hunting hawk had also flown far toward the mountains.

Meng Jianqing raised his horse whip and lashed wildly, scattering the warhorses in all directions. He mounted one horse himself, crouched low on the saddle, and galloped urgently toward the hazel grove where he had previously hidden. Upon entering the grove, he leaped from the horse and whipped it, sending it running chaotically away as well.

Meng Jianqing found a spot close to a half-withered old tree in the direction away from the mountains. He carefully crawled into a small hole he had dug, pulled over the dead branches and leaves piled nearby to cover the entrance, regulated his breathing, and closed his eyes.

Of the other three guards being pursued by the Yan army, two imitated Meng Jianqing by abandoning their horses and hiding in a thicket, blocking the path and creating the illusion that they were protecting the guard dressed in officer’s clothing to ensure his safe escape. The Yan army indeed fell for the ruse, detaching only two ten-man squads to fight while the main force continued pursuing the disguised guard.

At sunset, at the foot of the mountains, the Yan army successfully caught up with the guard, but could only bring back his suicide corpse. Of the other two guards, one died in battle while the other was severely wounded but successfully escaped.

After the main Yan force returned to camp, they discovered that the corpse they had brought back was fake. Though the outside wore an officer’s uniform, underneath was still the clothing of an ordinary soldier.

Zhang Fan angrily lashed his desk with his whip.
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Two days later, the Yan army transporting pay from Beiping to Zhu Neng’s main camp made a detour to deliver Prince Yan’s trusted strategist, Master Daoyan.

Master Daoyan smiled at the furious Zhang Fan across from him: “General Zhang, please calm yourself. After all, your opponent is no ordinary person. It’s inevitable to suffer some losses when first engaging. This humble monk has brought several people for the general, hoping they might be of assistance.”

The several men behind Daoyan all wore ordinary Yan army soldiers armor, but to Zhang Fan’s eyes, they were not common soldiers.

Daoyan first pointed to the pale, lightly bearded middle-aged man: “This is former Imperial Guard Chiliarch Gao Ping. After the Imperial Guard office was abolished, he served at the Yingtian Prefecture Left Army Commander’s Office. However, he has now pledged service to Prince Yan.”

Zhang Fan nodded inwardly. Since their opponent was likely a former Imperial Guard, Gao Qianhu, who knew Imperial Guard inside information, would undoubtedly be an excellent helper. However, had Master Daoyan not personally delivered him, Zhang Fan truly wouldn’t dare trust this Gao Qianhu.

The second was Li Mo, a former subordinate of Prince Ning. Li Mo had been famous at Jiangwu Hall for his skill in making topographical maps. After Prince Yan captured Daning, all of Prince Ning’s former subordinates and the affiliated Three Guards of Duoyan came under Prince Yan. Li Mo’s familiarity with the terrain would ensure their encirclement was watertight when he arranged ambushes.

The third was Prince Yan’s beloved general, Meng Jianchen. Zhang Fan was somewhat puzzled by this. Meng Jianchen had always fought beyond the frontier, and even during the most critical moments of the Jingnan Campaign, he had been kept guarding the passes. Why would he be recalled now?

The fourth was Meng Jianchen’s longtime partner, Gongsun Yi. Zhang Fan couldn’t help but smile. In the Yan army, Gongsun Yi was most famous for his good luck – the kind of luck where you trip hard and find a gold ingot.

Master Daoyan smiled and stood up: “Well then, this humble monk has other business and cannot keep General Zhang company.”

After seeing off Master Daoyan, Gao Qianhu immediately began sighing: “What a pity. If the master weren’t rushing back to assist the heir apparent, he would make the perfect bait. Even if Meng Jianqing knew there was a trap, he would still come for this bait.”

Zhang Fan’s heart skipped a beat as he looked toward Meng Jianchen.

He had naturally heard of Meng Jianchen’s older brother – a rising star in the Imperial Guard whose reputation was impossible to avoid. So this was their opponent. Someone who could wield influence within the Imperial Guard was certainly no ordinary person. His losses this time were understandable.

Gao Qianhu must have suffered plenty of losses in the past, which explained his enthusiasm for dealing with Meng Jianqing.

No wonder Prince Yan had transferred Meng Jianchen here. Family knows family business best. In Prince Yan’s view, perhaps Meng Jianchen was the best choice for dealing with Meng Jianqing.

Zhang Fan summoned several deputy generals to hear the plans and arrangements from Gao Qianhu’s group of four.

Gao Qianhu gave everyone a detailed introduction to the Meng Jianqing he knew. From Meng Jianqing’s gradual promotion within the Imperial Guard to his recent idle placement, he covered every detail. Only when the Jingnan Campaign began and the southern army retreated step by step did Emperor Jianwen finally reemploy former Imperial Guard personnel like Meng Jianqing, hoping to achieve an unexpected victory. After receiving his orders, Meng Jianqing spent a year training personnel, including former low-ranking Imperial Guard officials and guards as well as underworld figures he had privately recruited. Emperor Jianwen named this force “Fish Intestine.”

Upon hearing this name, everyone in the tent found it both funny and absurd.

Using the Fish Intestine short sword that Zhuanzhu used to assassinate Prince Liao to name such an assassination unit was quite fitting. However, Meng Jianqing and his subordinates would likely find it embarrassing. Emperor Jianwen had never approved of the Imperial Guard’s methods – perhaps this was his prejudice at work in granting such a name.

This Fish Intestine Army was created and trained entirely by Meng Jianqing with strict control. As for the control methods used, Gao Qianhu didn’t elaborate, but they likely came from the Imperial Guard’s closely guarded secrets. The advantage was ensuring Meng Jianqing’s orders received the most faithful execution – for instance, the assassins and killers sent out, regardless of success or failure, none dared disobey orders or leak secrets. However, the greatest weakness lay in this very point: eliminate Meng Jianqing, and there would be no second person who could control the Fish Intestine Army.

Another thought suddenly occurred to Zhang Fan: Had Prince Yan sent Meng Jianchen to recruit Meng Jianqing’s surrender? Considering the Fish Intestine Army’s battle record, winning them over would be far more profitable than eliminating Meng Jianqing…

After Zhang Fan’s deputy generals learned of Meng Jianchen’s identity, they all looked at him with some doubt. Though Prince Yan’s wise decisions were beyond their understanding, worry was inevitable. Meng Jianchen’s lips curved slightly with some mockery as he smiled: “The battlefield recognizes no father and son, let alone brothers. Besides, His Highness promised I could try to capture him alive – I’m being fair to my older brother.”

The door curtain lifted as Master Daoyan returned.

Daoyan smiled and bowed to everyone: “This humble monk had already departed, but for some reason felt uneasy. Upon careful reflection, I realized it was Buddha’s warning, instructing me to wait until the crisis passes before returning to Beiping.”

The four monks and four palace guards accompanying him disapproved, feeling that Daoyan gave Meng Jianqing too much importance. However, Gao Qianhu smiled: “Perfect that the master stays.”

His proposed plan was actually to use Master Daoyan as bait.

Zhang Fan frowned – this was impossible.

Gao Qianhu immediately said: “Make the false seem real and the real seem false. General Zhang, the master, need not personally risk danger.”

So they would use body doubles. And not just one.

They decided to have four monks impersonate Master Daoyan, traveling toward Beiping on separate routes. For authenticity, each monk would be escorted by capable personnel. Whichever group encountered assassination attempts would immediately sound the alarm and call for reinforcements.

With the plan set, what remained were the specific issues of arranging routes and ambush forces.

Everyone’s gaze turned to Li Mo.

Li Mo, who had been silently adjusting the terrain on the sand table, looked up and said flatly: “If there are four routes, then five thousand troops are needed to control every node between this camp and Commander Zhu’s main camp while providing timely reinforcement.”

The tent fell silent. Zhang Fan commanded only three thousand troops total. Adding the hundred specially escorting Master Daoyan…

Zhang Fan cleared his throat: “Four routes aren’t necessary, are they?”

Meng Jianchen said with a half-smile: “Actually, one route would suffice. This main camp must retain sufficient troops to avoid being caught off guard and having our base stolen.”

Gongsun Yi laughed: “Didn’t Gao Qianhu say that the Fish Intestine Army has at most one or two hundred men? They might manage some assassinations, but would they dare steal General Zhang’s base?”

Meng Jianchen sneered: “Don’t tell me you don’t know who commands the nearest southern army.”

Gongsun Yi said “Ah”: “Who?”

This freeloading fellow truly didn’t know. Meng Jianchen snorted disdainfully but ultimately didn’t voice his thoughts in front of outsiders.

A deputy general answered first: “Hu Jinyong.”

A famous southern army general known for being unkillable and indefatigable.

Gongsun Yi scratched his scalp: “Oh, him. That’s hard to say, then. Except for treason, if Old Meng said the sun was black, this guy would probably chime in that it’s indeed blacker than ink.”

If Meng Jianqing wanted his help in a surprise attack on the Yan army, there would be no second thoughts. As for military orders, commanders in the field need not accept all imperial commands – the audacious Hu Jinyong had plenty of ways to handle superior officers’ questions. After all, one couldn’t ignore obvious battle opportunities, right?

Zhang Fan and the others were all stunned. Even Gao Qianhu, who only knew that Hu Jinyong and Meng Jianqing had a good relationship, never imagined it was this close. It seemed that generals from Jiangwu Hall, regardless of whether they served in the far south or northern frontier, shared an invisible intelligence network that outsiders couldn’t penetrate.

This was truly a major problem…

After thinking for a moment, Zhang Fan said, “In that case, let’s simply not divide our forces. In this general’s view, safely escorting the master back to Beiping is more important than luring and killing Meng Jianqing.”

Li Mo, who had been silent for a long time, suddenly said: “Actually, these two objectives don’t conflict.”

He took a handful of small flags and planted them one by one on the sand table.

After finishing, a red and blue interwoven net of varying density appeared on the sand table.

Li Mo’s finger traced a line on the sand table as he slowly said, “This route should work.”

The winding route through the net was like a lazy, long snake, lying quietly on the sand table.

Li Mo continued: “At red flag positions, we can ambush three to five ten-man squads; at blue flag positions, only one ten-man squad. Any two ambush positions can provide mutual support within a quarter-hour. Some places are too treacherous and narrow for large ambushes – if too few troops are stationed there and they encounter Meng Jianqing, they won’t have a chance to raise the alarm and will instead alert the enemy, so no ambushes are set. There are thirteen such places. This time, Meng Jianqing will act personally, and since Gao Qianhu says he never likes bringing many people, these thirteen places should be his preferred ambush sites. The bed crossbow’s maximum range is one li. Of these thirteen places, five could threaten my chosen route with bed crossbows, so these five locations should be key surveillance points. Before he acts, it’s hard for us to find him, but once he begins, one of our ambush positions will surely discover him and raise the alarm in time.”

Discovered and entangled within this net, even if Meng Jianqing grew wings, he would hardly escape to the heavens.

Gongsun Yi looked left and right, unable to find any flaws, finally saying: “This net is woven tight enough, but how do we secretly lay it out?”

Meng Jianchen knocked his head hard: “You’re hopeless! Can’t you clear the area first?”

What was Master Daoyan’s status? Moreover, with assassins being so rampant recently, clearing areas along the route was perfectly reasonable.

Zhang Fan now understood and smiled: “No matter. Even if Meng Jianqing discovers our ambushes, he absolutely won’t imagine there are so many.”

If he didn’t come, that would be best. Zhang Fan truly didn’t want anything to go wrong with Daoyan on his territory.

At the same time, he couldn’t help thinking that Li Mo appeared silent and lazy, yet when handling affairs he was so thorough and experienced.

As everyone went to prepare, Meng Jianchen and Gongsun Yi flanked Li Mo. Meng Jianchen smiled coldly, almost whispering in Li Mo’s ear: “I’ve heard of you a long time ago – you’re always lazy about everything. Why are you so active this time? Did my older brother mess with you before?”

Li Mo was stunned and slowly said, “Since Prince Yan transferred me here, I naturally must do my utmost. Otherwise…”

Meng Jianchen slapped his shoulder and laughed: “Come on, you’re afraid that if you can’t bring down my older brother this time and he learns you were involved, he’ll come back to finish you off.”

Li Mo’s lips twitched in what counted as a smile.

He couldn’t quite understand Meng Jianchen’s thinking. If he disapproved of such enthusiasm, why had he come from the northern frontier? If he hadn’t wanted to come, Prince Yan wouldn’t have forced him – after all, such feelings were only natural. Yet not only had he come, he seemed quite eager. However, since Prince Yan had arranged it this way, there must be Prince Yan’s reasoning.
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Meng Jianqing sat beneath a small pine tree barely half a person’s height, examining the crossbow his two guards were assembling. This cumbersome bed crossbow could penetrate heavy armor at a distance of one li when fired from level ground. Now positioned atop this ten-zhang-high precipice, its range should reach a li and a half.

No one would imagine someone could carry such a heavy weapon up such a cliff, then wait on the precipice for a battle opportunity that might never come. Meng Jianqing chose this location for an ambush simply because it was on the necessary route from Zhang Fan’s garrison to Zhu Neng’s main camp – he considered it worth waiting for prey like a hunter by a tree stump.

After Wei Huan’s modifications, the bed crossbow could be disassembled and reassembled. Meng Jianqing, with his two guards, made three round trips under the cover of night to finally transport all components, including fifty arrows, to this clifftop area no larger than two tabletops. Two solitary pines on the cliff concealed them from Yan’s army patrol sight, though even without these pines, Meng Jianqing had planned to plant some camouflage.

However, he hadn’t expected that after waiting all night, he would see Master Daoyan escorted into Zhang Fan’s camp by Yan troops transporting military pay. The main force immediately turned toward Zhu Neng’s camp without waiting for the great monk.

Meng Jianqing immediately sensed an opportunity and ordered preparations.

Though they had already tested this bed crossbow’s range from various heights, the two guards repeatedly corrected their positions and adjusted their sights, determined to hit with one strike. Meng Jianqing slowly and carefully applied poison to each arrowhead.

Half an hour later, Daoyan emerged from camp, accompanied only by four monks, four palace guards, and a hundred-man escort unit, heading directly for Zhu Neng’s camp.

A heaven-sent opportunity.

But just before reaching firing range, Daoyan inexplicably turned back without warning.

Meng Jianqing’s expression darkened. His two guards couldn’t help but curse the thieving monk and bald donkey under their breath.

This was too much.

Even more excessive was what followed.

They waited until afternoon before seeing Zhang Fan’s troops ride out from camp in squadrons. However, this deployment was unusual. Each unit had its objective, and from Meng Jianqing’s high vantage point, they seemed to flow like mercury, penetrating everywhere. Within moments, nearly every strategic point from Zhang Fan’s garrison to Zhu Neng’s camp was successively controlled.

Horn calls sounded from far to near as each unit took position and prepared.

The camp gates opened, and Daoyan finally emerged under heavy escort.

Meng Jianqing’s hand holding the telescope trembled slightly.

Though Meng Jianchen and the others still wore ordinary soldier armor, far fewer people accompanied them this time. Meng Jianqing easily recognized among the mass of armor a figure that remained familiar despite years of separation.

There was more than one familiar figure.

He lowered his telescope, feeling rare hesitation.

Once discovered within such a vast net, escape would be nearly impossible.

He should have eliminated that damned Li Mo long ago.

If he didn’t act… but after Zhang Fan saw off Daoyan, he might still turn back to close the net.

Under the sunlight, the poison applied earlier had dried. Meng Jianqing once again coated the arrowheads with poison. Fortunately, he had brought sufficient poison, or his efforts might be wasted.

Daoyan’s group drew closer, approaching the bed’s crossbow’s firing range.

Daoyan suddenly looked up toward the precipice.

The moment he raised his head, Meng Jianqing closed his eyes and dropped down, simultaneously pressing his two guards’ heads low. He preferred to believe that Daoyan, this renowned high monk, possessed some mysterious intuition enabling him to see what others could not.

Daoyan looked toward the precipice far beyond the bed crossbow’s one-li range because his heart again felt that uneasy sensation of being watched.

On the cliff, Meng Jianqing’s thoughts raced. Faced with someone as perceptive as Daoyan, assassinating him seemed too difficult. He had only one chance and couldn’t waste it.

His gaze swept past Meng Jianchen and Gongsun Yi, who stayed close to Meng Jianchen, then turned to Gao Qianhu, paused, then shifted to Li Mo, and finally to Zhang Fan. Who should he choose to avoid wasting this precious opportunity?

Daoyan’s heart suddenly lightened, as if a stone had been lifted.

He exhaled slightly. Perhaps he was being overly suspicious.

But he immediately understood his alertness wasn’t unfounded. In the afternoon autumn sun, a volley of arrows shrieked through the air like a dark cloud. The sharp whistling of the arrows caused everyone to react instinctively. The four monks quickly tackled Daoyan from his saddle and surrounded him, while the four palace guards raised shields overhead.

Meng Jianchen turned his horse toward the arrows, raising his long spear in an “Eight Winds and Clouds” technique, the spinning spear flowers protecting him completely. Gongsun Yi reined in his horse and luckily stopped directly behind him. Gao Qianhu, following closely, quickly rolled from his saddle to hide behind his horse.

However, they soon discovered the arrows targeted the troops behind them.

After Wei Huan’s improvements, the bed crossbow’s arrows possessed extraordinary force and speed. Even for a veteran like Zhang Fan, defense was extremely difficult. Of his four deputy generals, two dodged successfully, one was struck in the right arm, and one had his cheek grazed by an arrow. However, over ten soldiers at the front all fell to the arrows.

Li Mo was most unlucky. His reactions were naturally slow, and he was at the center of the crossbow’s target. Despite two personal guards fighting desperately to protect him, he was still struck by three arrows.

While dodging the crossbow bolts, Zhang Fan blew his horn.

The nearest Yan ten-man squad to Meng Jianqing simultaneously fired signal rockets.

Meng Jianqing severed the trigger mechanism with one stroke. Without time to dismantle the bed crossbow, the three men quickly rappelled down ropes. Rounding the precipice, they met the nearby ten-man squad rushing to intercept them. At first sight, seeing the opponents also wear Yan army uniforms, the ten-man squad hesitated slightly. But Meng Jianqing immediately threw three small knives. Before the squad could draw bows and nock arrows, three men were struck and fell from their horses. The two guards behind Meng Jianqing charged forward. Though their hand crossbows had short range, at such close distance every arrow found its mark. The result was that after one encounter, only two men remained of the ten-man squad, but they too were struck down by Meng Jianqing’s second attack.

A quarter-hour later, three reinforcing ten-man squads arrived to see ten horses each carrying a Yan soldier’s body scattering in all directions, with three corpses lying below the precipice. After a moment’s shock, they split up in pursuit.

The encirclement net slowly tightened as planned, though unable to contract to the expected density immediately. The Yan soldier corpses, hastily bound to ten horses with reins, fell off one by one during the gallop across wilderness and forest.

Only six corpses could be seen on the plain. The Yan army could only search carefully in the forests the horses had passed through while sending riders to report the situation to Zhang Fan.

Zhang Fan’s original plan was to first trap Meng Jianqing with this net, use the time to escort Master Daoyan to Zhu Neng’s camp, then return to concentrate forces and resolve the matter.

But clearly, the plan now had problems. Had Gao Qianhu not promptly produced four Resurrection Pills – giving one each to two deputy generals, two to Li Mo, who was most severely poisoned, temporarily preserving their lives – his losses would have been enormous.

He could only hold his position and assess the situation.

The two uninjured deputy generals had organized the troops into a circular formation, protecting Daoyan and the others in the center.

Daoyan sat cross-legged on the ground, listening intently to the commotion. After a while, he beckoned to Meng Jianchen and Gongsun Yi: “Go check below the cliff.”

The two men hesitated only briefly before leading a squad of personal guards on horseback.

Moments later, signal rockets rose from behind the cliff.

Hadn’t Meng Jianqing and his men already disguised themselves as Yan soldier corpses carried on horseback and scattered to escape, likely hiding in some forest? What were Meng Jianchen’s two men signaling about?

Zhang Fan suddenly understood – the three corpses below the cliff were what Meng Jianqing’s three men had disguised themselves as. The encircling Yan army had probably rushed to chase the horses without careful inspection.

Daoyan smiled: “Such commotion here will likely alert Hu Jinyong.”

Zhu Neng’s main army had been tied down by the southern army’s main force for days and couldn’t be counted on. They had to concentrate forces and close the net before Hu Jinyong appeared.

At sunset, horns sounded from Zhang Fan’s distant camp while southern army drums responded simultaneously – Hu Jinyong was indeed taking advantage of the chaos.

However, they also saw signal rockets indicating the successful encirclement of Meng Jianqing.

Zhang Fan ordered the horns blown. Scattered units across the plain quickly converged on him.

Both of Meng Jianqing’s guards had died in battle, and he was wounded in several places. Though he stood alone on horseback within the heavy encirclement, Yan soldiers still dared not approach. Meng Jianqing surveyed the arrows aimed from all sides, then looked at Meng Jianchen and Gongsun Yi across from him. After thinking, he said: “Let’s go. Take me to see Zhang Fan and Daoyan.”

On the way, Meng Jianqing tore strips from his clothing to bind his wounds, preventing excessive blood loss. Meng Jianchen rode alongside at a distance, his lips curled in a half-smile: “Elder brother truly keeps his composure.”

Meng Jianqing replied matter-of-factly: “Since Prince Yan sent you, he naturally has other intentions. Why should I be anxious?”

Meng Jianchen looked him up and down: “You won’t let us search you, yet you want to see General Zhang and Master Daoyan. I strongly suspect you’re planning another assassination attempt with this opportunity.”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “I don’t want to die yet.”
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Daoyan gestured for everyone not to be overly tense, smiling as he looked at Meng Jianqing sitting cross-legged before him: “It’s been a long time, Lord Meng.”

Meng Jianqing also smiled in response: “I dare not accept such an address from the master.”

Daoyan sighed softly: “What puzzles this humble monk is why the arrows just now targeted Li Mo rather than me.”

Upon hearing this, everyone looked at Meng Jianqing with surprise.

Instead of answering, Meng Jianqing counter-questioned: “I would also like to ask the master why you returned after first leaving camp?”

Daoyan studied him for a long while, then laughed heartily: “I see. Chiliarch Meng still has his old habits – never doing anything without certainty. Chiliarch Meng is such excellent material that Prince Yan has long admired. What are your thoughts?”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “His Majesty had me train and command the Fish Intestine Army, so I must leave some contingencies. What if I targeted the wrong assassination subject?”

Taking hostages was the most convenient and effective contingency.

Since the Jingnan Campaign began, north-south communications had been difficult. Meng Jianchen, stationed at the frontier, had known nothing of family news. Hearing these words, Meng Jianchen was startled and opened his mouth to ask. Meng Jianqing glanced at him and said, “Before I took over organizing the Fish Intestine Army, my father was transferred to the navy. We don’t even know where he’s drifting now – only one letter comes back per year.”

Meng Jianchen’s mother had died four years ago, while Meng Jianqing’s mother had traveled to Mount Putuo after Meng Jianqing’s marriage to Yun Yanjiao, taking monastic vows to serve Guanyin Bodhisattva. Putuo was Guanyin’s sacred ground – Emperor Jianwen could never openly detain a nun serving Guanyin Bodhisattva as a hostage.

It seemed Meng Zhiyuan had escaped to sea with premeditation.

That old fox.

Meng Jianchen secretly sighed, then shifted his gaze: “Are sister-in-law and nephew in the palace now?”

Meng Jianqing replied flatly: “I don’t know.”

A period of silence followed. Within the silence, the distant sounds of battle were particularly harsh.

Daoyan sighed: “In that case, wouldn’t Chiliarch Meng only be able to serve whoever controls you?”

If he couldn’t be won over, he could only be eliminated to prevent future troubles.

What a pity – both Prince Yan and he would feel regret.

But how could someone like Meng Jianqing simply surrender? Did he still have some unexpected winning move? Daoyan sensed no killing intent from him, which made him even more puzzled.

Meng Jianqing raised his eyes to look at him: “What other instructions does the master have?”

Daoyan studied his eyes and only after a moment said: “Training the Fish Intestine Army was extremely difficult. Your side will never give up easily. Who is your successor?”

Meng Jianqing smiled with narrowed eyes.

Looking at his expression, Gongsun Yi suddenly had a thought he found absurd: “It’s not sister-in-law, is it?”

Having always called her sister-in-law following Meng Jianchen, he naturally blurted this out.

Everyone’s expressions changed.

Meng Jianqing laughed despite himself: “You could guess that? It seems your good luck has some merit after all.”

He turned to Daoyan: “I know the master has doubts – how could those Confucian scholars around His Majesty agree to entrust the Fish Intestine Army to a woman?”

Daoyan had regained his composure: “Those Confucian scholars may not know of this army’s existence. Besides, apart from Madam Meng, no second suitable candidate could be found.”

Indeed, it was difficult to find a second person who could both earn Meng Jianqing’s trust and Emperor Jianwen’s acceptance. Or conversely, who could earn both Emperor Jianwen’s trust and Meng Jianqing’s acceptance.

He continued asking: “I just wonder whether Madam Meng’s position represents the Overseas Immortal Mountain or merely herself?”

Meng Jianqing said: “My wife has privately mentioned that neither the Overseas Immortal Mountain nor she wishes to interfere in His Majesty’s family affairs. However, as husband and wife are one body, she cannot stand aside regarding my matters.”

Another period of silence.

Though Yun Yanjiao indicated her position didn’t represent the Overseas Immortal Mountain’s stance, everyone had family and friends they desperately wanted to protect – even those seemingly otherworldly masters of the Overseas Immortal Mountain were no exception. Today, it was Yun Yanjiao being drawn in; tomorrow, it might be her brother who devoted himself to training the navy and preparing to sail to Southeast Asia. Thinking of the consequences and troubles if that navy, after successful training, sailed north instead of south, Daoyan felt truly headache-inducing. Then who would it be the day after…

The expression on Daoyan’s face changed unpredictably like clouds in the evening sky.

At this moment, Gao Qianhu said coolly from the side: “Releasing a tiger is easy, but binding one is difficult. The master should think thrice.”

Daoyan frowned slightly with displeasure.

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Gao Qianhu’s concerns are indeed reasonable. Even if the master graciously lets me return, I cannot withdraw the Fish Intestine Army – that would require His Majesty’s order.”

Daoyan’s eyes brightened: “Just unable to withdraw the army?”

Meng Jianqing looked directly at him: “Commanders in the field need not accept all imperial commands. Moreover, military situations change rapidly – His Majesty, far away in the capital, naturally won’t directly command how the Fish Intestine Army fights.”

Jianwen, raised in the deep palace, cannot probably command these frontline generals in combat, Daoyan thought privately.

He began bargaining with Meng Jianqing without hesitation, negotiating the period for the Fish Intestine Army to temporarily cease assassinating Yan army generals.

Zhang Fan’s deputy generals, seeing this high monk’s true nature for the first time, couldn’t help feeling dazzled and confused.

The final agreed time was three months. Since this was somewhat short of Daoyan’s initial demand, Meng Jianqing threw in a bottle of antidote for the arrow poison, and Zhang Fan’s two deputy generals immediately looked much better.

Three months would be enough to accomplish many things, Daoyan thought.

Besides assassination, many other things could be done, Meng Jianqing thought.

Gao Qianhu looked at Meng Jianqing with some resentment: “Congratulations to Brother Meng for once again turning danger into safety.”

Meng Jianqing nodded slightly: “Congratulations to Brother Gao for still being a sensible person, not insisting on the ‘releasing a tiger is easy, binding one difficult’ opinion. Otherwise, Master Daoyan might suspect that Brother Gao intentionally used this opportunity to drag the Overseas Immortal Mountain into serving His Majesty.”

They looked at each other.

Meng Jianqing smiled and rode away.

Daoyan was also smiling.

Meng Jianchen, who had been silent for a long while, now said lazily: “I remember Instructor Gui once had us memorize a battle example where Emperor Taizong of Tang retreated one hundred and eighty thousand Turkic troops with just one hundred cavalry.”

Gongsun Yi cooperatively continued: “I remember too. Emperor Taizong merely spoke privately with Tuli for a while, and Jieli retreated because he suspected they had a secret agreement.”

Meng Jianchen’s eyes rolled around, unable to suppress the smile at the corners of his mouth: “Now we’ve talked privately with my older brother for so long, and after letting him return, we’re having a three-month ceasefire. What do you think the South will think?”

If some other rumors were spread, Meng Jianqing probably couldn’t clear himself no matter what. With cause but no evidence, killing would be inconvenient while using him would be unreliable – Emperor Jianwen and his strategists would probably have endless headaches.

Everyone looked at each other, all feeling very pleased. Daoyan couldn’t help but smile as well.

Prince Yan’s methods of recognizing and employing people were truly brilliant.
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When Meng Jianqing returned to his camp, it was already midnight.

Seeing him emerge from the heavy encirclement, Hu Jinyong ordered his troops to withdraw. With perfect understanding, he asked nothing, merely patting each other’s shoulders before returning to their respective camps.

Over the next half month, the Yan army took the initiative to attack. Hu Jinyong, bearing the brunt of the assault, was unlucky enough to have his grain supplies burned and his camp raided. After retreating thirty li and making new camp, he angrily obtained intelligence from Meng Jianqing, marched fifty li overnight, robbed a batch of Yan army pay, and killed the escort officer in the process. Then the Yan army retaliated with a surprise attack on the southern army, but fell into an ambush. However, the vanguard was the Biyi Army trained by Han Xiaotian. Though Han Xiaotian had been assassinated, that force, while blunted at the tip, remained exceptionally fierce. They forcibly tore through the encirclement and broke out, then coordinated with reinforcements in a counter-encirclement.

In the chaotic situation, Meng Jianqing, having rested for ten days, burned three of Zhu Neng’s grain depots in one breath. Zhu Neng, unable to curse Daoyan for releasing the tiger, could only rage at Zhang Fan’s incompetence and sent him off to collect grain.

After this battle, Southern Army Commander Li Jinglong naturally praised Meng Jianqing highly. When southern army generals saw Meng Jianqing in Li Jinglong’s main tent, their attitudes toward him were much better than in recent days. However, the Fish Intestine Army’s existence had always been kept secret by the southern army, and the Yan army was unwilling to publicize the matter lest it affect morale. So praise aside, once outside the main tent, the Fish Intestine Army remained silent as ever.

When Meng Jianqing returned to camp, two guards approached with strange expressions, saying quietly: “Sir, Hebei Guangping Prefecture Educational Commissioner Li Keji is waiting for you in the tent.”

Meng Jianqing was startled.

Li Keji was a disciple of Yun Yanjiao’s martial uncle Tie Diqiu. Tie Diqiu ranked first among the seven great disciples of the Overseas Immortal Mountain, his literary and military talents unparalleled in his time, his eccentric temperament equally renowned throughout the realm. However, unlike other disciples, he hadn’t chosen to assist the Hongwu Emperor, instead maintaining close relations with the Jiangdong literati Zhang Shicheng had gathered, chanting poetry and enjoying the wind and moon. After Zhang Shicheng’s defeat, Tie Diqiu wandered everywhere with uncertain whereabouts, remaining a constant worry for the Hongwu Emperor. Therefore, when Li Keji passed the imperial examinations, the Hongwu Emperor sent him far to the barbarous lands of Yunnan and Guizhou, where he served as county instructor and prefectural educational commissioner, keeping him in limbo. After Emperor Jianwen’s accession, he was transferred to war-torn Hebei and promoted to Hebei Guangping Prefecture Educational Commissioner.

Someone like Li Keji was naturally a key target of Imperial Guard attention. Even after the Imperial Guard office was abolished, Meng Jianqing had never neglected monitoring his movements. The Hongwu and Jianwen Emperors always assigned Li Keji to dangerous, war-torn places as educational commissioner, which could be considered good utilization. These past two years, with Yan and southern armies fighting back and forth in Hebei, Guangping Prefecture had changed hands twice. However, whenever either side captured Guangping, they were tactfully courteous to Li Keji’s educational commissioner office – after all, no general wanted to offend the demon king Tie Diqiu. Though Tie Diqiu had been in seclusion for long, his reputation and influence remained.

Moreover, the people of Yunnan and Guizhou were fierce, quick to draw swords, and ignorant of Central Plains affairs and Tie Diqiu’s reputation. That Li Keji could spend several years in such places unharmed, peacefully teaching and solving doubts while earning the locals’ reverence as a deity, suggested Li Keji himself was extraordinary – best to be cautious.

The Fish Intestine Army recruited either former Imperial Guard personnel or underworld figures, all familiar with Li Keji’s reputation. With such a figure suddenly appearing, how could they not be nervous?

As for how Li Keji could find this place – such a figure naturally possessed supernatural abilities, not surprising at all.

But Meng Jianqing didn’t think so. Li Keji had always been a civil official who never mixed with underworld figures. For him to find this place now was highly suspicious. However, Meng Jianqing couldn’t imagine from whom Li Keji had learned of the Fish Intestine Army.

The tent’s lamplight was dim. Li Keji wore civilian clothes with a dark azure cloak, staring pensively at the sand table on the desk.

This sand table was made by Wei Huan. Though not as refined as Li Mo’s work, it was already first-rate within the southern army.

Various colored flags were planted on the sand table.

Had it been anyone else investigating military secrets, Meng Jianqing would have shown displeasure long ago. But just as the tent guards had allowed Li Keji into the main tent without objection, Meng Jianqing found nothing improper about the current situation.

Everyone felt that someone like Li Keji, a solitary cloud and wild crane figure, would never serve as a Yan army spy.

Hearing movement behind him, Li Keji turned and bowed: “Brother Meng, forgive the intrusion.”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Brother Li is too polite. Please sit.”

They hadn’t met for years, and sitting face to face now, both felt as if worlds had passed.

After guards served tea and quietly withdrew, casting curious and respectful glances at Li Keji without his cloak, Li Keji said quietly: “Forgive this presumptuous visit, Brother Meng.”

Meng Jianqing replied that courtesy wasn’t necessary and asked what instructions Brother Li had, while thinking that this educational commissioner’s position seemed burdensome – his expression showed considerable fatigue.

He didn’t know that Li Keji saw the same in him.

Li Keji looked hesitantly at the sand table: “Do the red flags represent the Yan army grain depots Brother Meng has burned?”

If so, the results were quite impressive.

Meng Jianqing smiled without answering.

Li Keji studied it intently for a while, then sighed softly: “One general’s success built on ten thousand bones.”

Meng Jianqing still smiled: “Brother Li didn’t come specially just to sigh over this phrase, did he?”

Li Keji raised his head, eyes bright: “If I hoped Brother Meng could abandon burning grain depots, would you agree?”

Meng Jianqing was startled, a chill suddenly rising in his heart. If Li Keji decided to interfere… Having monitored Li Keji for years, he clearly understood Li Keji’s hidden strength and influence over other Overseas Immortal Mountain disciples. The Jingnan Campaign had lasted three years with the Overseas Immortal Mountain essentially standing aside. Were Li Keji’s words a clear signal of intervention?

Li Keji said slowly: “I originally felt this was merely family business between the Zhu uncle and nephew, unrelated to me.”

Moreover, both sides had treated him courteously.

But facing certain things, he couldn’t close his eyes.

Li Keji turned his gaze to the dim yellow lamp flame: “Guangping Prefecture has been levied for grain five times this year – twice by the Yan army, three times by the southern army. Even wealthy households now lack grain for winter. Eight or nine out of ten academy students can only survive on one bowl of gruel daily. In areas slightly distant from the city, travelers dare not journey alone, or they might become others’ meals. On my way here, I’ve seen over twenty mutilated corpses. This is just villagers attacking each other. If armies lack grain severely and plunder people for food, it would be even more terrifying. You know that reading ‘people ate each other’ in history books is very different from witnessing such scenes personally. Continuing this way, it won’t take long to see what Cao Mengde’s verse ‘White bones exposed in the wild, a thousand li without cock’s crow’ truly looks like.”

Meng Jianqing remained silent. He naturally knew all this, but he hadn’t seen it. The difference was that Li Keji had seen it.

Li Keji’s voice was somewhat ethereal in the flickering lamplight of the tent, but with his words, a vague compassionate sorrow slowly grew within the tent, seeping into body and heart like deep autumn’s cold…

Meng Jianqing was suddenly alarmed.

Good, here comes this trick again – always trying to control hearts and minds, winning without fighting. Truly an Overseas Immortal Mountain disciple. Even someone like Li Keji would unconsciously employ such methods.

He recentered his mind and laughed instead of growing angry: “If Brother Li wishes to save the world, you should speak these words to His Majesty and Prince Yan.”

Li Keji sighed: “The world is too vast, Heaven’s will hard to fathom, so I can only try to save those I see before me.”

What did he mean by this?

Meng Jianqing didn’t want to deal with the mysterious Heaven’s will that Overseas Immortal Mountain people loved to manipulate, saying directly: “Brother Li, you are still an educational commissioner appointed by the court.”

His behavior strongly suggested collaboration with the enemy.

Li Keji smiled bitterly: “I know. So I must see another person and try to persuade him. Only then would it be fair to Brother Meng.”

The other person must be someone in the Yan army, possibly Zhu Neng, perhaps someone of even higher status.

Meng Jianqing found it somewhat absurd: “Brother Li thinks he’s already persuaded me?”

His left hand was already bound by Daoyan – could he let his right hand be bound by Li Keji too?

Li Keji was silent for a long while before saying: “Brother Meng’s will is firm – indeed not someone easily persuaded. And I have only two hands; what I can do is very limited. So at this point, some things I know I dislike must nevertheless be done.”

He stood: “Within three days, someone will take a personal item of Brother Meng’s.”

Meng Jianqing smiled: “Red Thread stealing the box? When did Brother Li acquire such a person?”

Li Keji wouldn’t do such things himself. Having spent years in Yunnan and Guizhou earning local respect, he should have won over some or even many locals. Those people, raised in high mountains and dense forests, included many skilled in concealment and poison-making. If they heeded Li Keji’s call to serve as assassins or steal something, they would likely match the Fish Intestine Army… But Yunnan and Guizhou were thousands of li away – how could Li Keji have brought people with such foresight…

As if seeing Meng Jianqing’s racing thoughts, Li Keji sighed softly: “Let Brother Meng know – the one coming for your personal item will be my junior martial brother Shi Ganfeng.”

So it was him.

This was more troublesome than Yunnan-Guizhou locals. Shi Ganfeng’s lightness skill had been world-shocking ten years ago. He had once bet with Shen Guangli and actually stolen Shen Guangli’s official seal from the Imperial Guard’s dragnet. Reportedly, after leaving his master, he had only failed once – in Li Keji’s hands, which must be why he obediently followed Li Keji’s orders.

If Shi Ganfeng acted… Meng Jianqing pondered, then suddenly smiled: “Very well, we have an agreement. If Brother Li can obtain a personal item of mine within three days, the Fish Intestine Army won’t burn Yan army grain for three months, nor provide related intelligence to other generals.”

Daoyan’s agreement with him was also three months. Though this resulted from bargaining, clearly the situation would change within three months, or Daoyan would have insisted on a longer term. He would gamble on these three months.

His addition of the second condition slightly surprised Li Keji, who understood after a moment and sighed inwardly. No wonder the Yun siblings had chosen Meng Jianqing. Regardless, dealing with someone as good at assessing situations as Meng Jianqing was relatively relaxed and pleasant.

While seeing Li Keji off, Meng Jianqing remembered something and asked casually: “How did Brother Li know to come here seeking me for this discussion?”

The Fish Intestine Army’s existence was an unknowable secret to civil officials like Li Keji, let alone knowing who commanded it and finding him.

Li Keji raised his eyebrows with some surprise: “Junior Martial Sister Yun hasn’t explained to Brother Meng?”

Meng Jianqing’s heartbeat suddenly stopped.

It was actually Yun Yanjiao!

Li Keji wouldn’t lie about this, so it was indeed Yun Yanjiao who told him.

Meng Jianqing felt his thoughts freeze for a long time before flowing again.

Yun Yanjiao doing this must have her reasons.

If he couldn’t even trust her…

Collecting his thoughts, Meng Jianqing remembered another problem: from Li Keji’s tone, Yun Yanjiao should have arrived here long ago. Setting aside why Emperor Jianwen would let her come here, the key question was – why had Yun Yanjiao, who should have arrived early, still shown no sign until now?

Li Keji also sensed something was wrong, looking at him with concern: “I met Junior Martial Sister Yun yesterday noon at Guangping Prefecture’s east gate. After hearing my original plan, she suggested I come here to find Brother Meng. Her horse was fast. I was delayed on the road supervising local constables collecting and burying corpses, so I fell behind. I thought…”

Meng Jianqing steadied himself: “I’ll send people to search immediately. Brother Li, please go ahead. I won’t see you off.”
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When Lei Zhong led his ten-man squad on horseback around a mountain hollow, scouts reported that a large group of people and horses were traveling toward Guangping Prefecture on the official road ahead. From their banners, they appeared to be an escort agency transporting goods. However, any escort agency daring to transport large quantities of goods in this war-torn and chaotic land would necessarily be very large in scale and renowned in reputation. Yet this group was flying the banner of an obscure “Weihai Escort Agency,” which was highly suspicious and required special attention.

Lei Zhong appreciatively dismissed the scout to investigate further and ordered the entire squad to be on alert. At the same time, he thought to himself that this group of scouts had all been personally trained by Master Meng for half a year. They could infer ten things from hearing one, perceive the significant from the subtle, and were truly handy to use.

Half an hour later, the scout reported again that the goods being escorted by that group of escort guards should be grain, estimated at possibly over three thousand dan.

Grain! Three thousand dan of grain! Where did it come from? How had the Fish Intestine Army not heard even a whisper of news about this?

Lei Zhong’s mental alarm bells rang loudly. With a wave of his blade, the entire squad quickened their pace and intercepted this group of escort guards before the boundary marker of Guangping Prefecture.

Lei Zhong and his men wore ordinary Southern Army armor. After the escort group stopped, one of their stewards approached with a face full of smiles, saying they had already obtained travel permits from Governor Liao, who was stationed in the three prefectures of Guangping. Lei Zhong merely grinned and said, “Unfortunately, we don’t answer to Governor Liao.” The steward, hearing his unfriendly tone, showed a slight change in expression and was about to speak again when a rider from the rear of the large group came galloping forward, cupping his hands and laughing from afar: “Captain Lei, it’s been a long time!”

It was Chu Bitian.

Lei Zhong was startled, and Chu Bitian had already ridden his horse over. The steward tactfully withdrew.

Chu Bitian had been traveling and studying in various places for the past few years, claiming to “read ten thousand books and travel ten thousand miles.” Over these years, his temperament and demeanor had greatly changed. He was no longer the inexperienced youth of the past and had developed an air of refined elegance.

Lei Zhong knew his true identity and dared not be negligent. He cupped his hands in return and said, “Young Master Chu is too polite.”

Chu Bitian lowered his voice slightly: “Please convey to Master Meng that these three thousand dan of grain and two hundred jin of medicinal materials were purchased by me through contacts in southern Lu, and I’m preparing to transport them to Guangping Prefecture to give to Senior Brother Li for disaster relief.”

After Lei Zhong made an “oh” sound, his gaze slowly swept over those escort guards who were clearly not good people, remaining motionless as he waited for Chu Bitian’s continuation.

Chu Bitian looked at him and suddenly laughed, lowering his voice even more: “Brother Lei, your expression right now resembles that of Master Meng of yours. It’s just a pity that your appearance is too…”

Lei Zhong knew that his appearance looked very much like Zhang Fei, which was too inconsistent with the cautious personality familiar to the Imperial Guard members, so he had long ago earned the nickname “Zhang Fei Doing Embroidery.” But it seemed unnecessary for Chu Bitian to point this out so directly to his face, didn’t it?

Chu Bitian knew what he wanted to ask. He raised his chin to point at those escort guards and said quite proudly: “These people have excellent martial skills, don’t they? I visited seventeen mountain strongholds before I could gather this group of people. Unfortunately, no one tried to rob the escort along this route, so there was no opportunity for them to display their skills.”

Lei Zhong felt the corners of his mouth beginning to twitch. Chu Bitian looked like a wealthy young master on the surface, but who would have thought he was a bandit leader? With these fierce bandits and great robbers whom he had beaten into terror and forced to work as escort guards, what band of mountain bandits would dare to rob this escort?

As he was about to leave, Lei Zhong brought up the matter of Yun Yanjiao’s disappearance. Chu Bitian’s expression immediately became strange, and he hemmed and hawed for a long time before saying, “I know what Senior Sister Yun might have gone to do, but I can’t say. If it’s something that can be told to Master Meng, Senior Sister Yun will naturally notify him herself.”

Lei Zhong’s mind stirred: “Young Master Chu means that Madam hasn’t encountered any accident?”

Chu Bitian laughed with a “ha”: “Accident? All eighteen teams of the Yun family’s servants have rushed to Guangping Prefecture. They’re less than half a day’s journey behind me. Now it’s only them giving others accidents—where would there be anyone who could cause them to have accidents?”

Lei Zhong’s heart jumped. The Yun family had deployed such a large formation this time? Was it the Yun family or the immortal mountain on the sea that was about to undergo great changes?

Chu Bitian led the escort convoy away with a flourish, and Lei Zhong hurriedly led his squad back to camp to report.

That evening, the five squads that returned to report had all failed to find any trace of Yun Yanjiao, but the intelligence they gathered left Meng Jianqing deeply troubled. Chu Bitian had purchased grain and medicinal materials locally in southern Lu, causing grain and medicine prices in the southern Lu area to soar; the Zhejiang merchant magnate Fan Fu seemed to have foresight and had early on transported large quantities of grain and medicinal materials by sea route, stockpiling them in eastern Lu, perfectly filling the shortage in southern Lu; Fan Fu had also accepted an invitation from the Jiangsu-Zhejiang merchant association in Guangping Prefecture to hire a group of canal boatmen who had lost their jobs due to the war, transporting three thousand dan of grain and two hundred jin of medicinal materials by waterway to Guangping Prefecture for disaster relief. When this group of boatmen passed through Weishui Lake, they had conveniently dealt with the water bandit Liu Qi, who had been blocking the road and robbing travelers. Given that even the two thousand naval forces stationed there had previously been unable to eliminate Liu Qi, Meng Jianqing suspected that this group of such fierce and brave boatmen must have problems; the Left Vice Minister of the Ministry of War, while on a mission to comfort the troops, had encountered rogue soldiers, lost all his baggage, and several of his subordinates had gone missing, while those rogue soldiers had also disappeared without a trace; recently, many wandering monks had appeared near Guangping Prefecture, their movements quite suspicious…

Meng Jianqing instinctively sensed the brewing of a storm.

The next day, he deployed all the scouts at his disposal. That evening, he finally obtained the intelligence he wanted.
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In the faint light of dawn, Meng Jianqing reined in his horse on a hillside and raised his telescope to search the fields and forests in all directions.

The lens stopped on a maple grove at the entrance to continuous mountain valleys in the northeast.

The maple grove in the morning light had bright red leaves as if freshly washed, faintly tinged with frost white.

Meng Jianqing lowered his telescope and, instead of following his usual practice of first sending a guard to scout, directly led his subordinates on horseback toward the grove.

The faint sound of clashing weapons drifted from within the maple grove, but the white mist was unusually thick, making it impossible to see even half a human figure, and even the tree shadows were extremely blurred.

Meng Jianqing blew his copper whistle. The maple grove fell briefly silent, then a copper whistle responded from within. Moments later, an elderly Yun family servant emerged to greet them, but reported that the young miss would only allow the young master to enter alone.

Heavy mist shrouded the maple grove. Meng Jianqing ordered his twelve subordinates to wait outside the forest and followed the old servant into the maple grove.

The moment he stepped into the maple grove, the scene changed dramatically. The maple grove disappeared, and he saw only vast white mist. The old servant gestured for Meng Jianqing to follow closely behind him, turning left and right, advancing and retreating, seemingly walking for a long time before they saw Yun Yanjiao standing alone in the white mist. The old servant bowed and withdrew, disappearing into the mist.

Yun Yanjiao’s expression was solemn. When she saw him, she only smiled gently, then turned her head again to gaze at the white mist ahead, concentrating intently on the sounds of combat within the mist. But her tense shoulders still relaxed as if a burden had been lifted.

Meng Jianqing came to a stop behind her, feeling his heart suddenly settle as well.

A cold, smooth voice came through the white mist: “Ah Jiao, why did you drag an outsider into this?”

That voice was like a long snake sliding through grass, making Meng Jianqing’s cheeks and the backs of his hands, exposed to the mist, feel threads of cold.

Yun Yanjiao’s voice remained as always low, soft, and gentle: “Uncle Ming is joking—when has there been an outsider here?”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly: “I also guarantee to only watch and not intervene, unless it’s for self-defense.”

That Uncle Ming made a “hmph” sound and said nothing more, probably knowing that words were useless and it would be better to save energy to break through the maze formation Yun Yanjiao had set up as quickly as possible.

Through the mist, one could vaguely see the autumn sun growing higher. People continued to enter the maple grove, but this time the Yun family’s old servant loudly announced each person he brought in: Giant Gate Star Lord Tianxuan, Lucun Star Lord Tianji, Literary Star Lord Tianquan, Integrity Star Lord Yuheng, and finally Greedy Wolf Star Lord Tianshu and Military Star Lord Kaiyang. Six of the Big Dipper’s Seven Stars were now present. Yun Yanjiao seemed to know the question in Meng Jianqing’s mind and said softly, “Army-Breaking Star Lord Yaoguang is Uncle Mingyuan. The Yun family is only responsible for the safety of the Seven Star Elders Council and executing the council’s orders.”

She didn’t explain much more, perhaps considering the people hidden in the shadows and finding it inconvenient to discuss the internal affairs of the immortal mountain on the sea.

But the name “Mingyuan” still startled Meng Jianqing. The current generation successor of the Maoshan Celestial Master tradition had the dharma name “Mingyuan.” However, this Taoist was always elusive like a dragon—one could see his head but not his tail. Even his disciples rarely got to see his true face. The Imperial Guard’s files contained very little information about him. Meng Jianqing still remembered this name because of Shen Guangli’s warning: Don’t provoke that demon Taoist from Maoshan.

There couldn’t be a second Mingyuan who could make Shen Guangli so wary.

Behind many events, one could vaguely see Mingyuan’s shadow. But even the Imperial Guard could not discover what exactly Mingyuan had done.

Perhaps it was precisely because those skilled in warfare achieve no glorious reputation that Shen Guangli had so solemnly warned them not to provoke Mingyuan?

The first to challenge Mingyuan was Tianxuan. That aged voice resonated through the maple grove like rolling thunder across the earth: “Junior Brother Ming, for such a major matter, you acted on your own before the Elders Council was convened to make a decision. Isn’t that going too far?”

Meng Jianqing was shaken when he heard this voice. This was Lei Gongfu, the Grand Alliance Master of the Seventy-Two Islands of the East Sea. When he had accompanied Shen Guangli to negotiate a case with Lei Gongfu, he had met this elderly man whose appearance was mighty, as if he were a heavenly god. Lei Gongfu had come from the distant East Sea and infiltrated this place without a sound, yet the Fish Intestine Army, charged with monitoring the Hebei battlefield, had not discovered him!

Mingyuan replied: “This war has been fought for three years, and the Elders Council has been arguing for three years. What decision could they possibly make? Besides, the Elders Council has never had all seven stars gathered before, so even if they had made decisions, they wouldn’t count.”

That serpentine voice made Meng Jianqing involuntarily frown again. How could the immortal mountain on the sea have such a cold and sinister disciple as Mingyuan?

Lei Gongfu chuckled: “Good, today we finally have a full count. Junior Brother Ming surely has no more excuses now.”

The maple grove fell silent for a moment. After a while, Yun Yanjiao raised her hand and shook a string of silver bells.

When the bell sounded quietly, the first to speak among the seven stars was surprisingly Li Keji as Tianshu! But considering Iron Flute Qiu’s reputation, it wasn’t strange.

Li Keji’s voice still carried some weariness: “I have no other thoughts, only hoping this war will end quickly, and also to minimize casualties as much as possible.”

He had stayed in Hebei for these two years, seeing much blood and death, but still could not get used to it.

Those who are too sensitive and intelligent must bear more pain and disappointment than ordinary people.

Lei Gongfu immediately followed: “The Zhu family uncle and nephew fighting to the death—what’s that to us? Let them fight as long as they want! As for casualties, Nephew Li, life and death in this world all have their reasons. Saving the dying is not necessarily benevolent, and killing is not necessarily not benevolent. Let me tell you a story. In the South Seas, there’s a species of giant turtle that lays eggs on an island every year. When the baby turtles hatch and crawl out of the sand, they attract attacks from large flocks of seabirds. The baby turtles must crawl across that beach and enter the sea before the seabirds arrive in large numbers. I once couldn’t bear to witness such a tragic scene and spent ten consecutive years driving away the seabirds and putting more baby turtles into the sea. In the following three years, being busy with other matters, I didn’t return to that island. But when I arrived there in the fourth year, I discovered that the number of baby turtles was much lower than before I had intervened! I was very puzzled and thought for a long time before understanding a principle: my intervention had allowed increasingly weak baby turtles to survive and had caused more and more baby turtles to lose their defensive abilities against seabirds. So once I stopped intervening, their situation became more tragic than before, and they became even more helpless when facing seabird attacks. Nephew Li, people must help themselves before heaven will help them. The operation of the Way of Heaven has its principle of endless life and growth. If we arrogantly intervene, I’m afraid it will backfire.”

After this long discourse, everyone present couldn’t help but have their ears ringing.

Li Keji remained silent. This reasoning was not unfamiliar to him; however, knowing was easy while acting was difficult. He could not close his eyes, much less manage to see without seeing and hear without hearing.

Tianji’s next statement rather smacked of fence-sitting: “What Nephew Li said makes a lot of sense. It would be good to end the war early. Business hasn’t been very good lately, and several trade routes have been cut off, causing heavy losses…” It seemed as if one could see that person shaking his head and sighing in the mist, but his next words took a different turn: “But Senior Brother Lei’s words are also correct. Heaven and earth are not benevolent, treating all things as straw dogs, yet the great virtue of heaven and earth is life. This benevolence and non-benevolence are indeed difficult to define. So regarding this matter… I’d better abstain.”

Meng Jianqing remembered this voice—it was Fan Fu, the Zhejiang merchant magnate. He had met this old man, reportedly wealthy enough to rival a nation, several times before, but had never imagined his true identity. He turned to look at Yun Yanjiao. Was such a fence-sitter also a disciple of the immortal mountain on the sea?

Yun Yanjiao smiled with pursed lips.

No merchant is without cunning. It would be strange if this old fox didn’t sit on the fence.

Meng Jianqing now understood why Lei Gongfu could appear in Guangping Prefecture without a sound, and why the boatmen hired by Fan Fu could eliminate the water bandit Liu Qi of Weishui Lake—encountering a naval hero like Lei Gongfu who had dominated the East Sea for thirty years, what chance did a water bandit like Liu Qi have to fight back?

Literary Star Lord Tianquan was Chu Bitian. Meng Jianqing wasn’t surprised by this. That inexperienced youth from years ago had returned to the Central Plains from the South Seas and stayed at the Imperial Academy for five years. These past few years, he had been traveling everywhere to seek teachers and study, tireless in learning, with his literary reputation growing daily—quite fitting for his title.

Chu Bitian’s voice rang clear as a morning bell through the mist: “Although Senior Uncle Lei’s words have merit, what makes humans human is that they have compassionate hearts and benevolent nature—they cannot forget emotion, cannot be without emotion. So I believe that if we don’t rescue those facing suffering before us, then the great virtue of heaven and earth becomes meaningless. I agree with Senior Brother Li’s opinion.”

Meng Jianqing smiled slightly. Just as he had expected, ever since witnessing Li Keji’s soul-stirring paintings, Chu Bitian had become one of Li Keji’s most enthusiastic admirers among his many followers. Now that Chu Bitian firmly supported Li Keji’s opinion of quick victory and minimizing casualties, it was not surprising at all.

Integrity Star Lord Yuheng was a middle-aged man who spoke in a measured manner. Meng Jianqing had no recollection of his voice. He also advocated intervention, reasoning that the greater one’s ability, the greater one’s responsibility, so the immortal mountain on the sea absolutely could not stand by and watch such major events.

Military Star Lord Kaiyang, who had entered the Maple Grove with Li Keji, was Shi Ganfeng. His attitude was predictable—he would unhesitatingly follow Li Keji.

Finally, there was Mingyuan. He had rushed to this place precisely to intervene in this matter. His reasoning was much the same as Yuheng’s, but he put it differently, calling it “Heaven gave me talent for a purpose”—they could not waste their abilities and talents, lest they waste heaven’s gifts and violate heaven’s will.

Meng Jianqing had to admire these people’s ability to interpret the words “heaven’s will” so comprehensively that anyone could find what they needed from it.

Five to two—the intervention of the immortal mountain on the sea was now a foregone conclusion.

For some reason, Meng Jianqing secretly breathed a sigh of relief. After becoming aware of this, he couldn’t help but be startled.

Could it be that he, too, hoped for the immortal mountain on the sea to intervene, so that this war would end quickly?

11 – Chapter 11
Since they had decided to intervene, the next question was how to intervene—or rather, which side to support?

Li Keji was the first to express his position, saying directly that he had no opinion on whether the Zhu family uncle or nephew won or lost, as long as the war ended quickly. Considering Iron Flute Qiu’s disdainful attitude toward the competition for supremacy among heroes in the past, Meng Jianqing secretly sighed—truly, master and disciple shared the same lineage.

Mingyuan then said, “If Nephew Li truly hopes for this war to end quickly, you cannot remain neutral. The current situation is clear to everyone—the Southern Army and Prince Yan’s forces each have their strengths and weaknesses, evenly matched. If either side lacks a surprise strategy for victory or unexpected reinforcements, it will inevitably become a prolonged war. So, Nephew Li, you’d better consider carefully which side to choose.”

Li Keji remained silent, clearly finding it difficult to decide.

Meng Jianqing was greatly shaken. Li Keji seemed not to have considered at all that he was still a court official, and if he had to make a choice, he should unhesitatingly stand on Emperor Jianwen’s side.

Perhaps in the minds of these people, the so-called emperor was merely a distant scene from their homeland. Even Li Keji, who had grown up in Shu, did not have the heartfelt reverence for the person on the throne that ordinary scholars possessed. In their view, there were no outsiders in this maple grove, so they had all removed their usual masks, revealing the vast and unbridled ocean in their hearts.

What they displayed before Meng Jianqing was such a peculiar world.

Contrary to Meng Jianqing’s expectations, it was Integrity Star Lord Yuheng who broke this silence.

Yuheng still spoke in his measured manner: “The state has its system. There’s no need to repeatedly weigh whether Prince Yan or the current emperor is superior or inferior. But if Prince Yan succeeds today, countless Prince Yans will appear in the future. To ruin the system because of one person, and then follow this as precedent, I fear the state will have no peaceful days.”

This was a principle that everyone in the Maple Grove understood.

Mingyuan chuckled: “The system established by the Hongwu Emperor has countless loopholes, and the feudal princes who possess heavy troops and the right to pacify rebellion are the biggest loophole. A feudal prince capable of contending for the throne cannot possibly resist the temptation of that position. Since this system is inherently flawed, why cling to its remnants?”

Yuheng said, “Isn’t what the current emperor is doing exactly trying to remedy this biggest loophole that Brother Ming mentioned?”

Mingyuan countered: “Does Brother Ning think the current emperor can remedy this loophole? If the current emperor truly could leisurely reduce the feudal princes’ power, there wouldn’t have been the Jingnan Campaign.”

So Yuheng’s surname was Ning.

Meng Jianqing had already guessed who he was. Among the three subordinates who went missing when the Left Vice Minister of the Ministry of War was attacked, there was an official surnamed Ning, named Heng, with the courtesy name Shoulian. Ning Heng was from Shaoxing, had been in government service for a long time, and had served in all six ministries. Although his promotion was slow and he was still only sixth rank, he was renowned for his familiarity with the laws and regulations of the six ministries. Although the ministry heads would not consider the solitary and somewhat aloof Ning Heng as a confidant, whenever there were difficult cases involving laws and precedents, they never forgot to consult Ning Heng. Thus, Ning Heng’s name was quite celebrated within the six ministries. It was precisely because of this that Meng Jianqing remembered such a person.

The great hermit hides in court. Ning Heng had truly found a good place to conceal himself.

No wonder the rogue soldiers who attacked Ning Heng’s group that day had vanished without a trace. That was simply Ning Heng’s sleight of hand—the golden cicada shedding its shell.

Ning Heng said, “That’s exactly why the current emperor needs us to lend him a helping hand.”

Before Mingyuan could refute Ning Heng’s words, Lei Gongfu was already laughing with undisguised disdain: “Needs us to lend him a helping hand! What a joke! The Hongwu Emperor already gave him the greatest power in the realm, yet he still ended up in today’s situation. Even if we lend him an invincible treasured sword, what use would it be for a yellow-haired child who doesn’t know how to use a blade?”

Lei Gongfu, having fought at sea for years, naturally looked down on Emperor Jianwen, this kind of monarch who grew up in the deep palace, while having considerable admiration for Prince Yan, who guarded the frontier and was skilled in warfare.

Mingyuan asked with interest: “So, Brother Lei is choosing Prince Yan?”

But Lei Gongfu said, “Respecting Prince Yan doesn’t mean I’m choosing him. Honestly, my subordinates would rather play cat and mouse with Jianwen, but they wouldn’t want their opponent to be Prince Yan.”

Chu Bitian laughed: “Uncle Lei, it seems your nephew’s views align with yours somewhat. I don’t like Prince Yan, but the South Seas Chinese Merchant Association’s opinion is that we need Prince Yan more than the current emperor.”

Emperor Jianwen, who was determined to cease military activities and promote civil governance, along with his scholarly ministers, would never approve of such a grand and expensive plan as building an unprecedented naval force and sailing to the South Seas and West Indies—a costly plan, with uncertain returns, and suspicious of militarism.

Ning Heng said, “What the current emperor won’t do, Prince Yan won’t necessarily do either.”

Mingyuan laughed: “Master Daoyan’s evaluation of Prince Yan is that he has many desires internally while externally adorning himself with righteousness. That bald thief Daoyan has always been accurate and harsh in judging people—this assessment is not unfounded. Think about it, everyone—would such a ruler not be tempted by a plan that could bring him both fame and profit? Moreover, Nephew Chu certainly won’t go to see Prince Yan empty-handed, will he? If the South Seas Chinese Merchant Association offers peaches today, Prince Yan will inevitably return with plums in the future, regardless.”

Even without turning his head, Meng Jianqing could imagine Yun Yanjiao’s expression and mood at this moment.

No matter how fierce the war between the Southern Army and Prince Yan’s forces in the north, Yun Yanran remained unmoved in Fujian, concentrating on training the naval force destined to sail south.

Did the Yun family also share the same thoughts as Chu Bitian, placing their hopes on the ambitious Prince Yan?

Mingyuan turned to the other two: “Brother Fan, Nephew Shi, what are your opinions?”

Fan Fu sighed deeply: “My properties are all in Jiangnan. Brother Ming, what choice do you think I have? In any case, at least in courtesy, I must still show loyalty to the one in Yingtian Prefecture.”

Fan Fu’s clear statement surprised everyone somewhat. When he spoke the latter sentence, the underlying implications became fully revealed, with much room for careful consideration and maneuvering.

Shi Ganfeng was much more straightforward by comparison: “I don’t like the one in Yingtian Prefecture. Born in the deep palace, raised by women’s hands, since ascending the throne, always surrounded by a bunch of pedantic civil officials, thinking all worldly affairs can be resolved on paper—what achievements could such a monarch have? So I’d rather choose Prince Yan. Even if one day we become opponents, having such a powerful opponent would be worth celebrating with song and drink.”

His words were sharp, directly pointing at Lei Gongfu for avoiding the strong and seeking the weak.

Lei Gongfu laughed heartily: “Nephew Shi, you’re free as a bird, going wherever you please—how could you be like me, having to make a living for tens of thousands of subordinates? Naturally, I can’t have your kind of decisive determination. Nephew Li, now your choice is crucial—have you decided?”

Ning Heng said, “Not only should Nephew Li think clearly, but I think everyone should consider carefully. In my view, although there are still many loopholes, the state system is already quite complete, with officials at all levels handling all affairs. We only need to follow established procedures—there’s no need for the ruler to have extraordinary acts driven by whim or excessive energy. Therefore, for those in high positions, following rules and regulations is most important. Between a brave and warlike ruler and a cultured and benevolent ruler, which is more suitable? I think this is self-evident.”

Mingyuan retorted sarcastically: “Following rules and regulations? For the six ministries, I’m afraid having a puppet on that throne would be your most ideal choice, wouldn’t it?”

Ning Heng replied: “Brother Ming somewhat exaggerates. Often, the six ministries still need those in high positions to arbitrate various disputes. Moreover, if the six ministries’ officials cannot respect those in high positions, how can the common people respect officials at all levels? As Confucius said, though a cap may be worn, it must be worn on the head; though shoes may be new, they must be worn on the feet—the principle lies therein.”

Mingyuan said, “Does Brother Ning think Jianwen is more suitable than Prince Yan to become such a sufficiently wise arbitrator? Jianwen may be ‘benevolent,’ but unfortunately, he indulges in womanish benevolence—he can reward but cannot punish. Are you certain you need such an arbitrator?”

Ning Heng said, “Jianwen certainly has various weaknesses, but if Prince Yan obtains the throne through rebellion, who can guarantee he will abide by the state system?”

Mingyuan said, “The Xuanwu Gate Incident didn’t prevent Emperor Taizong from becoming a wise ruler. Perhaps precisely because of his guilty conscience, Emperor Taizong was always vigilant when facing court ministers and the realm, walking on thin ice, determined to prove he was heaven’s true choice.”

Ning Heng said, “This is merely Brother Ming’s speculation. Moreover, even if Emperor Taizong thought and acted this way, it doesn’t mean Prince Yan will think and act this way in the future. I don’t think it’s necessary to take this risk.”

Mingyuan and Ning Heng argued back and forth with sharp words, unable to reach an agreement for a time.

Fan Fu quietly reminded Li Keji to make his choice quickly. If he made a choice, Mingyuan and Ning Heng would naturally have nothing left to argue about.

Li Keji remained hesitant, saying after a long while: “I cannot choose either of them.”

Fan Fu nodded in agreement: “That’s understandable. Each has strengths and weaknesses—you can’t have both fish and bear’s paw, so choosing anyone would feel regrettable.”

But Li Keji said, “I just feel, does it matter which one we choose? As the saying goes, ‘He who steals a hook is executed, he who steals a state becomes a feudal lord’—worldly affairs are nothing more than this.”

Everyone in the maple grove was startled.

Iron Flute Qiu’s deep-rooted wariness and aversion toward those in power seemed to have thoroughly permeated Li Keji’s very bones, so that despite having been in government service for so many years, he still blurted out such words.

Fan Fu smiled bitterly: “Nephew Li, regardless, even if you choose with your eyes closed, you should still choose one, shouldn’t you? We’ve finally gathered everyone—if we don’t make a decision soon, I’m afraid everything will change by the time we drag this out.”

While Li Keji hesitated, a thought suddenly occurred to him, and he said: “Since there’s no choice to be made, then I won’t choose—I’ll leave it to heaven’s will.”

Mingyuan laughed coldly: “Nephew Li isn’t planning to flip a coin to decide, is he?”

Li Keji said: “For such a major matter, doing so would be too much like child’s play. Moreover, I have no right to decide others’ fates. So I will give the right to choose to themselves.” His voice grew clear and resonant from its previous silence, as if he had suddenly clarified his confused thoughts and carried a hint of joy and relief. “Now there are six thousand dan of grain in Guangping Prefecture, while the two armies stationed nearby have both suffered severe grain shortages due to their recent mutual raids. These six thousand dan of grain in Guangping Prefecture, though not much for them, can solve this urgent need. So my choice is: whichever side moves on this grain first will be my enemy.”

His peaceful tone concealed an unquestionable determination.

Mingyuan sensed this determination and said after a moment of silence: “So Nephew Li chooses to save only the hungry civilians, not the starving soldiers?”

Li Keji answered coldly: “Those soldiers are merely unable to eat their fill, while the hungry people of Guangping Prefecture have no means of survival. Since I have this ability, I cannot watch them die.”

Fan Fu said, “For those six thousand dan of grain to safely cross the battlefield and enter Guangping Prefecture, it must be because Nephew Li warned both sides’ commanders. Given this, who would dare target this grain again? I’m afraid Nephew Li’s method won’t work.”

But Ning Heng said, “Guangping Prefecture is not currently in Prince Yan’s hands. If the Hebei Provincial Governor issues an order to requisition grain, Guangping Prefecture has no authority to refuse. With such a legitimate method to obtain grain, Governor Liao and his subordinate generals cannot resist such temptation.”

When Governor Liao issued travel permits to the grain transport teams, had he already thought of this?

In this case, Li Keji’s seemingly fair method had predetermined the loser.

In the silence, Meng Jianqing suddenly raised his voice slightly: “There’s one thing you may not know yet. Prince Yan’s army changed guard yesterday. The newly assigned Ling Feng graduated second in the first class of Jiangwu Hall. Because of his violent temperament, he’s nicknamed ‘Madman Ling.’ His deputy is his classmate Xiao Rang, who has partnered with him for seven years. When these two served under Prince Mu in Yunnan, they captured seventeen fortified villages in three months. Xiao Rang will see the possibility of these six thousand dan of grain becoming military provisions, and Ling Feng cannot sit idly by. Although he cannot violate the agreement to burn this grain, he might very well strike first—even if he cannot capture Guangping Prefecture, he’ll at least prevent the grain from falling into enemy hands.”

Among the seven, except for the elusive Mingyuan, the others had all met Meng Jianqing and had considerable dealings with him. As for Meng Jianqing, Mingyuan had long heard his name and had always thought that such a young and successful upstart who rose rapidly had the air of a nouveau riche—Yun Yanjiao getting such a son-in-law would make him lose all face. Only after Meng Jianqing spoke these words did his opinion improve slightly, thinking that someone from the Imperial Guard background was indeed capable of gathering various intelligence and analyzing it systematically. Master Daoyan had also said he could see the big picture but was blind to details—this indeed seemed true, as he had overlooked such minor issues as the change of guard in Prince Yan’s army.

But if so, wouldn’t it become a stalemate again?

Lei Gongfu and Shen Guangli had been opponents for many years, and consequently viewed Meng Jianqing with special regard. He now said, “Someone personally trained by Monk Shen naturally has excellent insight and judgment. Captain Meng, tell us—how should Nephew Li choose?”

Meng Jianqing was startled.

With his status, how could he make such suggestions?

Unexpectedly, Mingyuan was the first to agree: “Very well. We’re all inside the game—we should indeed listen to an outsider’s opinion.”

Yun Yanjiao turned her head, her eyes sparkling as she looked inquiringly at Meng Jianqing.

Meng Jianqing suddenly felt enormous pressure.

But this enormous pressure also made his spirit suddenly tense and excited, and he blurted out: “Of course, we should choose the side more likely to win.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, he realized he had voiced that vague thought hidden deep in his heart.

It turned out that deep down, like Li Keji and these others, he didn’t think the Zhu family uncle and nephew’s life-and-death family feud had anything to do with outsiders like them. If so, what difference did it make who they chose?

That’s why he had so readily agreed to Daoyan’s conditions and Li Keji’s requests.

If anyone else had heard these words, it would certainly have caused endless trouble. But in this dreamlike maple grove, the flash of regret that crossed Meng Jianqing’s mind quickly disappeared into the thick mist. After letting out a breath, he instead felt the relief of a burden lifted.

It had been a long time since he had so frankly spoken thoughts hidden in his heart that even he was unwilling to face.

Mingyuan was slightly startled, then looked up and laughed heartily: “Good, good! Truly, the observer sees clearly!”

For Li Keji, choosing the side more likely to win and adding flowers to the brocade could end this war as quickly as possible.

Ning Heng said calmly: “The problem is, Prince Yan’s forces and the Southern Army are evenly matched—how can we determine who will win or lose? Besides, if victory could be decided quickly, why would we need to intervene?”

Mingyuan said, “Who says they’re evenly matched? The current stalemate between Prince Yan and Jianwen is only because Prince Yan has always been accustomed to fighting Mongols and is applying those same tactics against Jianwen. If we make him see the difference between these two situations, the overall trend will become crystal clear, with victory and defeat obvious!”

Without waiting for others to question him, Mingyuan continued: “When fighting Mongols, enemies are everywhere on the grasslands, so one must advance step by step, steadily and securely. Prince Yan’s current strategy is exactly this—first take Shandong and Hebei, cut off both flanks, consolidate the rear, then march south step by step. But Prince Yan raised his army under the banner of following the Hongwu Emperor’s deathbed edict to ‘eliminate the evil around the ruler.’ Even Jianwen cannot, based on his legitimate position, accuse Prince Yan of rebellion. In the Battle of Jinan, he even let the tiger return to the mountains because he didn’t dare bear the name of killing his uncle. If even Jianwen has such an attitude, then among the Southern Army facing Prince Yan, how many are truly enemies and how many are merely observers?”

Meng Jianqing was a perfect example.

Meng Jianqing, who should have been unwaveringly loyal to Emperor Jianwen, had blurted out such words.

Mingyuan continued: “As long as Prince Yan recognizes this point, his overall strategy can easily change, and victory or defeat can be easily predicted.”

He didn’t provide more detailed explanation, but everyone in the maple grove understood the general trend he spoke of.

The seemingly powerful Southern Army had fatal weaknesses.

Mingyuan immediately added another point: “Moreover, it’s easy to get a thousand soldiers but hard to find one general. During the Hongwu reign, the veteran generals in the Southern Army were almost all executed. The Jiangwu Hall officers considered the direct line too young and lacked sufficient prestige, so Jianwen could only send out Li Jinglong, such a dandy and embroidered pillow, as commander. No matter how numerous the Southern Army’s troops or abundant their supplies, what use is it?”

These words finally made Li Keji sigh softly: “In that case, I’ll choose Prince Yan.”

The overall situation was decided. The atmosphere in the maple grove seemed to become both heavier and lighter in an instant.

Fan Fu frowned: “However, all my assets are in Jiangnan—I cannot publicly support Prince Yan under any circumstances.”

Mingyuan was clearly in high spirits, and his cold, damp laughter seemed to carry more warmth: “Prince Yan naturally understands Brother Fan’s difficulties. As long as Brother Fan sincerely submits in the future, why worry about this small problem now? So what do Brother Lei and Brother Ning have to say?”

Lei Gongfu said: “Prince Yan has great talent and vision—he naturally understands that when water is too clear, there are no fish; when people are too observant, they have no followers. Even the scorching sun of June cannot illuminate every corner; though the dragon is the chief of the four spirits, it cannot control all birds and beasts; the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors also had barbarians and stubborn people they couldn’t subdue. Therefore, when Prince Yan achieves his heart’s desire in the future, he must understand that not all people and affairs will be under his control. Leaving some leeway for others is also leaving some leeway for oneself.”

Mingyuan smiled: “I somewhat understand Brother Lei’s meaning. Even the wisest ruler cannot make the realm as clear as water. In darkness, or between black and white, unspeakable things continue to happen, with countless people making their living from this. That’s the silt beneath clear water—foul but indispensable. Brother Lei hopes Prince Yan won’t easily stir up this underwater silt, lest it ruin this pool of clear water, right? But I think Brother Lei can rest assured—Prince Yan isn’t a bookworm like Jianwen and naturally knows when to be clear-headed and when to be confused.”

Lei Gongfu had commanded the East Sea for decades, and all the gangs and factions on the Yangtze River waterways had to show him respect. If such an influential waterway alliance leader was willing to submit, why would Prince Yan trouble himself to muddy the still relatively calm waters?

Ning Heng said calmly and coolly: “I still believe that overly tough and harsh rulers, unless they’re like Emperor Taizong, are generally harmful rather than beneficial to the state. I won’t obstruct everyone’s choice of Prince Yan, and if Prince Yan succeeds, I won’t be unwise to the times. However, I hope we can keep Jianwen alive to constrain Prince Yan. Only by letting Prince Yan know that Jianwen still lives will he have some fear and restraint, avoiding giving Jianwen an excuse for a comeback.”

No one objected to this. Even Mingyuan remained deeply wary of Prince Yan’s formidable nature.

Having said this, Ning Heng suddenly changed direction: “Now there’s another question. Since Captain Meng happened upon this meeting, what are his plans?”

For Prince Yan, Meng Jianqing and his Fish Intestine Army were opponents that absolutely could not be ignored.

Meng Jianqing replied: “I have a three-month agreement with Master Daoyan and Brother Li. Within three months, the Fish Intestine Army will not assassinate Prince Yan’s generals nor touch Prince Yan’s grain supplies. As for what happens after three months, once Daoist Mingyuan enters Beiping, the situation will inevitably change greatly—let’s discuss what to do after three months when the time comes.”

Yun Yanjiao added, “Bao’er is still a hostage in the palace. So the Fish Intestine Army can only go this far.”

Mingyuan said, “Nephew Yun need not beat around the bush. If we rescue your son, will Captain Meng remain neutral?”

The families of all ranks of the Fish Intestine Army were in the south, so under no circumstances could Meng Jianqing openly stand on Prince Yan’s side. Mingyuan knew that all he could ask for was neutrality from Meng Jianqing and the Fish Intestine Army.

Meng Jianqing and Yun Yanjiao exchanged glances, and Meng Jianqing said: “Naturally.”

Mingyuan laughed: “Captain Meng truly dares to act boldly—his reputation is well-deserved. Good, let’s consider it settled with these words!”

11 – Chapter 12
When they left the maple grove, it was already afternoon.

Looking back at the slowly dissipating thick mist and the westward-slanting winter sun, Meng Jianqing took a deep breath, trying to calm his emotions that seemed somewhat unbalanced after the sudden relaxation following extreme tension.

However, that peculiar feeling of standing atop a peak and overlooking all the mountains below kept his mood unsettled for a long time.

The great trend of the realm… Once the great trend was established, even emperors would be powerless to reverse it. Influential figures like those from the immortal mountain on the sea must follow this great trend to ride the waves and achieve merit and success.

Yun Yanjiao rode slowly beside him, while Meng Jianqing’s subordinates and the Yun family servants followed far behind.

Having settled his mind, Meng Jianqing naturally thought of another question. Without waiting for him to ask, Yun Yanjiao had already begun explaining: “After His Majesty learned of your three-month agreement with Daoyan, he worried that other generals might be dissatisfied and problems would arise here, so he sent me to stabilize military morale.”

They looked at each other, finding it both touching and ridiculous. Their emperor—if you said he was soft-hearted, he still knew to hold Bao’er as a hostage; if you said he was shrewd and capable, he had foolishly let Yun Yanjiao out. Once a bird has returned to the forest, how could it enter the net again?

But this gave rise to a strange feeling in Meng Jianqing’s heart.

He knew that his mother, far away at Mount Putuo, had not been disturbed either. If it had been Prince Yan, even if he couldn’t openly detain the Buddhist nun who served Guanyin at Mount Putuo, he would have found ways to control such an important hostage.

Perhaps Emperor Jianwen’s release of Yun Yanjiao and his decision not to disturb his mother were simply based on the hope that by treating his subjects so generously, they would know gratitude and repay his kindness.

Meng Jianqing believed that his choice in the maple grove had not been wrong.

After all, both the Zhu family uncle and nephew were fighting under the banner of the Hongwu Emperor—whoever won or lost, what did it matter to them?

But he couldn’t help feeling vague guilt in his heart.

Yun Yanjiao also clearly felt uneasy and changed the subject: “I met Senior Brother Li outside Guangping City. He said he was coming to prevent the Southern Army from burning grain, so I told him—”

Meng Jianqing cut off her words: “I understand.”

Rather than let Li Keji blindly send Shi Ganfeng or the Yunnan-Guizhou indigenous people to assassinate the general in charge of burning grain, it was better to tell him the truth and try negotiation first.

Yun Yanjiao looked intently at him until she confirmed his meaning, then continued: “I could have reached your camp first, but on the way I received a message from big brother saying that Uncle Ming was heading north at Daoyan’s invitation, asking me to intercept Uncle Ming and prepare to convene the Elders Council. The situation was urgent, and I had sent all my people out, so I didn’t have time to notify you.”

Actually, it would have been inconvenient to notify Meng Jianqing. As Mingyuan had said, in their eyes, Meng Jianqing was still an outsider after all.

But when Meng Jianqing found the area outside the maple grove, Yun Yanjiao had led him in without hesitation.

Meng Jianqing made an “oh” sound, smiled, and said nothing.

Yun Yanjiao also smiled slightly: “But I later thought that husband and wife are one body, and it’s hard to draw clear boundaries between what you and I do. Take this Fish Intestine Army, for example—whether in His Majesty’s eyes or your subordinates’ eyes, I’m someone who can take your place in giving orders. So, regarding the immortal mountain on the sea, you cannot remain uninvolved either.”

Meng Jianqing smiled again and said after a while, “Where will you go now?”

Yun Yanjiao said, “It’s not convenient for me to stay in the military camp, but I’ll remain in Guangping Prefecture. Senior Brother Li might not be able to manage those six thousand dan of grain alone. Since we’re saving people, we should save them completely. Moreover, my staying here can also put Yingtian’s mind at ease.”

Meng Jianqing looked back at Li Keji in the distance. Li Keji’s horsemanship wasn’t good, and his horse was ordinary, so he had fallen behind.

He turned back and said, “Hu Jinyong’s camp is also running short of grain. I want to borrow three hundred dan of grain from Li Keji to help Hu Jinyong get through this crisis. What do you think?”

Yun Yanjiao thought for a moment and said, “Senior Brother Li probably won’t refuse. But there are three Southern Army units around Guangping Prefecture—if you only help Hu Jinyong, what will the others think?”

Meng Jianqing said with a half-smile: “Like Li Keji said, he can only save the people he can see before him. Three armies? I only see this one.”

Just as when he was besieged by Prince Yan’s forces, only Hu Jinyong had seen him.

Yun Yanjiao remained silent.

In this chaotic time of war, they could only save the people they could see before them.

Except for continuing to gather intelligence, the Fish Intestine Army had no other substantial actions for nearly two months, falling unexpectedly quiet—not merely stopping the assassination of Prince Yan’s generals—thereby drawing a series of complaints and accusations.

Wei Huan removed the small flags from the sand table one by one, looked at the empty sand table, and gazed inquiringly at Meng Jianqing across from him: “Sir—”

Meng Jianqing only glanced at him without answering.

So Wei Huan said nothing more, assuming in his heart that the Fish Intestine Army’s temporary ceasefire and rest must be due to secret orders from His Majesty—otherwise, why would Madam have left Yingtian to come to Guangping Prefecture? Heaven’s secrets could not be revealed; they only needed to follow Meng Jianqing’s commands.

A guard outside the tent reported that messengers from the capital had arrived. Meng Jianqing pondered briefly and gestured for Wei Huan to quietly withdraw with the other two guards.

Meng Jianqing watched the two messengers who strode into the tent. Both were young, wearing ordinary soldiers’ clothing, but both had very composed temperaments. One presented a waist token, the other presented a thin brocade box sealed with wax.

Meng Jianqing didn’t reach out to take them, gesturing for the two to place them on the desk before him. Without hurrying to open the brocade box, he first examined the two messengers, staring until they lowered their gazes to avoid his sight, then said: “His Majesty and I once jointly selected twelve messengers, agreeing that only letters carried by these twelve messengers could be trusted. Which side sent you two? Why do you have waist tokens given by His Majesty?”

The two raised their heads, startled, looked at each other, and the older messenger said: “This subordinate doesn’t know of this agreement between Lord Meng and His Majesty, but was only ordered by His Majesty to deliver this letter. Perhaps His Majesty will explain this in the letter.”

Meng Jianqing stared at them, and after a while, slowly reached out to take the brocade box, examined it for a moment, then placed the letter back on the desk. His peripheral vision swept over the two messengers, paused slightly, his right hand drooped slightly, and a small knife slid from his sleeve, gently scraping away the wax seal on the brocade box.

The tent was extremely quiet, as if even breathing had stopped.

Just as the brocade box was about to open, Meng Jianqing suddenly flipped his right wrist, reversed the small knife, and knocked the brocade box away.

Both messengers simultaneously flipped backward, leaped up in the tent, instinctively drew their swords, remembered where they were, and hesitated slightly. During this hesitation, the brocade box that had fallen to the ground was already shattered by the hidden force from Meng Jianqing’s blade, and thick smoke mixed with countless fine needles shot out with continuous “chi chi” sounds.

While holding his breath, Meng Jianqing lifted the long desk to shield himself. Dozens of fine needles struck the desk, still making rattling sounds. The two messengers weren’t so fortunate—having hesitated for just an instant, they were already hit by the fine needles.

Meng Jianqing grabbed the tiger skin cushion behind him and threw it out to cover the brocade box on the ground, in case there were other mechanisms. The guards outside heard the messengers fall but, without Meng Jianqing’s orders, remained outside the tent, not daring to enter rashly.

Meng Jianqing covered half his face with a cloth dampened with tea water, waiting for the thick smoke to slowly dissipate.

The two messengers lay on the ground, looking at Meng Jianqing in disbelief, but suffering from the deadly poison on the needles that entered the blood immediately and spread rapidly throughout their bodies—they could no longer speak.

Meng Jianqing sneered coldly: “Using such tricks in front of me! The person who taught you was Bian Baihe, wasn’t it? Bian Baihe probably doesn’t know that this kind of killing brocade box was made by Wei Huan under my orders. Bian Baihe insisted on adding poisonous smoke on his own—anyone with a keen nose would have smelled it long ago. If Wei Huan knew someone had modified his design like this, he’d be half-dead with anger.”

The two messengers’ bodies began to stiffen, but their consciousness remained crystal clear, as if they would soon become living corpses. This terrible feeling chilled the heroic blood in their hearts that had been ready for death, and their eyes, looking at Meng Jianqing, involuntarily took on a pleading color.

Meng Jianqing sighed: “You dared to take on the task of killing me—truly, the younger generation is to be feared. But didn’t you think that whether you succeeded or failed, if His Majesty didn’t kill you, Bian Baihe would have to kill you to prevent word from getting out and damaging His Majesty’s reputation? I’m just puzzled why they didn’t send those agreed-upon messengers to assassinate me—at least I wouldn’t have felt something was wrong the moment I saw you two coming to deliver letters.”

He later learned that Bian Baihe had indeed ordered those messengers to carry out the assassination, but after two messengers were executed for refusing to accept the mission, the other ten had all fled.

Meng Jianqing no longer watched these two men’s dying struggles, summoned guards, and declared that these two messengers were impostor assassins to be dragged out and immediately executed. The brocade box and waist tokens were to be burned and deeply buried.

When he was ordered to form the Fish Intestine Army, he had an agreement with Emperor Jianwen: when the general is abroad, some imperial commands need not be obeyed.

Now he was merely temporarily ceasing combat for rest and reorganization, yet Emperor Jianwen couldn’t bear it? Or was it someone else who couldn’t bear it, determined to get hold of this army he had spent a year carefully training to achieve their success?

To take over the Fish Intestine Army, killing him alone wouldn’t be enough—they’d also have to kill Yun Yanjiao.

Yun Yanjiao was now staying at Li Keji’s educational commissioner’s office in Guangping Prefecture, helping Li Keji’s wife distribute porridge for disaster relief using the grain Fan Fu had transported.

If Yun Yanjiao was also assassinated, it could only mean one thing: Bao’er had been rescued by Shi Ganfeng, and Emperor Jianwen, feeling he could no longer control the two of them, had decided to change generals on the battlefield.

The Fish Intestine Army was a sword for external use, Bian Baihe was a sword for internal use—unfortunately, he was not yet his match.

Who would have thought that no matter what kind of emperor, in the end, they couldn’t do without an Imperial Guard, even if it wasn’t called by that name.

Meng Jianqing suddenly froze.

There was another possibility that would make Emperor Jianwen want to reclaim the Fish Intestine Army: Shi Ganfeng had failed to rescue Bao’er, Bao’er was now dead, and Emperor Jianwen no longer had a hostage.

He stood up abruptly.

After pacing back and forth in the tent a few times and taking a deep breath, Meng Jianqing regained his composure.

News from Shi Ganfeng would first be sent to Yun Yanjiao—he’d better wait here to avoid missing it on the road.

He should have confidence in Shi Ganfeng; after all, they’d been dealing with each other for over ten years.

Yun Yanjiao came quietly at lamplight time. Meng Jianqing was inspecting the military camp, and after the reporting guard led Yun Yanjiao over, he bowed and withdrew.

With no one around, they stood on a small hill in the rear camp. Yun Yanjiao said softly, “Bao’er has already been sent to my brother.”

They looked at each other. Now, Meng Jianqing could command this Fish Intestine Army without any concerns.

Looking up at the night sky, with a cold moon and chilly wind, shifting stars and constellations clearly announced the arrival of another winter.

When the three-month agreement with Daoyan was about to expire, the situation suddenly changed dramatically.

In the first month of the fourth year of Jianwen, Prince Yan’s army entered Shandong, bypassed the heavily defended Jinan, broke through Dong’a, Wenshang, and Zou County, reaching Pei County and Xuzhou, advancing directly south. Only after Prince Yan’s army had passed Xuzhou did the Shandong forces react and pursue south to intercept.

Prince Yan was abandoning the contest for cities and territory in Shandong and Hebei, penetrating deep with an isolated army to strike directly at Yingtian.

When Meng Jianqing first heard this news, he found it very puzzling.

With Prince Yan abandoning Shandong and advancing south with an isolated army, Emperor Jianwen only needed to defend Jinling firmly, wait for loyalist forces from all directions to converge, while Shandong forces cut off Prince Yan’s supply lines and retreat route. In that case, Prince Yan would inevitably be attacked from the front and rear, in an extremely dangerous position.

With Prince Yan’s military prowess, how could he make such a mistake?

Meng Jianchen and Gongsun Yi, who had originally been transferred back to guard the northern frontier, now followed Prince Yan south again. When passing through Guangping Prefecture, the two came laughing to pay New Year’s respects to Yun Yanjiao, also bringing Li Mo, who had become familiar with them. They seemed not at all worried about the possibility of their retreat being cut off. The Guangping Prefect knew these three were Prince Yan’s beloved generals but could only turn a blind eye to their comings and goings. After all, who doesn’t have relatives? His own two brothers—one in the Southern Army, the other in Prince Yan’s army—also maintained private contact.

Meng Jianqing held this intelligence report, gazing at the night sky in contemplation.

Meng Jianchen bringing Li Mo to see Yun Yanjiao must have had ulterior motives. With Li Mo calling Meng Jianchen’s wife “sister-in-law,” when Meng Jianqing wanted to deal with him in the future, he would inevitably hesitate somewhat. This battle between the Zhu family uncle and nephew would end sooner or later—between relatives and friends, one must leave some face so they could meet again in the future.

How many people also held such thoughts, feeling this was the Zhu family uncle and nephew’s domestic affair, unrelated to themselves? Of the generals who received Emperor Jianwen’s loyalist edicts, how many were sincere in following orders and fighting with full force?

After all, who came to sit in that position—what did it matter to them? Hadn’t he gradually developed such thoughts? Prince Yan’s isolated southern advance was betting on precisely this popular sentiment.

Once Prince Yan’s troops reached the city walls, how many would turn their coats?

He remembered Mingyuan’s serpentine, cold, and sinister voice in the thick mist of the maple grove. Was it that person who had devised the strategy? Had Daoyan made the three-month agreement with him because he had deep confidence in Mingyuan’s strategic planning?

They were all people inside the game—perhaps only someone like Mingyuan, who viewed the world with cold eyes, could see where the key lay in this chess game for dominion over the realm.

That deep and unfathomable night sky, that deep and unfathomable will of heaven, had once seemed separated from him by only a layer of thick mist, within arm’s reach.

But now, Meng Jianqing knew that heaven’s will was lofty and difficult to question.

Merit and glory, talent and fortune—they all lose to those hands that overturn clouds and rain.

But he also clearly knew that no matter how it overturned clouds and rain, he must firmly grasp the blade in his hand, grasp this Fish Intestine Sword, to hold onto his destiny amid all these changing winds and clouds.

11 – Chapter 13
On the third day of the sixth month, the Yan army crossed the river from Gua Zhou. The defending general of Zhenjiang surrendered the city, and Prince Yan led his forces directly toward Jinling, issuing an edict declaring his “desire to govern the world together with all.” The officials of the Six Ministries received this news in silence. On the thirteenth day, the Yan forces reached the Jinchuan Gate of Jinling. Li Jinglong and Prince Gu, who were guarding Jinchuan Gate, opened the gates to welcome Prince Yan’s surrender. Prince Yan entered the capital, with civil and military officials kneeling along the roadside to welcome him. Supported by his ministers, he ascended to the imperial throne, becoming Emperor Chengzu of the Ming Dynasty, with the reign title Yongle. When the Yan forces entered the capital, a fire broke out in the palace. It was said that Emperor Jianwen’s whereabouts were unknown in the great fire, but officially, it could only be declared that Emperor Jianwen had perished in the flames.

Such an ending for Emperor Jianwen inevitably made Meng Jianqing harbor various suspicions about Ningheng.

Emperor Yongle, worried that the former ministers of Jianwen harbored ulterior motives, re-established the Imperial Guard for surveillance and suppression, appointing Ji Gang, a former retainer of Prince Yan’s mansion, as Commander. Former Imperial Guard Thousand-Household Gao Ping and Meng Jianqing were appointed as Assistant Commanders.

Gao Ping had already pledged loyalty to Prince Yan at the very beginning of the Jingnan Campaign and had made outstanding contributions. His appointment met with no objections from Prince Yan’s former retainers. However, Meng Jianqing had watched the outcome from the sidelines before reaping the benefits, which inevitably caused extreme dissatisfaction among both Prince Yan’s former retainers and the remaining supporters of Jianwen.

The official seals were personally handed to the three of them by Emperor Yongle. After Ji Gang and Gao Ping withdrew, Meng Jianqing was kept behind alone.

Emperor Yongle studied Meng Jianqing, who stood before him with hands at his sides in respectful attention: “What matters did Shen Guangli originally assign you to handle?”

Meng Jianqing replied: “The cases this humble official originally handled were mainly related to remnants of demon sects from various regions and local rebels. Later, Master Shen also entrusted me with matters concerning Jiangwu Hall and the immortal mountains at sea. Apart from these three matters, I had no other specific responsibilities. Subsequently, when the Imperial Guard office was disbanded, this humble official had nowhere to transfer these duties, so the related archives are still stored in the warehouse I managed in previous years, temporarily sealed.”

When he had transferred the warehouse, he had sealed those archives, and Hundred-Household Gu, who took over the warehouse, still hadn’t dared to touch those documents.

Emperor Yongle pondered, and after a moment said: “Continue managing these three matters.”

Shen Guangli’s arrangements must have had their reasons, and it would be best not to change them lightly. Moreover, in his view, Meng Jianqing was not the type to confuse public and private interests.

The matter of tracking down Emperor Jianwen’s true whereabouts was not assigned to him. Meng Jianqing couldn’t help but feel slightly relieved.

Emperor Yongle continued: “There’s another matter I’m also assigning to you.”

He beckoned, and two young eunuchs who had been standing with lowered heads in the shadows quickly approached.

Emperor Yongle said, “These two young eunuchs are quite clever. I’m entrusting them to you for training.”

Meng Jianqing glanced at the two eunuchs and roughly guessed that these were likely the two eunuchs who had originally escaped from Emperor Jianwen’s side to Beiping, informing Prince Yan of the true situation within Yingtian city.

Emperor Hongwu, having learned from the disasters of eunuch interference in previous dynasties, had erected an iron plaque in the palace forbidding eunuchs from learning to read or participating in politics. Emperor Jianwen, following his grandfather’s teachings, had also been extremely harsh toward the palace eunuchs. However, these two young eunuchs, who had never studied or learned to read and appeared physically weak, had dared to escape to Beiping and used intelligence about Yingtian city’s defenses as their stepping stone to curry favor with Prince Yan. This truly surprised Meng Jianqing secretly. Indeed, people could not be judged by appearances – even in such a despised and shadowy corner of the world, such formidable spirits could emerge.

Since Emperor Yongle’s ascension, he had rewarded achievements, and even these two courageous young eunuchs had not been overlooked.

But Meng Jianqing’s heart suddenly jolted.

It was natural for Emperor Yongle to reward these two young eunuchs, but why had he chosen precisely this method? He should know that the path Meng Jianqing walked was not a smooth road – it often involved mortal danger.

He turned his head slightly to look at Emperor Yongle, who was smiling, showing no particular expression.

However, that smile was directed at the two young eunuchs.

For Emperor Yongle, compared to the Imperial Guard who bore too many traces of the Hongwu era and could not freely enter and exit the forbidden palace, these loyal, intelligent, and capable young eunuchs were more familiar, closer, and more trustworthy and worthy of important positions.

Meng Jianqing had already detected the subtle atmosphere of power transition.

He should have been worried about gains and losses, anxious and uneasy.

However, when he emerged from that mist-shrouded maple forest, something deep in his heart had slowly and irreversibly begun to peel away piece by piece, while something else had secretly and resolutely begun to grow.

Meng Jianqing bowed his head slightly: “This humble official accepts the command.”

Emperor Yongle watched him: “How would you train them?”

Meng Jianqing replied: “The most important thing, naturally, is learning to read and write.”

Emperor Yongle naturally understood the importance of this matter – it was something he had already decided upon in his heart. But seeing Meng Jianqing speak so naturally about something that violated Emperor Hongwu’s decree somewhat surprised him. If he wanted to punish Meng Jianqing, this would be the perfect reason.

However, if he punished Meng Jianqing for this reason, who else would dare to raise this important matter that was in his heart?

Emperor Yongle studied him for a long time, then suddenly smiled slightly: “Good. I’ll give you three years. I hope you won’t disappoint me.”

Meng Jianqing had been able to train the Fish Intestine Army in one year. Now, giving him three years should be more than sufficient.

Meng Jianqing bowed and replied: “This humble official will do his utmost to provide instruction.”

But did Emperor Yongle know that for people like them who walked on a knife’s edge, after three years, barely one in ten would survive; after ten years, barely one in a hundred?

Emperor Yongle looked at him, as if he could see the hidden hesitation in his heart, and smiled knowingly: “These two were personally selected by me. You may select another twenty eunuchs under fifteen years old from the palace. Within three years, all these people will be your subordinates.”

As he had expected, Meng Jianqing’s eyes brightened momentarily.

The faces of the two young eunuchs, however, grew faintly pale. Even within the deep palace, rumors of the brutal training methods of the Imperial Guard had long circulated.

But this was the path they had chosen for themselves.

Meng Jianqing’s assumption of training the eunuchs greatly displeased Ningheng, who had recently been promoted to Minister of the Court of Judicial Review and had been dealing with him frequently. Using the excuse of consulting archives, he arranged an “accidental” encounter with Meng Jianqing, who was supervising his subordinates in organizing old documents in the warehouse.

Ningheng observed the young eunuchs under Meng Jianqing’s command. The eunuchs were well aware of the disdain and contempt that officials of the Six Ministries held for people like them. Working under Meng Jianqing’s watchful eye, they dared not even breathe loudly, keeping their heads down, taking small, quick steps, moving silently between the towering bookshelves.

Ningheng leafed through an old document in his hands, speaking in a low voice: “You’re using this type of person?”

Meng Jianqing sat nearby, seemingly monitoring his reading of the documents, and replied equally quietly: “No one is a saint. As long as they follow rules and can get things done, that’s sufficient.”

While eunuchs had a reputation for being selfish, ignorant, greedy, and ruthless, even the immortal mountains at sea were not pure, flawless, desireless saints. It all depended on how one used these people.

Ningheng naturally understood this principle and gave a light “hmph”: “Will these people always follow rules? You’re nurturing a tiger that will become a threat!”

Meng Jianqing was unconcerned: “Since His Majesty has already made up his mind, if this fierce tiger must be raised, I should raise it rather than someone else.”

When Emperor Yongle issued the edict declaring his “desire to govern the world together with all,” subtly indicating his willingness to return the prime ministerial power that Emperor Hongwu had seized back to the officials of the Six Ministries, he must have already devised a strategy of using the inner court to check the outer court. Just as Shen Guangli had done before, and as Emperor Yongle would certainly continue to use both Meng Jianqing and Gao Ping as rivals to check each other.

Since the general trend had been established and could not be reversed, let him lead this trend.

Ningheng smiled coldly: “These eunuchs still hold you in great reverence now. I just wonder how long this unreliable reverence can last?”

Human hearts change easily, so Ningheng had never trusted human hearts, preferring instead those cold, rigid legal codes and regulations.

Meng Jianqing responded with a smile: “When the time truly comes for the Yangtze River’s rear waves to push forward the front waves, I will naturally know when to adapt to circumstances. Moreover, each generation produces its talents – after me, there may well be those capable of restraining them.”

Although even he could not be certain whether these words he spoke now were sincere or feigned, he thought he could understand Shen Guangli’s feelings when he had let go and departed.

Ningheng remained silent for a long time, then said with a half-smile: “Now I truly regret getting you involved with us. You’ve certainly become more difficult to deal with these past two years. I wonder if His Majesty feels more troubled when he sees you now, wanting to find a reason to drag you away for a thorough beating.”

He snapped the document shut with a “pa,” stood up, tossed out the words “take care of yourself,” and departed gracefully.

Meng Jianqing stood in the dim warehouse with his hands behind his back, smiling as he watched him leave.

Jin Yi Xing – Epilogue
The title “Battle South of the City” is taken from a Han Dynasty folk song:

“Fighting south of the city, dying north of the ramparts, dying in the wild, unburied for ravens to eat. Tell the ravens for me: ‘Be guests for now!’ Dying in the wild, truly unburied, how can rotting flesh escape you? Deep waters surge turbulently, cattails and reeds grow darkly; brave cavalry die in battle, weary horses pace and neigh. Building houses on the beams – why to the south? Why to the north? Grain unharvested, what will you eat, my lord? To be a loyal minister, how can this be achieved? I think of good ministers, good ministers are truly worth thinking of: marching out to attack at dawn, not returning home at dusk!”

During the Jingnan Campaign, both the Southern Army and the Yan Army suffered heavy casualties. Historical records state that “north of the Huai River became overgrown with wild grass,” hence this work takes its title from this reference.

II. Throughout history, imperial power and ministerial power have always maintained a complex relationship of mutual growth and decline. Emperor Hongwu abolished the position of Prime Minister and personally handled daily governmental affairs, acting as his prime minister to prevent power from falling into other hands. However, future descendants found it difficult to maintain such demanding work, so the actual prime ministers – the Grand Secretaries – emerged accordingly. Prince Yan’s edict hinting at returning ministerial power to civil officials with the phrase “desire to govern the world together with all” was taken from commentary in “The Forbidden City.” I hereby declare this source. Additionally, Ming Dynasty civil officials were relatively more formidable compared to those of the Qing Dynasty, so I created a character like Ningheng as their representative.

III. The Council of Elders:

The operational procedures of the Council of Elders on the immortal mountains at sea bear considerable resemblance to modern parliamentary style – quite advanced, even utopian for that era. However, given the later existence of the Lanfang Republic, it was not impossible for overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia to develop a similar organization during their century of wandering.

The Lanfang Republic, also known as the Southern Republic, was established in 1777 by Luo Fangbo, a Hakka from Meixian, Guangdong, in western Borneo in Southeast Asia (present-day western Kalimantan). Referencing some legal systems of Western countries, it established a complete set of administrative, legislative, and judicial institutions. The head of state was called “Grand President,” with succession through forms similar to a democratic election and abdication. At its peak, it controlled all of Kalimantan. It was destroyed by the Dutch in 1885, having existed for 108 years.
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