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    In the seventh year of the apocalypse, Yuanjing stood on the city wall, gazing at the dense horde of zombies outside. Despair filled his eyes. Hope City faced a dead end, and he wanted to ask the heavens why—why couldn’t they be given a chance to survive?

When the world plunged into the apocalypse, Yuanjing believed that as long as people were alive, there was hope. He was convinced that with enough effort, he could carve out a path for himself and his friends in this harsh world. They had endured countless hardships, narrowly escaping death multiple times, their names probably etched in the halls of the underworld. From nothing, they had built Hope City, a beacon in the hearts of all survivors. Yet, they now faced the dire predicament of a zombie siege.

“Yuanjing, we’ll hold them off. Take a team and break through! As long as there’s life, there’s hope. Avenge us later!” 

“Yuanjing, this siege came out of nowhere, without any warning. I suspect a conspiracy. You must escape and find the mastermind behind this. Make them pay for the lives of everyone in the city!”

“No!” Yuanjing shook his head. “With my ability, my chances of escaping are slim. Brother Song, don’t say any more. Your psychic ability isn’t much use on the battlefield, but it can help you escape and uncover the truth. Brother Song, take the team and go. We’ll hold them off. Everyone, charge with me! Even if we die, we’ll take down as many zombies as we can!”

“Charge!” One by one, ability users followed Yuanjing into the fray. Song Hui wanted to join them, but several others held him back, reminding him of Yuanjing’s words. They urged him not to let Yuanjing and the others’ sacrifices be in vain. Everyone wanted answers.

Song Hui wiped his tears fiercely, took one last look at Yuanjing and the others, then led his team in the opposite direction. With Yuanjing’s group drawing the zombies’ attention, that path had the least resistance.

As Song Hui departed, Yuanjing, locked in battle with the zombies, glanced back. He knew this was their final farewell. He didn’t truly expect Song Hui to uncover the truth or exact revenge; it was just an excuse to give Song Hui a reason to live.

But as he fought to his last breath, a fierce unwillingness burned in his chest. The journey had been so arduous, as if the heavens were deliberately against him. Yet, he had persevered, surviving seven years in the apocalypse.

If he died, so be it. But what about his companions? What about the survivors of Hope City? How many would survive this battle? If this was truly a setup, his unwillingness grew even stronger. He wanted answers.

His ability exhausted, a zombie’s claw pierced his chest. His consciousness grew blurry. He heard a heart-wrenching cry from afar: “Yuanjing—”

He tried to open his eyes to see who it was, but his body plummeted into darkness, sinking into the deepest abyss.

…

‘Clank, clank…’

“Comrade, are you okay? Your face doesn’t look good. Want some water?”

Waking from a daze, Yuanjing found himself no longer in the apocalyptic wasteland but in a crowded green train carriage, filled with a mix of sour and foul odors. His heart jolted.

Keeping his expression neutral, he glanced at the young man beside him, who looked at him with concern. Yuanjing shook his head lightly. “I’m fine, thanks. I’ll rest a bit and be okay.”

“Alright, you rest your head on the table for a while. Call me if you need anything.”

“Thanks.”

Yuanjing thanked him and leaned on the small table in front of him, ignoring the chaotic environment. He closed his eyes to process the flood of memories overwhelming his mind, causing his head to throb as if it might burst. Gritting his teeth, he began to absorb them.

He had clearly died in the zombie siege, killed by a powerful zombie. Yet after death, a voice had asked if he was willing to take on missions. By completing them and earning enough points, he could gain a chance at rebirth and rewrite his fate.

Without hesitation, Yuanjing had agreed. Even if it meant selling his soul to a demon, he would try—for himself and his fallen comrades.

The moment he agreed, he woke in this body, which, coincidentally, was also named Ji Yuanjing.

But this Ji Yuanjing’s life was tragically short. It was 1973, and Ji Yuanjing, a sent-down youth, was on his way to the Red Star Production Team. Two years later, while gathering firewood, he would be fatally injured by a wild boar charging down the mountain. He died before reaching the hospital, at the age of 19, in the prime of his youth. He never returned to the city to see his family, forever remaining in the rural village where he was sent.

If that were all, it wouldn’t have been so bad. Ji Yuanjing wouldn’t have harbored resentment, and Yuanjing wouldn’t be here now. In this world, Ji Yuanjing was merely a side character, a pitiful cannon fodder in the protagonist’s memories, existing only to pave the way for the protagonist’s success.

Ji Yuanjing’s father, a university professor, had been denounced early on for alleged overseas connections. After being publicly criticized, he was sent to a remote farm for reeducation. To protect Ji Yuanjing and the unborn child in his mother’s womb, Ji father divorced his mother, severing ties to shield them. Soon after, Ji mother, pregnant with another child, remarried.

Six months later, Ji Yuanjing gained a younger brother named Zheng Hua. Ji Yuanjing always believed Zheng Hua was his full brother, treating him with more care than his stepbrother or half-sister. He volunteered to go to the countryside so his stepbrother could stay in the city, hoping his stepfather and stepbrother would look after Zheng Hua in return.

But after his death, he learned the truth: Zheng Hua wasn’t his father’s son. Ji mother had already been involved with Zheng’s father, who had denounced Ji father, with Ji mother providing the information. Ji father had never hidden anything from his wife, and Ji Yuanjing had poured his heart out for this “brother.”

After Ji Yuanjing’s death, his father couldn’t survive the farm’s hardships. When the political movement ended and reforms began, Ji uncle returned to find family, only to encounter Zheng Hua, who posed as Ji father’s son. Believing Zheng Hua had taken the Zheng surname out of gratitude, the uncle, unaware of the truth, poured his affection for his brother into this “nephew,” funding his business ventures. This propelled Zheng Hua and the entire Zheng family to prosperity.

But at the moment of Ji uncle’s death, Zheng Hua, for reasons unknown, revealed the truth, leaving the uncle to die with unclosed eyes.

The story’s protagonist wasn’t Zheng Hua but his son, a young, domineering CEO. Ji Yuanjing was merely a pitiful figure in the CEO’s memories. Yet, without this pitiful figure, would there even be a domineering CEO? His success was built on the bones of Ji family of three.

Yuanjing exhaled deeply. Ignorance might have been bearable, but knowing the full story, Ji Yuanjing’s life was a cruel joke. Deceived by his closest kin until his death, even his memory was exploited. No wonder Ji Yuanjing’s resentment soared.

“What’s my mission this time?” Yuanjing asked the system that had brought him here.

‘Ding! Host’s mission: Avoid the fatal accident two years from now, save Ji Changlin’s life, expose Zheng Hua’s true identity, and make Ji Shuhua see Zheng Hua’s real face. Mission success rewards 1000 points. Mission failure results in ten years in the dark room. Please work hard to complete the mission and fulfill Ji Yuanjing’s life.’

Yuanjing pondered. The mission wasn’t too difficult. Two years from now, he could kill the wild boar or simply avoid it. As long as he survived as Ji Yuanjing, Ji uncle’s situation would resolve itself. As for Ji father, the plot suggested he died soon after learning of Ji Yuanjing’s death, likely from grief. If Yuanjing stayed alive, Ji’s father should be fine.

Having sorted through the information, Yuanjing’s headache eased. He drifted into a hazy sleep and woke to find it dark outside.

Two days later, the train arrived at the county station near their assigned village. Yuanjing grabbed his simple luggage and disembarked with the others.

The man who had shown concern when he woke, also a sent-down youth heading to the Red Star Production Team, was named Chen Jianhua. Another female youth, Wang Ling, joined them later. She was petite and delicate, clearly pampered and unused to hardship. After boarding, Chen Jianhua had squeezed out half a seat for her.

When disembarking, Chen Jianhua eagerly carried Wang Ling’s luggage, which was heavier than Yuanjing’s and included two quilts. Wang Ling thanked him with a blush. When Yuanjing glanced over, her face grew even shyer.

Ji Yuanjing’s body was quite attractive—slender, fair-skinned, with refined features. His eyes, strikingly clear with slightly upturned corners, sparkled when he smiled, captivating those who looked at him.

Chen Jianhua, on the other hand, was burly, a typical northerner. In Ji Yuanjing’s memories, his appearance made him popular among the girls at the Red Star Production Team, both female educated youths and village girls.

But Ji Yuanjing had rejected all advances, focused solely on returning to the city. He worried about his mother and Zheng Hua in the capital and his father at the farm. He had no time for romance, let alone settling down in the countryside.

Despite his clear stance, some refused to give up, causing tension between Chen Jianhua, who was smitten with Wang Ling, and Ji Yuanjing. Other male youths also ostracized him. Oblivious to the drama, Ji Yuanjing remained an idealized figure in the hearts of his admirers even after his death, leaving behind countless regrets for his untimely passing.

Yuanjing initially appreciated this body’s appearance but soon found it troublesome. He wanted no part in these entanglements, only to complete his mission quickly and return to his world. He sighed—he’d take it one step at a time.

“Yuanjing, hurry up! There’s a reception point for us youths ahead!” Chen Jianhua’s loud voice called from the front. Yuanjing looked up and quickened his pace.

“Comrade Ji, let me help with your luggage,” Wang Ling offered.

Before her hand reached him, Yuanjing sidestepped to Chen Jianhua’s other side, saying politely, “No need. My luggage isn’t as heavy as Jianhua’s.”

Chen Jianhua, laden with both his and Wang Ling’s belongings, looked like a luggage rack. Wang Ling hadn’t offered to share his load and seemed to enjoy his attentiveness, giving Yuanjing a poor first impression of her.

Wang Ling’s face stiffened, perhaps catching Yuanjing’s implication. Blushing, she hurriedly tried to take her luggage back from Chen Jianhua. Whether he understood Yuanjing’s words or not, Chen Jianhua, seeing her insistence, handed her a lighter bag of his own.

“Comrade Wang, don’t be polite. Men are stronger than women—no offense meant,” he said.



  

    The Red Star Production Team sent two people to receive the new group of sent-down educated youths: the team’s old branch secretary, Niu Guozhu, and his nephew, Jiang Qingshan.

Niu Guozhu was in his fifties, but years of wind and sun in the countryside made him look closer to sixty. Jiang Qingshan, just over twenty, was tall and sturdy, with thick brows, large eyes, and a tanned, ruddy face. Standing straight beside the ox cart, he was particularly striking.

Niu Guozhu, chewing on his pipe, said, “Qingshan, what do you think these five new educated youths will be like? I’m skeptical. According to their profiles, two are from the capital, one from Sucheng, and one from Shanghai—all big-city kids. Can they adapt to our rural life?”

Initially, the villagers had viewed the city youths as a novelty, treating them with care. After all, these were teenagers, barely twenty, far from home, sent to the countryside to join the workforce—it was hard not to feel for them. But as time passed, the villagers realized these city folks brought plenty of trouble. They’d rather focus on earning work points than deal with their drama.

This made Niu Guozhu less than enthusiastic about picking up the youths, feeling only a headache. Five new mouths to feed meant more burden for the village, and he didn’t expect them to contribute much labor.

Jiang Qingshan lowered his eyes to his uncle but said nothing. He was always the silent type. Niu Guozhu wasn’t expecting a response anyway, just muttering to himself. “Qingshan, looks like some people are coming. Are they ours? You’re tall—keep an eye out. It’d be bad if we missed anyone.”

Jiang Qingshan looked up and saw three youths—two men and a woman—approaching. From another direction, another man and woman were heading their way. He had made a large sign for his uncle, and when the youths’ eyes lit up upon seeing it, Jiang Qingshan knew they were assigned to their team.

“Uncle, they’re here. All five youths have arrived. We can head back once we’ve got them.”

“Good, good, they’re here.” Niu Guozhu quickly put away his pipe, plastering on a smile as he looked toward the crowd. A tall young man pointed at them and said, “Look, that’s the Red Star Production Team right there. Easy to find. Uncle, we’re the sent-down educated youths for your team. The three of us are. Thanks for coming to pick us up.”

“No trouble, no trouble. You’re a sturdy young man, aren’t you? Put your luggage on the cart. The other two are coming, and then we can head out. Look, there they are.”

The other two youths were Jiang Huai from Sucheng, wearing glasses, and Ma Lili from Shanghai, dressed in a green military-style outfit, drawing plenty of attention as she approached.

Once they arrived, Niu Guozhu checked their names against his list. Everything matched, so he started driving the ox cart back to the production team.

The luggage was loaded onto the cart, and the five youths walked alongside it. After introducing themselves and their hometowns, Chen Jianhua eagerly chatted with Niu Guozhu about the Red Star Production Team. He also tried talking to Jiang Qingshan, but Jiang was like a wooden block, speaking only when absolutely necessary. Niu Guozhu explained to Chen Jianhua that his nephew was just like that.

“He’s a cripple!” Wang Ling, walking quietly and observing the group, suddenly noticed that despite Jiang Qingshan’s straight posture, he walked with a slight limp, one leg clearly impaired. She exclaimed in surprise.

When everyone turned to look at her, she hurriedly waved her hands, blushing in panic. “I-I didn’t mean it! I was just surprised, that’s all.”

Ma Lili, unimpressed by Wang Ling’s outburst, said, “I think you meant it. You’re old enough to know what to say and what not to.”

“I…” Wang Ling clutched her clothes, eyes reddening as if she’d been wronged.

Niu Guozhu wasn’t pleased either, but she was just a teenage girl. Could he really argue with her over his nephew? It’d only make him look bad.

Glancing at his nephew, who seemed unfazed, Niu Guozhu cleared his throat. “Qingshan got that leg injury on a military mission and was discharged. The injury’s long healed, and he works harder than anyone.”

Wang Ling realized her mistake, her eyes growing even redder. She hadn’t meant it. She looked to Ji Yuanjing for help. In the original Ji Yuanjing’s memories, this incident had occurred. Though he hadn’t interacted much with Jiang Qingshan, he admired him after learning about it.

In those memories, when Wang Ling looked to him for help, Ji Yuanjing felt awkward and said nothing, and Wang Ling seemed disappointed. This time, Yuanjing glanced at Jiang Qingshan’s straight-backed figure. He seemed unaffected, but Yuanjing didn’t think that gave anyone the right to mock him freely.

Yuanjing said calmly, “The great leader taught us to bravely admit our mistakes. You should apologize to Comrade Jiang for your carelessness instead of avoiding it.”

Jiang Huai, as in the memories, wanted to defend Wang Ling but hadn’t yet spoken. Yuanjing’s reasoning was sound, leaving him no room to argue.

Chen Jianhua also thought Wang Ling had been careless. Seeing her on the verge of tears, he said, “Yuanjing’s words are a bit harsh, but he’s not wrong. It’s just an apology.”

“Wah!” Wang Ling burst into tears. “Comrade Jiang, I’m sorry. I was wrong. Please forgive me!” She sobbed pitifully.

Chen Jianhua scratched his head awkwardly. Jiang Huai shot accusing looks at Yuanjing and Ma Lili. Niu Guozhu reached for his pipe, unsure whether to take it out. Delicate girls gave him the biggest headaches.

Jiang Qingshan turned, not to look at Wang Ling but at Yuanjing. He gave a slight nod and said, “It’s fine. I’m used to it.”

The words “I’m used to it” made Chen Jianhua’s pity for Wang Ling fade. Being called a cripple often enough to say he was used to it—defending Wang Ling now would only hurt Comrade Jiang more. Though Jiang seemed cold, that didn’t mean he couldn’t be hurt.

Yuanjing nodded back at Jiang Qingshan, and they continued walking.

Yuanjing paid closer attention to Jiang Qingshan. As a former soldier, his movements showed strength, muscles flexing with each step. In contrast, Yuanjing looked at himself—a frail scholar, much like his apocalyptic self without his poison ability. Now truly weak, he felt unaccustomed. He’d need to train once they settled in. The original Ji Yuanjing died from a boar attack, and even if Yuanjing avoided that fate, he couldn’t rule out other dangers like wild boars or worse.

Ma Lili scoffed at Wang Ling, clearly unimpressed by her behavior. Jiang Huai, meanwhile, offered her a clean handkerchief and spoke softly to comfort her. They lagged behind, and soon her crying stopped, replaced by laughter—Jiang Huai must have said something amusing.

Chen Jianhua scratched his head and resumed talking to Niu Guozhu. He was practical, knowing that building good relations with the locals would make life easier at the Red Star Production Team.

Leaving the county, they hit rugged mountain paths. Within half an hour, Wang Ling couldn’t keep up, complaining of foot pain. Jiang Huai noticed the ox cart was nearly five hundred meters ahead—Niu Guozhu had deliberately slowed to accommodate the youths. Jiang Huai helped her sit on a roadside stone. “Comrade Wang, rest here. I’ll stop the cart so you can ride.”

Wang Ling gave a weak smile. “Thank you, Comrade Jiang. Sorry for the trouble.”

Jiang Huai smiled, said it was no trouble, and hurried to catch the cart. When Niu Guozhu looked back, Jiang Huai made his case, pointing at Wang Ling. “This won’t do. Comrade Wang isn’t used to these mountain paths. She’ll get better with time.”

“So delicate,” Ma Lili muttered, loud enough for Jiang Huai to hear, though he ignored it.

Ma Lili had been excited to have another female youth along, but she quickly realized she and Wang Ling were not compatible. She found her increasingly irritating.

Niu Guozhu sighed. “Alright, hurry up. We need to get back to the village before dark. These mountain paths aren’t safe at night.”

Ma Lili grew nervous, glancing around. “There aren’t wolves or bears in these mountains, are there?”

“Haha, no wolves, though you might hear their howls. But wild boars? Can’t guarantee there won’t be those,” Niu Guozhu chuckled.

Ma Lili’s fear grew. She might seem tougher than Wang Ling, but what girl wasn’t afraid of wolves? Her scalp tingled as she shouted at Wang Ling to hurry up and not hold them back.

Wang Ling, looking aggrieved, climbed onto the cart. But how clean could an ox cart be? Her distaste was evident, and Niu Guozhu shook his head. With a shout, he urged the cart forward. Wang Ling, not yet settled, nearly fell into the luggage, letting out a scream as she grabbed it to steady herself.

Niu Guozhu glanced back. “Little comrade, you’ll need to get used to rural life. The ox cart’s our main transport here. Even if you’re not riding, you should be able to jump on while it’s moving.”

Wang Ling looked ready to cry again. Jiang Huai was annoyed at Niu Guozhu’s attitude but couldn’t say much—Niu was the branch secretary, and they’d be under his authority. He forced a smile. “Uncle Niu, we’ll adapt. Just give us some time.”

Niu Guozhu smiled and said no more. Yuanjing glanced up, recalling that the original Ji Yuanjing hadn’t paid attention to this scene. Now, Yuanjing suspected the old branch secretary had done this on purpose—perhaps to get back at Wang Ling for her exaggerated comment about his nephew’s limp.

Riding an ox cart on bumpy mountain roads was far from pleasant.

Another half hour passed, and Wang Ling’s face remained pale. No longer caring about the cart’s dirt, she slumped onto the luggage.

Ma Lili considered resting on the cart too but, seeing Wang Ling’s state, decided against it. She’d come prepared to endure rural hardships and pressed on.



  

    As dusk settled, the outline of the Red Star Production Team came into view, with a few figures visible at the road’s entrance.

Niu Guozhu glanced approvingly at Ma Lili. This girl was far tougher than the one on the ox cart, persisting without a single complaint, though he could tell she was exhausted. Even Jiang Huai, a young man, was barely holding up, looking no better than her.

Chen Jianhua wiped the sweat from his forehead, sighing, “Finally here. That biscuit I ate on the train is long gone, and my stomach’s growling.”

Niu Guozhu, chewing his pipe, chuckled, “Once we’re in the village, head to my place for dinner. Your aunt’s probably got it ready. Qingshan, come along.”

Jiang Qingshan, silent most of the way, finally spoke, his voice cool, “My mom’s waiting. I’ll eat at home.”

Niu Guozhu nodded repeatedly. “Fair enough, go on then, don’t keep your mom waiting.” His sister’s household was just her and her son. He’d invite her to eat another time.

Yuanjing rubbed his stomach, also hungry. Having endured hunger often in the apocalypse, he could bear it. Looking at the lush greenery around, he thought that, though this era existed only in history books for his previous life, it was promising. No zombies or mutated beasts ravaged the environment. With hard work, filling one’s stomach shouldn’t be an issue.

Entering the village, most people were eating dinner at home, so the streets were quiet. The villagers’ curiosity about sent-down educated youths had long faded, unlike the spectacle when the first ones arrived, drawing crowds.

Halfway, Niu Guozhu let Jiang Qingshan head home. Jiang Qingshan nodded back at the group, a brief farewell, then walked off without looking back. At his own house, Niu Guozhu called into the yard, “A Fen, I’ve brought the youths back. Is dinner ready?”

“Almost done. Come in, wash up, and eat.”

“Alright, let’s go in. Taohua, take the comrades to wash their hands,” Niu Guozhu said to a girl emerging from the house.

“Sure, Dad.”

Wang Ling climbed off the ox cart, her legs nearly giving out as her feet hit the ground. Jiang Huai quickly steadied her. Chen Jianhua, focused on dinner and washing up, had already rushed ahead, unaware of the situation. Wang Ling bit her lip, glancing at the others, feeling even more aggrieved.

After washing, Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua offered to help in the kitchen, but Aunt A Fen shooed them out. “Taohua’s helping me. You’ve traveled for days and must be tired. Sit in the main room. The food’s simple, so make do.”

“No way, getting a meal right after arriving? We didn’t dare dream of it on the way. Thanks, Uncle Niu and Aunt A Fen,” Chen Jianhua said sweetly, heading back to the room with Yuanjing.

Soon, Aunt A Fen and Niu Taohua brought out the food and tableware: coarse grain and sweet potato rice with a few stir-fried vegetables. Compared to the cold, hard biscuits they’d eaten on the train, it was a feast. The group thanked Aunt A Fen, Uncle Niu, and Taohua, then dug in eagerly. Aunt A Fen watched with a warm smile.

Aunt A Fen’s first impression of Chen Jianhua and Yuanjing was excellent. Chen Jianhua’s sweet talk and apparent diligence won over elders, while Yuanjing’s good looks drew her attention. She couldn’t help but glance at him repeatedly, and Taohua stole shy glances before quickly looking down.

After eating their fill, the group tried to wash the dishes, but Aunt A Fen ushered them out to settle in. Thanking her again, they left with Niu Guozhu.

Niu Guozhu had two sons and a daughter. Taohua was the youngest. Her older brothers were married—one lived in the village, already independent, while the other worked a government job in the county. With only Taohua at home, their family was well-off by village standards.

Niu Guozhu said, “The youth dormitory has three beds left. Two of you will need other arrangements. For tonight, the three male comrades can squeeze together, and tomorrow we’ll figure out where to place the others—maybe with a local family or something else.”

In the original memories, the dormitory later added beds, turning two-person rooms into three, but that led to more conflicts. Yuanjing had no interest in that drama and asked, “Uncle Niu, is Comrade Jiang’s place spacious? You mentioned his household is small.”

That was a good idea. Niu Guozhu thought his nephew’s reserved nature might improve with young roommates around his age. He nodded eagerly. “It’s spacious enough. We’ll pass by Qingshan’s place soon. I’ll ask him.”

Chen Jianhua chimed in, “If it’s possible, I’ll go with Yuanjing. That’d solve the housing issue.”

Jiang Huai stayed silent. He saw no benefit in living with locals. Staying with other youths made communication easier, and in his view, only youths could help each other. Besides, Jiang Qingshan’s cold demeanor—showing no sympathy for Wang Ling—felt off-putting. Living with him would be stifling.

Glancing at Wang Ling, Jiang Huai’s heart lifted. Staying in the dormitory with her would give him an advantage in winning her over. He’d liked her at first sight. Ma Lili, on the other hand, carried an air of a capitalist heiress, her sharp tongue like she’d swallowed gunpowder. He couldn’t stand her.

After some talk, they reached a farmhouse. From the outside, it looked tidy. Niu Guozhu had them wait outside while he pushed open the bamboo gate, calling, “Qingshan, Guilan, finished dinner?”

A tall figure strode out, his slight limp unmistakable—it was Jiang Qingshan. “Uncle, just done. What brings you here?”

In the yard, Niu Guozhu explained Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua’s request. Yuanjing felt Jiang Qingshan glance their way a few times before looking back at his mother inside. “They can stay, but they’ll need to cook for themselves. My mom won’t make their meals. They don’t need to pay with rations for lodging, just keep trouble to a minimum for her.”

Niu Guozhu was pleased to hear his nephew speak at such length, nodding in agreement. “Makes sense. I’ll check with them. It’s just Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua. They seem easy to get along with.”

The branch secretary had gotten a rough sense of the five youths’ personalities along the way.

Niu Guozhu relayed Jiang Qingshan’s terms. Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua had no objections—free lodging was generous enough; they wouldn’t add burdens. Niu Guozhu called into the yard to confirm, and Jiang Qingshan went inside to inform his mother before preparing the room.

Niu Guilan’s eyesight wasn’t great. By the oil lamp’s light, she said, “Youths really want to stay with us? That’s good. Qingshan’s always stuck with me, an old woman, with little to talk about. Qingshan, I recall you brought back some quilts from the army. Get them out tomorrow to air for the youths.”

“Mom, don’t worry. I’ll handle it.”

“Alright, alright, I won’t fret,” Niu Guilan smiled. To her, her son was the most filial, and with him around, life couldn’t be better.

Her only worry was Qingshan’s refusal to find a partner and settle down. She fretted that when she passed and joined Qingshan’s father, he’d be left alone, with no one to talk to and a cold, empty house. All she wanted was for him to find someone to share his life with—she wasn’t picky about anything else.

Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua followed Niu Guozhu to the youth dormitory to drop off Jiang Huai and the others and meet the other youths.

The dormitory was small, previously housing five people. With Jiang Huai’s group, it now held eight.

The Red Star Production Team had seen more youths over the years, but some had been reassigned, others settled locally—female educated youths marrying farmers or male youths starting families and moving out. Over time, the small dormitory was packed again.

The oldest youth, Lin Dong, had braced for overcrowding but was relieved to hear Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua had found lodging. Patting their shoulders, he said, “Jiang Qingshan doesn’t talk much, but he’s a good guy. If we need help, he’s always willing with just a word. He’s just too reserved, which makes him seem unapproachable. You’ll get used to him over time.”

As they left, Lin Dong added, “Come over tomorrow night for a meal. We always have a welcome gathering for new youths. Nothing fancy, just a chance to bond and get lively.”

“Sounds good,” Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua agreed. Chen Jianhua, especially, was eager to integrate with the local youth group.

Niu Guozhu took them back to Jiang’s house, entering with them. Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua politely greeted Aunt Niu Guilan before being shown to their room.

It was originally a storage room, but with the household being small, it wasn’t cluttered. When Yuanjing arrived, Jiang Qingshan was bent over, making the beds, his back to them.

As he bent, his clothes tightened, outlining his back’s contours. Yuanjing thought he could rival the power ability users of the apocalypse—strong but not overly bulky, with a well-defined rear that matched his aesthetic taste.

Of course, he had no ulterior thoughts, merely appreciating the man’s physique. It was clear Jiang Qingshan was in excellent shape. Had it not been for his leg injury, he likely would have had a bright future in the military.

It was a pity Yuanjing’s ability hadn’t come with him. Even if it had, his poison ability could kill but not heal.

Chen Jianhua strode in. “Let me, we’ll handle it. Thanks, Brother Jiang,” he said, switching from “Comrade Jiang” to the friendlier “Brother Jiang.” “This place looks better than the dormitory.”

The room was spacious enough for two, with two beds against the walls and plenty of room in between. Chen Jianhua was very satisfied.

Jiang Qingshan straightened, nodding at the newcomers and pointing to two army-green quilts nearby. “From my time in the military. Air them out tomorrow, and they’ll be ready.”

Quilts too? Chen Jianhua was thrilled. “Thanks, Brother Jiang and Aunt! Really, thank you.”

Yuanjing nodded to Jiang Qingshan. “Thanks. The quilts are great.”

Niu Guozhu smiled from the doorway. “You guys settle in. I’ll talk with Qingshan outside for a bit.”



  

    With some rations advanced by the team, Yuanjing’s life as a sent-down youth at the Red Star Production Team officially began.

They arrived in August, in a region far south where the heat was at its peak. The summer harvest had passed, and the autumn harvest was yet to come, so farm work wasn’t too heavy. Still, for city newcomers laboring under the scorching sun, it was grueling.

Niu Guozhu and the team captain, Xia Jiefang, didn’t assign heavy tasks to the five new youths, especially the two female ones, giving them shaded work. But within days, Wang Ling collapsed, taking sick leave to rest in the dormitory. Ma Lili’s face was sunburned red, yet she gritted her teeth and pressed on.

Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua adapted best. Lin Dong occasionally offered guidance, and during a break, he said, “I thought Chen Jianhua would handle it well, but Ji Yuanjing, you’ve adapted so fast. Hard to believe.”

Chen Jianhua, supporting his aching back from constant bending, pointed at Yuanjing with a laugh. “Him? He’s up earlier than me. I wake up, and he’s already in the yard practicing martial arts. And get this—Brother Jiang’s the same. One on each side, not bothering each other. They’ve got real grit.”

He’d thought about joining them in the morning, but after a day of farm work, he collapsed on his bed, unwilling to move. If not for work, he’d have stayed in bed. Now, chatting with Lin Dong, he massaged his sore back.

Lin Dong, a veteran, understood Chen Jianhua’s struggle and laughed. “That’s some willpower. Most can’t compare. Jiang Qingshan’s from the military, so his stamina’s no surprise, but Yuanjing’s unexpected. Don’t worry, Jianhua. It’s tough the first few days, but your body will adjust. Like me—unless it’s the busy season, it’s manageable.”

Chen Jianhua grimaced. His back felt like it wasn’t his own. Adjust? He’d just have to endure. No work, no work points; no work points, no grain.

While they talked, village women gathered, gossiping about the new youths. Men eyed the women, and women, naturally, eyed the men. Among the three male youths, Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua stood out.

Chen Jianhua looked like the hardworking type, more appealing to women their age than a pretty face. Yuanjing’s striking looks initially made him eye candy, but his work ethic, rivaling Chen Jianhua’s, impressed them. Talk soon centered on him.

“Wonder if that young man’s taken. Should we ask Niu Guilan sometime?”

“What, scouting for someone? They just got here, and you’re already matchmaking? I bet he wouldn’t fancy our village girls. Picture a tanned, sturdy village girl next to that handsome guy—does that even look right?”

The woman who’d considered asking for her niece hesitated. True, her niece, a farmworker, was much darker than Yuanjing. Imagining the pairing… she decided to hold off.

Meanwhile, unmarried girls crowded around Niu Taohua, asking about Ji Yuanjing. Some stole glances at him, blushing. Niu Taohua, already engaged, found Yuanjing handsome and nice to look at but had no other thoughts. “Why ask me? Go ask Ji Yuanjing yourself. Or should I do it for you?”

She pretended to head toward him, startling the girls, who yanked her back. Two pinched her. “Niu Taohua, are you crazy? If you ask, how can we show our faces in the village?”

Their laughter and chatter drew attention. Chen Jianhua nudged Yuanjing, pointing. “They’re definitely talking about you. Man, you’re popular everywhere.”

It was enough to make anyone jealous.

Lin Dong noted Yuanjing’s fair skin, almost girlish, gleaming brighter with sweat. He chuckled, “Maybe in a month—no, less—Yuanjing’s situation will ease up.”

He assumed, like all sent-down educated youths, Yuanjing would tan over time.

But a month passed quickly. Chen Jianhua’s back stopped aching, his blistered hands calloused, and his already dark skin grew darker. Yuanjing, however, looked unchanged, his skin untouched by the sun after a month. Even Chen Jianhua, a man, was jealous, let alone the female youths.

Yuanjing stood out in the village, even covered in mud. People called him the handsome, clean-cut young man. Elders, especially, remembered him vividly.

Except for Wang Ling, who worked sporadically, the other four youths had adapted to rural life.

That day, they finished work early. Chen Jianhua went to the dormitory with Lin Dong, but Yuanjing, not fond of hanging out there, headed home alone.

His and Chen Jianhua’s work site differed from Jiang Qingshan’s. Pushing open the bamboo gate, he saw Jiang Qingshan dressed to go out.

“Brother Jiang, where are you headed?” Yuanjing, following Chen Jianhua’s lead, called him that. The man was truly taciturn—sometimes they barely exchanged a word all day. But their morning martial arts sessions in the yard had built some rapport.

“Checking the mountains for a game,” Jiang Qingshan replied, glancing at Yuanjing. He’d heard plenty of village talk about Yuanjing—his looks drew attention, and some had even asked Jiang Qingshan if he was single and what type he liked. He ignored them.

At the mention of game, Yuanjing’s mouth watered, imagining pheasant, rabbit, or wild boar. Though meals filled his stomach, a month without meat left him craving it.

“Brother Jiang, can I come? I’m not familiar with the mountains here. I won’t slow you down.”

Jiang Qingshan thought if someone like Yuanjing slowed him down, no one in the village wouldn’t. They rarely talked, but he’d observed Yuanjing’s morning practice—his strength and technique were far from ordinary. The villagers, male and female, were fooled by his appearance.

He nodded. “Alright, hurry up.”

“I’ll grab a machete.”

Yuanjing fetched a machete from the kitchen and followed Jiang Qingshan to the back mountains. Yuanjing knew the mountain’s resources belonged to the collective, but the Red Star Production Team was lax, turning a blind eye to villagers hunting. Besides, few in the village were skilled hunters.

Jiang Qingshan took a less-traveled path, avoiding villagers. Yuanjing watched his slightly limping gait, feeling a pang of pity. His daily morning drills showed he couldn’t let go of his military life, his demeanor still carrying that discipline.

“Brother Jiang,” Yuanjing asked casually, “is your leg really beyond healing? Have you seen a traditional doctor?”

Jiang Qingshan paused briefly, turning to look at Yuanjing, as if gauging his intent. Yuanjing smiled. “You must want to return to the military, right? If there’s a chance to fix your leg, wouldn’t that fulfill your wish?”

Yuanjing brought this up because a month of rural life taught him he couldn’t stay detached while living someone else’s life. The people around him were real. He didn’t know how long this mission would take—maybe years, even decades. Staying aloof would drive him mad.

So, while aiming to complete his task, Yuanjing tried to live as the real Ji Yuanjing. It wasn’t hard—being new, no one knew the original Ji Yuanjing. He was grateful for being sent to the countryside; staying in the capital with the Zheng family would’ve risked slip-ups.

In a few years, returning to the city with slight personality differences wouldn’t raise suspicions. A few years in the countryside would naturally change anyone.

With this mindset, Yuanjing sought to connect with Jiang Qingshan. Besides Chen Jianhua, Jiang Qingshan was the person he saw most, and he respected his character, seeing him as worth befriending.

For the first time, Yuanjing saw a flicker in Jiang Qingshan’s eyes, beyond his usual concern for his mother, Niu Guilan. He’d struck a chord. Jiang Qingshan hesitated, then said, “The hospital said it couldn’t be fixed. As for traditional doctors…”

Yuanjing could tell he wanted to recover. “If you keep an eye out, you might find a chance.”

Yuanjing knew some acupuncture. Before the apocalypse, China had increasingly valued traditional medicine, combining it with modern science to great effect. He wasn’t a doctor then, but in the apocalypse, with injured teammates and no doctors, they studied medical books themselves. Yuanjing learned some theory and practiced acupuncture.

Now, he regretted not learning more. Acupuncture without herbal medicine was less effective.

“Thanks,” Jiang Qingshan said, a rare utterance that left Yuanjing oddly flattered. He touched his nose, thinking peaceful days might be softening him.

They fell silent. Yuanjing picked up roadside pebbles for hunting, while Jiang Qingshan carried a homemade bow and arrow, saying nothing.

The surroundings were quiet, save for insect chirps. Suddenly, a rustling came from ahead. Jiang Qingshan crouched, signaling Yuanjing to act, wanting to test his skill.

Yuanjing weighed a pebble, ready to strike. Soon, a rabbit poked its head out, glanced around, and moved to dart into the bushes. Seizing the moment, Yuanjing flicked his wrist, launching the pebble.

A muffled ‘thud’. Jiang Qingshan’s eyes flashed with surprise—he knew it hit without looking.

They approached and found the pebble had struck the rabbit’s neck, killing it instantly.

Yuanjing picked up the rabbit, placing it in Jiang Qingshan’s basket. “Didn’t let you down.”

“Well done,” Jiang Qingshan said, a rare compliment.

Yuanjing grinned. “Feels like I’m one of your soldiers.”

Jiang Qingshan’s lips twitched upward, a fleeting smile so rare Yuanjing felt he’d seen a spectacle. In over a month at the Red Star Production Team, it was the first time he’d seen him smile. It vanished like a fleeting bloom, easy to miss.

They turned it into a contest, Yuanjing sniping a rabbit, Jiang Qingshan catching a pheasant. On a path villagers rarely took, they amassed a full haul within an hour.

Yuanjing was pleased. Though his poison ability was gone, his skills, with practice, were returning. This prowess would make life better in this resource-scarce era.



  

    The two returned from the mountains with over a dozen pheasants and rabbits, plus a nest of wild eggs.

Near the foot of the mountain, Jiang Qingshan asked, “What do you plan to do with this game?”

Yuanjing blinked, having been so caught up in competing with Jiang Qingshan that he’d forgotten to plan. In this weather, the meat wouldn’t keep long. He countered, “What about you?”

Jiang Qingshan said, “I’ll head to town before dawn tomorrow to sell it.”

That was a sign of trust, not worrying Yuanjing might snitch. Yuanjing saw that, despite his military background, Jiang Qingshan wasn’t rigid. He smiled, “You’ve got connections. Mind selling my share too?”

“Sure.” That was the last word Jiang Qingshan said before they reached home.

Yuanjing grinned, trailing behind, thinking this man seemed more like an apocalypse survivor than himself.

Back home, Niu Guilan, knowing her son never returned empty-handed from the mountains, smiled at Yuanjing. “No cooking separately tonight. Qingshan’s making dinner. Try his cooking.”

Yuanjing was surprised that the stoic man could cook. For over a month, he and Chen Jianhua had taken turns cooking, but their meals were barely edible—just cooked, not tasty. If the rice was underdone, they made do.

Yuanjing laughed, “Jianhua and I are in for a treat. I’ll go fetch him from the dormitory so he doesn’t eat there. I’ll help Brother Jiang when I’m back.”

Niu Guilan agreed for her son, “Good, hurry back, Xiao Ji.”

Chen Jianhua assumed Yuanjing was calling him for dinner. When he returned and saw Jiang Qingshan scalding pheasant feathers, the pungent smell made his eyes widen.

“Drooling already?”

Chen Jianhua instinctively wiped his mouth, only to see Yuanjing teasing him. Too excited to retort, he asked, “Is that pheasant?”

He also wondered if they’d get a share.

“Didn’t get a chance to tell you earlier—I went hunting with Brother Jiang. We caught pheasants and rabbits. He’s cooking tonight.”

“Awesome! Brother Jiang, let me help!” Chen Jianhua cheered, rolling up his sleeves.

That night, they had spicy stir-fried rabbit, wild mushroom pheasant stew, and a vegetable dish. The three men’s chopsticks flew, and Niu Guilan’s eyes crinkled with joy.

Since Xiao Ji and Jianhua moved in, the house felt livelier. Though her son didn’t say it, she could tell he was in good spirits.

After dinner, Chen Jianhua cheerfully cleaned the dishes and kitchen, his chatter making Niu Guilan laugh repeatedly.

Back in their room, one sat at the desk writing a letter, the other lounged on the bed, picking his teeth contentedly.

“Didn’t expect Brother Jiang to cook, and so well. You can’t judge a book by its cover,” Chen Jianhua mused. Jiang Qingshan didn’t seem like someone who’d touch a kitchen. Usually, Aunt Guilan had dinner ready when he returned from work, and he’d at most help with boiling water.

“Days like this are pure bliss. If only it could stay this way,” Chen Jianhua said, savoring the memory of the meat.

“Hey, Yuanjing, not gonna chime in? Writing home? You just sent a letter—haven’t gotten a reply yet, and you’re writing again?”

Talking alone with no response, Chen Jianhua tried to pull Yuanjing into the conversation.

Yuanjing, unfazed, knew Chen Jianhua’s antics by now. Without turning, he said, “This one’s for my dad. The last was for my mom.”

“Huh? They’re not in the same place?” Chen Jianhua caught the implication.

Yuanjing didn’t hide it. “My mom and dad divorced. She’s with my stepfather now. My dad was denounced and is at a farm for reeducation.”

He hadn’t written to Ji father right away, wanting to settle into village life first to reassure him.

Chen Jianhua’s mouth twitched, surprised by Yuanjing’s complicated family. After a pause, he said awkwardly, “Is your dad doing okay?”

Yuanjing turned with a smile. “He’s getting by. I just hope these days end soon. I’ve thought it over—my hunting’s decent. I’ll go with Brother Jiang more often, save up, and improve my dad’s life.”

“Totally, that’s right,” Chen Jianhua agreed. He saw no issue with Yuanjing helping his father, even if his status required reeducation. A father was a father. If Yuanjing ignored him, that coldness would make Chen Jianhua wary.

He knew some children denounced their parents to cut ties, sometimes out of necessity, but it chilled him. He’d never trust such people deeply, fearing they’d turn on him next.

They fell silent. Yuanjing’s pen scratched on paper, echoing the wind outside. Chen Jianhua felt a sudden warmth in the moment.

After half a month, the letter reached Ji father, Ji Changlin, at Beihai Farm. Seeing his son’s familiar handwriting, his hands trembled with excitement.

It had been nearly six months without a letter, and he’d worried constantly about his son, wondering if he was being mistreated or how he and his younger brother were faring.

At home, Ji mother—now Mrs. Zheng—never spoke ill of Ji father but cautioned for the children’s safety not to mention him publicly or write, lest it cause trouble.

Mrs. Zheng didn’t know Ji Yuanjing secretly wrote to his father, mailing letters from a post office miles away.

This tied to Ji Yuanjing’s awkward position in the Zheng family. Mrs. Zheng was kind to her stepson, but after her youngest son’s birth, her attention split. With a younger sister later, Ji Yuanjing felt increasingly out of place, like an outsider. Leaving for the countryside brought relief.

As for his brother, with his mother and father’s care, he wouldn’t go cold or hungry. Ji Yuanjing saw Mr. Zheng genuinely loved the boy as his own, and for that, he was grateful.

Ji Changlin hurried to his room, opening the letter carefully, reading each word intently. Though he had a younger son, he’d never met him, as the boy was still in his mother’s womb when he left. Only his eldest, raised with his love, held deep bonds. At the farm, his son’s letters were his sole comfort and hope.

“…Dad, don’t worry about me. I’m doing well at the production team, staying with a local family. There’s a retired soldier a few years older, Jiang Qingshan. Tonight, he took me hunting for pheasants and rabbits. He cooked us a feast—Jianhua and I are still savoring it. Brother Jiang’s skilled, and I plan to learn hunting from him. I’ll send you dried meat to improve your life.”

“Brother Jiang’s uncle is our team’s branch secretary, who’s kind to us youths. I’ve found joy in labor—physical and mental joy, unlike in the city.”

Tears streamed down Ji Changlin’s face. He wiped them with his sleeve, careful not to smudge the ink. He knew his son wrote this to comfort him, but the relationships described eased his worries. His son had found good people.

The letter included ten yuan and grain coupons, making Ji Changlin both proud and pained—his son must have scrimped to send this.

He nearly memorized the letter before tucking it into an iron box, carefully hidden in a hole under his bed. When he missed his son, he’d reread the letters.

***

Yuanjing lived quietly at the Red Star Production Team, low-key compared to the original Ji Yuanjing. The original, living in the dormitory, was liked by female youths and village girls but introverted, subtly ostracized by male youths. Chen Jianhua, though uninvolved, couldn’t be close friends due to Wang Ling’s frequent affection toward Ji Yuanjing.

Now, Chen Jianhua often visited the dormitory, but Yuanjing rarely went, only attending necessary gatherings and chatting with Lin Dong during work. He kept his distance from female youths and village girls, avoiding the original’s ostracism. Though not close, the male youths saw him as one of them.

In his free time, Yuanjing hunted with Jiang Qingshan in the mountains. Though Jiang Qingshan remained taciturn, their rapport grew. They split the game—some for eating, the rest handled by Jiang Qingshan. The next day, around three or four a.m., Jiang Qingshan would bike to town, returning before dawn to give Yuanjing his share of the money.

By the autumn harvest, Yuanjing counted nearly a hundred yuan in his money box, plus various coupons. Regular meat improved his once-pale complexion, giving him a healthy glow. Chen Jianhua, eating well too, looked healthier than the dormitory youths.

Chen Jianhua initially tried learning martial arts from Jiang Qingshan but couldn’t wake early. During the harvest, exhaustion knocked him out, and he only rose near work time, grabbing steamed sweet potatoes after brushing his teeth.

Yuanjing’s first autumn harvest was exhausting. Assigned to cut late rice, bending constantly, his body, though adapted to farm work, rebelled again.

During a break, Yuanjing wiped sweat with a towel draped over his shoulder. His clothes were crusted with salt from dried sweat. Gulping tea from his mug, he saw Chen Jianhua’s tanned face break into a grin, flashing white teeth.

“Yuanjing, heard the news? After this busy spell, the county’s cultural station is bringing a movie to the village. They’ll show it outdoors on the threshing ground. It’s a big deal—folks from nearby villages come too. When it’s their turn, our team goes to watch. Heh, I hear it’s prime time for matchmaking.”

The last part was whispered, making Yuanjing chuckle. So, it was a giant dating opportunity.



  

    “And get this—Wang Ling worked two days and got sick again. How many work points can she earn in half a year? But her family’s well-off, always sending her food, money, and grain coupons. Every time she goes to town, I see her at the supply cooperative buying snacks and stuff.”

Chen Jianhua’s family wasn’t poor, but with an older brother and younger sister, he couldn’t spend freely. Living with Yuanjing and Brother Jiang, though, meant occasional meat feasts that thrilled him.

“Just now, Jiang Huai took leave to check on Wang Ling. Think they’ll end up together?” Chen Jianhua gossiped. The original Ji Yuanjing hadn’t interacted much with him, so Yuanjing never knew he loved gossip.

Yuanjing gave him an odd look. In the original’s life, Chen Jianhua was among Wang Ling’s suitors. Now, he was just a spectator.

“Let me tell you, Song Hongbing from the dormitory likes Wang Ling too. He’s always clashing with Jiang Huai in front of her. Heh, think they’ll fight? Who’ll Wang Ling pick?”

“Oh, last time I ran into Wang Ling, she asked about you and Brother Jiang. I didn’t dare say anything.”

Yuanjing’s brow twitched. He wanted no part in dormitory drama. “Good call. I don’t want to get dragged into trouble. I hate trouble.”

Chen Jianhua burst out laughing. He knew Yuanjing avoided girls like the plague, keeping them at arm’s length. Over time, those who noticed teased him good-naturedly behind his back.

To avoid giving girls chances to approach, he stuck close to the intimidating Jiang Qingshan. Strangely, village girls, wary of Jiang Qingshan, didn’t dare talk to Yuanjing either.

After a break, they resumed work, tasked with digging sweet potatoes from their assigned plot. Dawdling meant more work, so they aimed to finish quickly.

One dug, the other knocked off dirt and tossed the potatoes into a basket, carrying it to the side when full.

After some initial mishaps, Yuanjing dug without breaking the skins, so Chen Jianhua didn’t compete for the task, content to pick up potatoes behind him, unable to control his strength.

Back home, Aunt Guilan had dinner ready. Usually, they cooked separately, but with the autumn harvest’s intensity and Guilan’s poor eyesight keeping her from work, she took on their meals too.

For this alone—coming home to ready-made, balanced meals—Chen Jianhua and Yuanjing were endlessly grateful. They’d heard Lin Dong gripe about dormitory cooking disputes. Exhausted, some slacked off or half-assed it, sparking arguments when tempers were high.

After eating, Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua cleaned the dishes and kitchen, their diligence earning Aunt Guilan’s affection.

After a quick rinse in the yard, feeling refreshed, Yuanjing returned to their room. Noticing a tear in his work clothes, he scratched his head and went to borrow needle and thread from Brother Jiang to patch it. In this era of scarcity, frugality was the norm—everyone’s clothes were patched repeatedly.

Chen Jianhua, post-rinse, collapsed on his bed, snoring soon after. He snored loudest when exhausted.

“Needle and thread? For patching clothes? Wait here,” Jiang Qingshan said, a towel draped over his head, fresh from a rinse. Hearing Yuanjing’s request, he fetched a small basket with all the tools.

“Thanks, Brother Jiang. I’ll head back. Rest early,” Yuanjing said with a smile.

Jiang Qingshan watched him go, then wiped his hair, tossing the towel aside. His mind wandered to Yuanjing rinsing in the yard. Rural conditions were basic—no dedicated bathroom. Jiang Qingshan usually rinsed in the yard, even in cold weather, without issue. But today, seeing Yuanjing pour water over himself, Jiang Qingshan’s nose itched, and he quickly turned away.

He’d showered with dozens of comrades in the military without feeling like this. He told himself he was overthinking—maybe because Yuanjing’s looks stood out, even compared to women.

But did Yuanjing know how to sew?

Later, Jiang Qingshan knocked on Yuanjing’s door. Hearing a response, he entered and saw Yuanjing wrestling with the clothes and needle, clearly struggling with the delicate task.

Yuanjing snipped the thread, frowning at the mess. Lifting the shirt, his face darkened. A low chuckle sounded.

Yuanjing knew he’d failed. Watching others sew looked easy, but doing it himself was a nightmare. He’d tried patching, but the fabric bunched up, unwearable.

“Forget it. I’ll ask Aunt A Fen for help tomorrow,” he said, giving up. He hadn’t asked Aunt Guilan initially due to her poor eyesight.

“I’ll do it. I patched my own clothes in the military. No one to help there, so I got used to it. Hand it over,” Jiang Qingshan said, his tall figure casting a shadow over Yuanjing.

Yuanjing looked up, surprised. “Really?”

“If I mess it up, you can ask my aunt tomorrow.”

“Fair enough. Sit, Brother Jiang.” Yuanjing eagerly pulled over Chen Jianhua’s stool.

Jiang Qingshan took the tangled shirt, its threads knotted. He chuckled again, making Yuanjing scratch his face. “Don’t laugh, Brother Jiang. Back home, my mom did all the sewing.”

“Alright, no laughing,” Jiang Qingshan said, though his eyes still twinkled. He cut the tangled threads, restored the shirt, cut a new patch, threaded the needle, and began sewing under the lamp.

Yuanjing propped his chin, watching intently, amazed. Jiang Qingshan’s sewing rivaled Mrs. Zheng’s in the original’s memories. He blurted, “Brother Jiang, what can’t you do? You cook, hunt, farm, sew—can you make clothes too? Is there anything you’re bad at?”

Jiang Qingshan, multitasking, glanced up with a rare tease. “Giving birth.”

“Pfft!” Yuanjing laughed. “Don’t say that too soon. Maybe one day men will give birth.”

Jiang Qingshan gave him a meaningful look, thinking if that day came, it wouldn’t be him. 

Chen Jianhua slept like a log, oblivious to the warm atmosphere in the room.

***

After the harvest, everyone was slimmer. A bout of autumn rain brought cooler weather, but it didn’t dampen the excitement for the open-air movie. Once the team announced it, families rushed to the threshing ground to claim spots.

Some households filled with the aroma of fried sunflower seeds. A few sunflowers planted by fields or yards were dried and fried for snacks, saved mostly for the New Year.

Aunt Guilan, who grew sunflowers, eagerly fried a small pot. Her son usually skipped such events, but with Xiao Ji and Chen Jianhua around, he’d likely go. If others had snacks, her son should too.

“Auntie, Brother Qingshan, my mom sent me with some pumpkin seeds,” Niu Taohua’s lively voice rang out before she entered the yard.

Among the younger generation, only Niu Taohua wasn’t intimidated by Jiang Qingshan. In her eyes, her cousin was more protective than her two brothers. During his military years, she often visited to chat with her aunt.

“Hey, Taohua, come in! I just fried sunflower seeds. Try them—see if I burned them,” Aunt Guilan called happily.

“Brother Yuanjing, Brother Jianhua,” Niu Taohua greeted cheerfully, setting the pumpkin seeds on the table and urging them to eat. She slipped into the kitchen to chatter with her aunt, then returned to the main room.

“Where’s Uncle?” Jiang Qingshan asked.

Niu Taohua munched seeds. “Dad’s at the commune. They’re sending two more people for labor reform. He was sighing about it—already got two, now two more.”

Jiang Qingshan frowned slightly. “Don’t talk nonsense. Whatever the higher-ups arrange, Uncle, as branch secretary, has to follow.”

“Got it, Brother Qingshan. Tonight, we’re going to the movie together. I saved seats—you’re not skipping!” she teased, playing the little sister card.

“Got it,” Jiang Qingshan said, his tone hinting at exasperation to those who knew him.

Chen Jianhua stayed silent about the “black elements” sent for reform. He’d only seen the two in the cowshed from afar, as villagers avoided them.

Yuanjing glanced at Jiang Qingshan. He remembered these two arrivals came the day of the movie, one an experienced doctor.

The original knew because, by year’s end, a villager’s wife faced a life-threatening childbirth. Bad weather delayed hospital trips. The branch secretary recalled one of the cowshed’s occupants was a doctor, as noted during their assignment.

Explaining the situation, the husband begged the doctor for help, saving both mother and son. After this, villagers’ hostility toward the cowshed occupants softened. Though they couldn’t act openly, they helped privately, seeking the doctor for minor ailments, with the branch secretary quietly ensuring their care.

After Niu Taohua left, Chen Jianhua went to the dormitory. Jiang Qingshan suddenly asked, “You looked at me earlier. Something up?”

Yuanjing chuckled, surprised by his perceptiveness. “Yeah, Taohua’s words made me wonder if one of the new arrivals might be a traditional doctor.”

Jiang Qingshan’s lips twitched. “That’d be too convenient.”

Yuanjing said no more. They’d know soon enough.

Since helping with the shirt, their bond had noticeably tightened.

The open-air movie was a lively affair. Children’s laughter echoed far, and even the youths, dressed in new clothes, arrived early, the air festive like a holiday.

Chen Jianhua joined the dormitory group, inviting Yuanjing, who pointed to Jiang Qingshan and waved them off. Seeing Jiang Qingshan’s stone-cold face, the educated youths didn’t press.

Yuanjing sat beside Jiang Qingshan, munching seeds and eavesdropping on villagers’ chats, feeling content. Jiang Qingshan glanced over a few times, puzzled by Yuanjing’s ease. He’d expected him to join the educated youths, not sit with boring old him.

Still, having company was novel. When Yuanjing’s seeds ran low, Jiang Qingshan handed him more. Yuanjing looked up, smiling. “You eat too.”

“Alright,” Jiang Qingshan said, slowly munching alongside him, the two quietly cracking seeds together.

The other youths sat farther off, seeing them side by side but unsure if they were talking.

Wang Ling, recalling Jiang Qingshan’s attitude on the road, had no fondness for him. Yet Ji Yuanjing chose to sit with the “cripple.” Her eyes gleamed as she giggled, “Ji Yuanjing’s hanging out with Jiang Qingshan. Do they have a lot to talk about?”

Chen Lin, an educated youth from last year, glanced at their backs and smiled. “I barely dare speak to Jiang Qingshan. Feels like he’d scold me to tears. In over a year, I’ve never seen him close with anyone in the team—except Ji Yuanjing. Jianhua, do they talk much?”

Chen Jianhua, chatting with Ma Lili, turned at her call. After hearing her question, he scratched his head. “Brother Jiang’s great. You’ll see once you know him better.”

Chen Lin rolled her eyes. Wang Ling said sweetly, “Jianhua, can’t you call Ji Yuanjing over to chat? We’re all youths—rare to have such a gathering.”

Jiang Huai panicked. He’d planned to whisper with Wang Ling during the movie. Why invite Ji Yuanjing?

Before Chen Jianhua could reply, Ma Lili cut in, “If you want to call him, why not do it yourself? Why send Jianhua? He already waved us off. If he came, Jiang Qingshan would be alone. Aren’t we educated youths enough to talk to? Why does it have to be Ji Yuanjing?”

“You… I just wanted us to bond,” Wang Ling said, sounding aggrieved.

“Why’d you snap at Wang Ling, Ma Lili? She’s just thinking of the group. Ji Yuanjing’s too detached from us youths,” Jiang Huai said, pained, clashing with Ma Lili.

“Then go call him yourself if you’re so concerned for Wang Ling,” Ma Lili shot back, unfazed. She’d traveled with Jiang Huai, but since meeting Wang Ling, he’d been hostile. She didn’t care for his approval.

“You…” Jiang Huai fumed.

“Don’t argue over me. Can’t we just talk nicely?” Wang Ling pleaded softly.

“Fine, I won’t argue. Who’d bother with her?” Jiang Huai muttered.

Ma Lili rolled her eyes. “As if Wang Ling’s the only woman here.” Lowering her voice to Chen Jianhua, she said, “I’m done with men blind enough to fall for her. Like they’re on gunpowder, snapping at everyone.”

Chen Jianhua, watching the drama, chuckled softly. “Easy, Jiang Huai’s glaring at you.”

“Let him glare. Won’t lose a piece of me,” Ma Lili whispered. “With Wang Ling around, the dormitory’s never peaceful. I’m jealous you don’t live there. If I’d known, I’d have…”

“What, known which family’s easy to live with?” Chen Jianhua teased.

Ma Lili made a shushing gesture, dropping it. The dormitory, despite inconveniences for female educated youths, was where she’d stay.

Yuanjing, oblivious to the drama, walked back with Jiang Qingshan after the movie, running into Niu Guozhu on the way.



  

    “Uncle.”

“It’s Qingshan,” Niu Guozhu recognized Jiang Qingshan’s voice. Squinting, he saw Ji Yuanjing walking beside his nephew.

“Uncle, Taohua said you went to pick up people. Did you get them?” Jiang Qingshan asked, noting the fatigue on Niu Guozhu’s face. It had been a long day.

Niu Guozhu nodded. “They’re here, sent to the cowshed.” Lowering his voice, he added, “Two people—one’s an old doctor, the other a university teacher. Both capable men, so how did they…” 

He glanced at Yuanjing, cutting himself off mid-sentence. Words could bring trouble, especially in these times.

At his age, Niu Guozhu just wanted to keep the village peaceful and avoid problems. For the “black elements” sent for reform, he didn’t go out of his way to make their lives harder. If they were struggling, he’d quietly offer some help.

Jiang Qingshan resisted looking at Yuanjing. An old doctor? It was worth a try. Seeing his uncle’s exhaustion, he said, “Uncle, you’ve had a long day. Go rest.”

“Right, the movie’s over, yeah? You two head back too.”

The cultural station rotated open-air movies among production teams. Young people flocked between teams like it was a fair. Watching movies became secondary to socializing—entertainment was rare in the countryside.

Chen Jianhua eagerly attended two showings, trying to drag Yuanjing along. Yuanjing waved him off, uninterested. Later, Chen Jianhua teased, “I’m scared if I don’t watch out for you, Yuanjing, someone might steal you away for your looks.”

He burst out laughing and tried to run, but Yuanjing, faster, caught and playfully roughed him up. “Getting bold, huh? Teasing me now?”

Chen Jianhua begged for mercy, throwing out apologies until Yuanjing let go, and he scurried off.

Turning to head back, Yuanjing caught Jiang Qingshan staring at his face intently, then walking off without a word.

Even without words, Yuanjing could tell Jiang Qingshan’s expression echoed Chen Jianhua’s tease. He wanted to call out, “Brother Jiang, you’re a fine young man—how’re you picking up Jianhua’s nonsense, joking about me?”

Unnoticed by Yuanjing, Jiang Qingshan’s ears reddened as he walked away. He thought Chen Jianhua’s careless remark hit the mark. With Yuanjing’s looks, going to open-air movies at night might actually attract bold girls. Too risky—better to stay home.

After the movie week ended, Chen Jianhua, the team’s gossip, brought back news: which village boy got engaged to which girl, sparked by two movie nights. A youth from the neighboring Xiangyang Production Team, Du Weiguo, was smitten with Wang Ling at first sight and followed her to their team. And two dormitory youths were growing close fast—rumor had it, a wedding might be near, sparked by a heroic rescue.

Yuanjing listened like it was a story. More than distant dormitory dramas, he cared about whether Jiang Qingshan’s leg could be treated and if he could learn traditional medicine. This was his first transmigration, and he didn’t know how many lives he’d live to earn enough points. Learning skills, especially medicine, would help future tasks.

But Chen Jianhua’s mention of Du Weiguo caught his attention. In the original’s memories, Du Weiguo was the most hostile, causing Ji Yuanjing trouble without retaliation. Though Yuanjing’s distance from the dormitory avoided the original’s conflicts, Du Weiguo, unhinged in the memories, was unpredictable.

Yuanjing hoped Du Weiguo and Wang Ling would keep each other busy. If Du Weiguo won her over, it’d remove Wang Ling, improving the dormitory’s atmosphere.

He couldn’t understand why Ma Lili, as attractive as Wang Ling with her bold, cheerful charm and work ethic, was less popular among male youths. Their rivalry, open and subtle, was known even to Yuanjing.

While pondering how to approach the old doctor for Jiang Qingshan, an opportunity arose. Hunting in the mountains, they heard a cry. Exchanging a glance, they rushed toward the sound.

As a former soldier, Jiang Qingshan couldn’t ignore someone in need, no matter who. Yuanjing admired soldiers—during the apocalypse, they stood on the front lines, sacrificing for others.

His poison ability had initially drawn suspicion, people assuming only a cruel heart would awaken such a power, fearing he’d silently kill them. Shunned, Yuanjing was saved by soldiers during a crisis, a debt he never forgot. It was one reason he liked Jiang Qingshan.

They found an old man in patched clothes, white-haired, fallen on the ground, herbs scattered nearby. He stared at a venomous snake ahead, silent after his cry to avoid provoking it.

The snake reacted to their approach. The old man, Zhang Heliu, was both grateful and worried—grateful they’d come at his cry, but fearful their presence might agitate the snake. If not for his age and hardships, a mere snake wouldn’t faze him; he’d have taken its gall.

Jiang Qingshan spotted the snake, not pausing. As he moved toward the old man, he grabbed a machete from his basket and flung it at the snake with swift precision.

A ‘thud’, and the snake’s head was severed, its body writhing. Zhang Heliu relaxed, exhaling, wiping cold sweat with his sleeve. He grabbed the snake to extract its gall—a valuable item.

Jiang Qingshan retrieved the machete, tossing it back into his basket. “You alright, sir?”

“Fine, fine, thanks to you two. Nice aim, young man. That gall’s good—soak it in liquor. The meat’s good for stewing too,” Zhang Heliu said. Though craving meat, he didn’t want it. Without these youths, he might’ve been bitten, making life harder.

Jiang Qingshan took the gall—good for his uncle’s liquor—but declined the meat. “Sir, we’re hunting, not short on meat. Take it. Can you walk? Shall we escort you down?”

“No need,” Zhang Heliu accepted the meat but refused the escort, not wanting villagers to see, which could trouble the youths. He tried standing, but his legs, weak from shock, struggled.

Seeing this, Jiang Qingshan removed his basket. “Yuanjing, hold this. I’ll carry him down.”

“Alright, Brother Jiang, be careful.”

“No problem.” Jiang Qingshan, strong, easily hoisted Zhang Heliu onto his back and headed down.

Yuanjing gathered the scattered herbs and snake, carrying them as he followed.

“Thank you, young men, truly,” Zhang Heliu said. The world was tough, but good people were everywhere. At Red Star Production Team, he knew he’d made the right choice—just endure, and life would go on.

“No trouble,” Yuanjing said. “Everyone needs help sometimes.”

Chatting as they walked, Yuanjing learned the old man was Zhang Heliu. He’d come to gather herbs for a sick colleague in the cowshed. Zhang Heliu learned their names too.

Though Jiang Qingshan was reserved, his actions showed a warm heart. Yuanjing, clearly not rural, was a sent-down educated youth.

“Young man, what’s with your leg?” On Jiang Qingshan’s back, Zhang Heliu noticed his uneven gait and asked.

Yuanjing answered, “Brother Jiang’s a retired soldier. He injured his leg, and it’s been like this since it healed.”

“A soldier, huh? Impressive build, but that leg’s a shame,” Zhang Heliu said, his doctor’s instincts kicking in. Having been saved from the snake, he wanted to help. The longer the injury lingered, the harder to treat. “Xiao Jiang, trust an old man. Come to the cowshed tonight quietly, and I’ll check your leg—see if it can be fixed.”

Yuanjing grinned at Jiang Qingshan, who replied decisively, “I trust you. I’ll come tonight, and no matter the outcome, I’m grateful, Old Zhang.”

“Haha, it’s settled then. I’ll wait tonight. Alright, put me down here—don’t go further. Keep hunting,” Zhang Heliu said, patting Jiang Qingshan’s shoulder as they neared the village.

Jiang Qingshan didn’t insist. Overdoing it could backfire, though he’d have carried any elder down.

He and Yuanjing watched Zhang Heliu return to the village before resuming their hunt, though both were distracted. Yuanjing knew Jiang Qingshan hoped for good news but feared a hopeless diagnosis.

Seeing his state, Yuanjing caught two rabbits and called it quits. They had enough for days—no need to sell in town.

“Sorry, Yuanjing.”

“Brother Jiang, it’s fine. I’ll go with you tonight. I’ve always been curious about traditional medicine but never had the chance to learn. I’ll ask Old Zhang for some beginner book recommendations,” Yuanjing said, smiling.

“Alright, we’ll go together. Don’t tell my mom yet.”

“Got it, my lips are sealed.”



  

    Zhang Heliu returned to the cowshed, where coughs echoed inside. An old woman emerged, anxiously eyeing his basket. “Old Zhang, did you get the herbs? Should I go with you?”

“No need, I got them. I’ll prepare them for Old Wang’s decoction. Oh, I met a fine young man in the mountains today. He gave me this snake—stew it for Old Wang to nourish him.” Zhang Heliu pulled the snake’s body from the bottom of the basket and handed it to her.

The old woman and Old Wang were a couple. Old Wang’s cold had worsened his chronic illness. Zhang Heliu had taken his pulse and gone to gather herbs. Left untreated, his condition would deteriorate further.

Before the old woman could respond, Zhang Heliu pressed the snake into her hands, urging her to clean and stew it while he handled the herbs.

“Alright,” she said, turning to follow his instructions. She was grateful that Zhang Heliu, a skilled doctor, had come. Without him, her husband might not have lasted.

Another elder was out working. Though the branch secretary quietly helped them, he couldn’t do so openly. They were assigned the same work as others, as the secretary and village cadres feared being denounced and implicated themselves.

After drinking the herbal decoction and a bowl of snake broth, Old Wang, who’d been coughing for days, finally slept soundly. He Jingdong, who’d come to the Red Star Production Team with Zhang Heliu, pulled him outside to ask what happened. Zhang Heliu recounted how Jiang Qingshan and Yuanjing saved him from a snake and carried him down the mountain.

He Jingdong sighed, “The folks here are decent. Our luck’s not too bad. A few years, and we’ll get through this.”

Zhang Heliu wiped his face. “I don’t hope for much—just a few quiet years and a chance to pass on my medical skills.”

He Jingdong patted his shoulder. He knew Zhang’s story: betrayed and denounced by a disciple he’d raised. Yet Zhang still cared about his craft. He Jingdong, too, had been denounced by students and humiliated, but he dreamed of teaching again, unsure if that day would come.

After eating sweet potatoes and wild vegetable soup flavored with snake broth—a fine meal for them—the old woman slept. Zhang Heliu and He Jingdong twisted grass ropes by dim lamplight when a soft knock came at the door.

He Jingdong tensed, alert. Zhang Heliu set down the rope. “Must be Xiao Jiang. I’ll open it.”

“I’ll go with you,” He Jingdong said, uneasy.

Zhang Heliu, more trusting, opened the door and saw Jiang Qingshan with a young man beside him. “Xiao Jiang, Xiao Ji, come in, let’s talk inside.”

After they entered, he peeked outside, ensuring no one followed, then shut the door.

He Jingdong quietly sized them up—one exuded uprightness, the other had clear eyes. No wonder Zhang trusted them. After Zhang introduced He Jingdong, both respectfully greeted him as Old He.

He Jingdong pulled over two patched stools. “Sit.”

“No need for formalities, Old He,” Yuanjing said, helping him sit. He noted both Zhang Heliu and He Jingdong had white hair and weathered faces.

To Yuanjing, this era was history from books, distant and abstract. Now, living it, he felt stirred. But these hard times would pass. Compared to the apocalypse’s elders, they had hope and manageable lives.

Zhang Heliu sat beside Jiang Qingshan. The low stool made Jiang Qingshan curl his long legs awkwardly, and Zhang stifled a chuckle. “Alright, Xiao Jiang, let me check your pulse, then your leg.”

“Thanks, Old Zhang.”

Zhang Heliu took his pulse, examined his leg, felt the bones, and asked detailed questions about the injury and treatment, spending over ten minutes.

Jiang Qingshan stayed calm, but He Jingdong grew anxious for results. Jiang’s build screamed soldier—such a waste to be back in the village due to injury. “Old Zhang, can it be treated or not?”

Zhang Heliu chuckled. “You’re more impatient than him. It can be treated, but it needs acupuncture and herbal therapy. My golden needles were confiscated, and the herbs can’t all be gathered from the mountains.”

Jiang Qingshan’s eyes lit up. “It can really be treated?” Yuanjing caught the tremor in his voice.

“If I’d treated you right after the injury, your leg would’ve healed by now,” Zhang Heliu said confidently.

Yuanjing jumped in, “Old Zhang, if the needles are gone, Brother Jiang can find a set. List the herbs needed, and he’ll get them.”

“Right, Old Zhang, whatever you need, I’ll find a way. I have friends outside,” Jiang Qingshan promised.

“Good. Wait here—I’ll find paper and a pen to list the herbs. Get those, and once the needles arrive, we can start.” Zhang Heliu was thrilled, thinking he’d never touch golden needles again. For Old Wang’s illness, a few acupuncture sessions would’ve worked wonders.

By dim light, Zhang wrote the list. Yuanjing seized the chance to mention his interest in medical books, unsure where to start. Zhang grabbed another sheet, swiftly listing over a dozen titles.

He warmly welcomed anyone eager to learn traditional medicine, especially in these times, and said kindly, “If you don’t understand something, come with Xiao Jiang at night to ask me.”

“Thank you, Old Zhang.”

All three left satisfied. He Jingdong noticed Zhang’s renewed spirit, shaking his head with a wry smile. They never learned their lesson.

Bidding the elders farewell, Yuanjing sensed Jiang Qingshan’s emotional shift on the way back. Usually steady, he was different now. Yuanjing teased, “Brother Jiang, you can relax now.”

Jiang Qingshan nodded firmly, turning to Yuanjing. In the dark, under moonlight, Yuanjing’s face glowed porcelain-white, his long lashes trembling faintly, tempting Jiang to touch them.

Seeing such a striking youth for the first time, Jiang Qingshan softened. “Yeah, thanks, Yuanjing. Without your nudge, I wouldn’t have thought of this.”

Yuanjing shook his head. “Not necessarily. It was bound to happen. You’d return to your world eventually.”

From the original’s memories, though Ji Yuanjing paid little attention to Jiang Qingshan, Yuanjing had a hunch. Once Zhang Heliu’s skills became known, Jiang Qingshan or his uncle, Niu Guozhu, might’ve made the connection. Zhang often gathered herbs in the mountains, and Jiang Qingshan hunted there—encounters were likely. Seeing Jiang’s limp after his help, Zhang wouldn’t ignore it.

It might’ve taken longer, so until the original’s death, Jiang Qingshan remained in the team. Thus, Yuanjing felt he’d done little, instead benefiting by learning medicine from Zhang.

“Thanks,” Jiang Qingshan said, his voice brimming with sincerity. Yuanjing understood him.

After that night, Jiang Qingshan was more driven. Post-harvest, farm work lightened, and he ran errands whenever free. Yuanjing joined twice, mainly to find medical books.

Knowing Yuanjing’s goal, Jiang Qingshan, unable to find books in stores, took him to a secondhand goods station. It had everything, including piles of old books.

They couldn’t find all the books at once, but two were enough to start. The rest could be gathered slowly. For Yuanjing, time was abundant—he could spend decades mastering a skill.

Jiang Qingshan’s comrade, Tao Yongguo, was reliable. When herbs weren’t found in the county, Jiang mentioned it to him. Tao, on a mission nearby, delivered them to the team.

The night after Tao left, Yuanjing, preparing for bed after reading, suddenly realized why Tao Yongguo’s name felt familiar—it appeared later in the story.

The Tao family was a prominent Beijing clan, with Tao Yongguo a key figure. The Zheng family, in commerce, had no direct ties, but Tao’s business-owning brother was linked. The male lead, Zheng Hua’s son, a CEO, was engaged to Tao’s niece, a powerful business alliance. But the CEO fell for a background-less “Cinderella,” wanting to break the engagement while fearing Tao Yongguo’s influence.

To be with his love, the CEO allied with Tao’s political rivals, fabricating charges against Tao Yongguo. Though cleared, Tao’s career suffered, and his brother’s company was ruined by the Zhengs, becoming a stepping stone for the CEO’s happy ending.

Though it could be a coincidence, Yuanjing’s gut said this was that Tao Yongguo. A minor early cannon fodder like him meeting a later major boss in a village was unexpected.

But now, with him here, Yuanjing doubted the Zhengs could rise in commerce using Ji’s overseas funds. Without that foundation, could Zheng’s son still become a CEO or cross paths with the Tao family?

Even if they did, it’d be decades away—no need to worry now.

Yuanjing slipped into bed, closed his eyes, and soon fell asleep, dismissing Tao Yongguo.

With everything gathered, Jiang Qingshan began treatment with Zhang Heliu. Yuanjing, not missing a chance to observe, juggled work, studying medical books, and observing, leaving little time for other matters, like Du Weiguo from Xiangyang Team, until one day on the way home from work, someone called him.

A man straddled a bicycle, one foot on the ground, striking a cool pose for the era. Village girls glanced back as they passed.

Yuanjing didn’t know him, but Chen Jianhua, walking with him, did. Surprised that he called for Ji Yuanjing, he said, “Du Weiguo, why’re you calling Yuanjing? Since when do you know him?”

He couldn’t recall any connection between them.

So this was Du Weiguo. His appearance snapped Yuanjing out of his medical focus. The man wore a patch-free military-green outfit, rode a nearly new bicycle, and had slicked-back hair dusted with dirt. His appearance suggested a well-off family.

Yet, with no interaction this life, Du Weiguo confronted him with the same hostility.

Du Weiguo glared at Chen Jianhua. “What’s it to you? So you’re Ji Yuanjing. Quite the pretty boy. I’m warning you—Wang Ling’s mine. Stay away, or don’t blame me for what happens.”

“Hey, Du, what’s your deal? Chase Wang Ling if you want, but what’s Yuanjing got to do with it? You crazy, spouting nonsense like that?” Yuanjing was baffled, and so was Chen Jianhua. What was wrong with this guy?

Yuanjing hadn’t expected Du Weiguo to be the same in both lives. He’d avoided the dormitory, barely speaking to Wang Ling, yet Du Weiguo still confronted him with nearly identical words.

In the original’s life, Du Weiguo warned him in the dormitory. Now, it was happening again.

Du Weiguo wouldn’t say this without reason. The issue wasn’t Yuanjing or Du Weiguo—it was someone else.

Yuanjing held back Chen Jianhua, who looked ready to fight, and calmly faced the smug man. “Who told you I’m involved with Wang Ling? Who?”

“None of your business who. Just remember—stay away from Wang Ling. You deaf?” Du Weiguo snapped.

Chen Jianhua fumed, ready to curse.

Yuanjing sneered, “You’re the one not listening. Everyone in the dormitory and team can vouch—I’ve barely spoken to Comrade Wang Ling. What could I have with her? Honestly, I don’t like her ways. We’re here to work hard and build the countryside, but Comrade Wang shirks labor. If you’re close to her, Comrade Du, maybe advise her to change her attitude. We youths aren’t here to laze around.”

His righteous words stunned Chen Jianhua and even Du Weiguo. Yuanjing’s clear disdain for Wang Ling—calling her lazy—showed he genuinely didn’t like her.

“You really don’t like Wang Ling?” Du Weiguo asked.

“Hell, who’d like her? Yuanjing’s barely been to the dormitory since arriving. Who said he likes Wang Ling? Someone’s stirring trouble against him!” Chen Jianhua realized, suspecting Jiang Huai, who was smitten with Wang Ling yet saw her entertain other suitors, souring his view of her.

Du Weiguo, half-convinced but feeling played, cursed under his breath, turned his bike, and sped off.

Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua watched, speechless. Chen Jianhua grumbled, “What a guy—spouts nonsense, then leaves without an apology. Total nutcase. Yuanjing, someone’s targeting you. Who’s behind this?”

Without evidence, Yuanjing couldn’t be sure. He thought, “Jianhua, keep an eye on the dormitory for me. With Du Weiguo’s temper, he can’t hide much. See what he does next and who he’s been around.”

“Got it. I’ll dig into it,” Chen Jianhua vowed, thumping his chest.

Yuanjing didn’t know who held such malice to sic Du Weiguo on him. “Does Du Weiguo have connections?”

Chen Jianhua scratched his head. “I’ll ask around. He acts all high and mighty, so probably some.”



  

    Back at the Jiang household, Yuanjing stayed silent, but Chen Jianhua, quick to speak, recounted the incident with Du Weiguo to Jiang Qingshan, venting his indignation.

Yuanjing knew Chen Jianhua’s personality couldn’t keep this bottled up, nor had he planned to hide it.

In the apocalypse or another era, he might’ve ignored it, but not here. Any misstep could be seized by ill-intentioned people as grounds for criticism. Yuanjing only wanted to live quietly through this period.

If he’d meant to conceal it, he wouldn’t have made that public defense on the road. Besides Chen Jianhua and Du Weiguo, others heading home from work overheard, and even if Chen Jianhua stayed quiet, the village would spread his words.

Jiang Qingshan looked at Yuanjing. “What’s your plan, Yuanjing?”

Yuanjing replied, “If anyone asks, I’ll stick to what I said: I have no fondness for Comrade Wang Ling, nor have I ever interacted with her privately. Also, I want to look into Du Weiguo’s background.”

Jiang Qingshan nodded. “You handled it well. Sometimes, sparing others’ feelings by staying vague causes trouble. Leave Du Weiguo to me. Xiangyang Production Team, right? I’ll ask my uncle to check.”

“Thanks, Brother Jiang. Don’t worry, this won’t get to me,” Yuanjing said with a relaxed smile.

Seeing Yuanjing unbothered, Jiang Qingshan’s lips curved slightly. When Chen Jianhua first mentioned Yuanjing’s name tied to a woman, Jiang Qingshan felt a flicker of displeasure. But hearing Chen Jianhua repeat Yuanjing’s clear denial, his heart sweetened, like he’d tasted honey.

Looking at Yuanjing’s calm face, a flash of panic crossed Jiang Qingshan’s eyes. What was wrong with him?

“I’ll go find my uncle now, so we don’t delay until tomorrow,” Jiang Qingshan said, turning to leave, his steps slightly unsteady.

Chen Jianhua praised, “Brother Jiang’s such a great guy—couldn’t even wait till tomorrow, off to Uncle Niu already. Like I said, he’s all heart despite that cold face. I don’t get why villagers and other youths are so scared of him.”

Yuanjing chuckled inwardly. Jiang Qingshan was good, but not without principles, which made Yuanjing admire him more. He echoed, “You’re right, Brother Jiang’s a good man.”

Chen Jianhua suddenly stood, heading out. “Perfect timing—while Brother Jiang’s at Uncle Niu’s, I’ll hit the dormitory. We can’t let this slide. Not sure when I’ll be back, Yuanjing, you sleep first.”

“Alright.”

Though brash, Chen Jianhua wouldn’t barge into the dormitory shouting about it. Instead, he chatted casually, learning Du Weiguo had been frequenting their dormitory, fawning over Wang Ling. Du’s conditions were far better than Jiang Huai’s—he brought gifts every visit, food or supplies, even a jar of vanishing cream yesterday.

By comparison, Jiang Huai was at a disadvantage. With several brothers and only his parents’ fixed wages, they couldn’t afford to support Jiang Huai much. He could only care for Wang Ling in daily life, unable to meet her material wants.

Ma Lili shared this with Chen Jianhua, disgusted by Wang Ling’s coy act—stringing along multiple men, accepting their gifts while feigning reluctance, as if forced. It repulsed Ma Lili, so she and Chen Jianhua, both fond of gossip, hit it off.



  

    Ma Lili pulled Chen Jianhua into the courtyard, lowering her voice. “Other stuff aside, just gossip, but I think Wang Ling’s got her eye on Ji Yuanjing and won’t let go. Back then, it didn’t matter—Jiang Huai and the others had the urge but not the guts. With Yuanjing not living in the dormitory, they couldn’t stir trouble. But Du Weiguo’s different—he’s got both the urge and the guts.”

Chen Jianhua jolted, stunned he’d uncovered something. In disbelief, he said, “What’s up with Wang Ling? What’s this ‘won’t let go’ nonsense? Yuanjing’s never had anything to do with her. If she’s targeting him, that’s just awful for him.”

Ma Lili scoffed. “You don’t get it. Wang Ling’s got an inflated ego—thinks any man she fancies will fall for her. Haven’t you seen what the dormitory’s like with her around? Thank goodness Lin Dong’s level-headed and not fooled by her act. The other guys? They’re tripping over themselves to do her chores.”

Chen Jianhua broke out in a sweat. He’d heard of oddballs, but Wang Ling was a new breed. Paired with a loose cannon like Du Weiguo, who knew what havoc they’d wreak?

“What’s she planning? She can’t force Yuanjing, can she?” As he spoke, Chen Jianhua pictured Wang Ling as a bully and Yuanjing as a delicate “flower” being coerced. The image gave him goosebumps, making him shudder.

Ma Lili shot him a look, annoyed he underestimated a woman’s cunning. If Yuanjing wasn’t wary, he could stumble hard. “Just warn him to be careful. Never meet Wang Ling alone—always have someone else there.”

“No way that’d happen, Comrade Ma Lili, Big Sis Lili,” Chen Jianhua sweet-talked. “Something already went down tonight.”

He recounted Du Weiguo confronting Yuanjing with threats. Ma Lili slapped his arm, her farm-work-honed strength making him wince.

“No wonder,” she said. “Du Weiguo’s been all over Wang Ling, but tonight he left quick after a short visit. He pulled her outside to talk—his voice was loud, unlike before. I couldn’t hear what they argued about, but his face was grim. Wang Ling came back, hid in her room, skipped dinner, and nibbled on cakes Du sent last time.”

Chen Jianhua scratched his ear, incredulous. “You’re saying Wang Ling caused all this alone? No one else? She told Du Weiguo something, and that’s why he went after Yuanjing?”

“Can’t say for sure, but if you want, I’ll keep an eye out.”

“Deal. Next time we get meat, I’ll save you some.”

Ma Lili grinned, her mouth watering. Chen Jianhua had snuck her meat a few times, which she savored alone, lingering on the taste. For another bite, she’d watch this closely.

They returned inside. Chen Lin teased, “What secrets were you two whispering about?”

Ma Lili laughed, “If it’s a secret, can we spill it? But this one’s no secret. You won’t believe it—tonight after work, Du Weiguo cornered Ji Yuanjing.”

Jiang Huai and Lin Dong looked up, startled. Why would Du Weiguo target Yuanjing? Chen Jianhua studied Jiang Huai, finding genuine confusion—or a masterful act.

Ma Lili snorted, “Why else? Du Weiguo warned Yuanjing off, claiming Wang Ling’s his woman, threatening him to stay away or else. What kind of talk is that? It’d make people think Yuanjing and Wang Ling have something shady going on. Yuanjing wouldn’t take that. How many times has he even spoken to her? So he told Du Weiguo flat-out: no private contact with Wang Ling, and he thinks her lazy ways are beneath him. He even told Du to urge her to shape up.”

Chen Lin and Lin Dong wore odd expressions, stifling laughter. Yuanjing, usually aloof like an untouchable flower, had delivered such grounded words, like a deity dragged to earth. The thought of Du Weiguo and Wang Ling’s embarrassment was hilarious, but they held back to spare Wang Ling’s pride.

Jiang Huai, however, shot up, shouting, “How could you? What’s this got to do with Wang Ling? Why’s Yuanjing blaming her? If he’s got guts, take it up with Du Weiguo. Bullying a woman—what kind of man is he?”

Ma Lili, often targeted by Jiang Huai for disliking Wang Ling, fired back, “What? Wang Ling’s not lazy? Acting like a princess, working two days then resting two. If she can’t handle it, why come to the countryside? Believe me, I’ll report her bourgeois attitude. You talk about not bullying women. Yuanjing’s the real victim here—why’s he dragged into this mess with someone he doesn’t even like, threatened by Du Weiguo?”

Jiang Huai’s anger turned to panic. He rushed toward Ma Lili, who thought he’d strike and rolled up her sleeves, ready to fight back. But Jiang Huai ran past her, toward the door.

Turning, Ma Lili saw Wang Ling standing outside like a ghost, looking ready to collapse.

“Wang Ling, don’t listen to their nonsense. This has nothing to do with you. Why’s Yuanjing blaming you? What’s Du Weiguo’s mess got to do with you?” Jiang Huai rushed to her, frantically defending.

Wang Ling burst into tears, sobbing loudly. Jiang Huai’s heart ached, itching to thrash Du Weiguo, Yuanjing, Ma Lili, and Chen Jianhua for hurting her.

“Don’t cry, Wang Ling. I’ll make them apologize.”

“I’m not like that! I’m not lazy!” Wang Ling wailed.

“Right, you’re not. You’re just frail. Why else would you come to the countryside if you didn’t want to work?” Jiang Huai agreed.

“How could he say that about me? How…”

Ma Lili, unmoved by Wang Ling’s tears, muttered, “Not lazy? She rests after every shift, never cooks for us. We come back exhausted, and she’s used up all the water and firewood. We have to fetch more and chop wood before cooking.”

“Yuanjing’s the real victim, getting tangled with people like you.”

“Ma Lili!” Jiang Huai roared, turning furiously. “Have you no sympathy? How can you be so selfish?”

“Pah! Selfish? The world revolves around Wang Ling, huh?”

“Enough, both of you,” Chen Lin and Lin Dong sighed, stepping in to mediate. Chen Jianhua scratched his head, unnerved by Jiang Huai’s intensity—scary. But Wang Ling was scarier, her sobs turning Jiang Huai rabid.

Cooking issues weren’t just Ma Lili’s gripe—Chen Lin had complained too. When it was Wang Ling’s turn, she waited for her shift mates to return, only assisting minimally. Living together, resentment was inevitable.

Chen Jianhua was increasingly glad he’d followed Yuanjing to the Jiangs’. Staying in the dormitory would’ve meant facing this petty drama daily, with no peace after exhausting work.

That night, Chen Jianhua’s visit turned the dormitory upside down.

He fled, sweating despite the cold.

Back home, Yuanjing was still awake. Chen Jianhua described the chaos, warning him about Jiang Huai and Wang Ling’s prickliness so he’d be prepared.

Yuanjing nodded. “Got it. Sorry you got chewed out because of me.”

Chen Jianhua brushed it off. “Pfft, no big deal. Jiang Huai’s a fool—sold out and still counting coins for them. Argue with him? I’d lose years off my life.”

Yuanjing smiled, genuinely grateful.

He couldn’t grasp Wang Ling’s mindset. Like Chen Jianhua, he’d initially suspected Jiang Huai’s scheming. In the original’s life, Jiang Huai had orchestrated subtle moves, rallying youths to isolate Ji Yuanjing, making him withdrawn. But Chen Jianhua’s account suggested Jiang Huai might be uninvolved—could it be Wang Ling alone? That painted Jiang Huai as a lovesick fool.

Did Wang Ling not like the original but hold a grudge instead?

The next morning, Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua collected pebbles at the mountain’s base for next year’s land reclamation, carrying full baskets to a designated spot.

“Yuanjing,” Chen Jianhua whispered, startled like a spooked rabbit, “Wang Ling’s coming this way. She’s not here for you, is she? Look—Jiang Huai’s trailing her, like her shadow, worried we’ll bully her.”

Yuanjing straightened, turning. Wang Ling approached, glancing at him, with Jiang Huai following, his face full of concern and wariness, as if they’d harm her.



  

    Wang Ling approached Yuanjing, her face already tinged with a shy blush before she even spoke. But it wasn’t just Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua working there; other villagers were present too. Seeing her demeanor, they couldn’t help but flash knowing smiles. Having been young once themselves, who couldn’t tell that this girl had feelings for Ji Yuanjing?

With the man unmarried and the woman unattached, the villagers were generally open-minded about the affairs of young people. However, those with unmarried, unbetrothed sons didn’t have a favorable impression of Wang Ling. Their sons were too naive to see through Wang Ling’s true intentions, genuinely believing they had a chance to marry such a pretty girl. They often helped her with her fieldwork, but the adults could see clearly: this girl was cunning, simply using their sons for free labor.

A single smile from her was enough to make their sons toil tirelessly in the fields, sweating buckets, while she slipped back to the educated youth dormitory to lounge around. How could any parent not feel heartbroken for their sons?

If Ji Yuanjing had already gotten together with this girl, they would’ve clapped in approval—better that than their sons pining after her.

“Brother Yuanjing…” Wang Ling began.

Chen Jianhua shivered at the sound of her voice, goosebumps prickling his skin. He glanced at Ji Yuanjing, who remained utterly composed, and couldn’t help but admire him.

Yuanjing looked back at her calmly and corrected, “I recall that Comrade Wang Ling is a year older than me. Please address me as Ji Yuanjing or Comrade Ji.”

A couple of stifled chuckles came from nearby—people eavesdropping for gossip hadn’t expected this turn of events and were thoroughly amused. Oh, this Ji Yuanjing was something else! Not a shred of tenderness for the fairer sex. If he hadn’t mentioned it, they wouldn’t have known this girl was actually older than him. How could she call him big brother?

The shy flush on Wang Ling’s face vanished instantly. She bit her lip, glanced at Ji Yuanjing’s face, and tried again, “Comrade Ji, I didn’t know Du Weiguo would…”

“Since Comrade Wang brought it up,” Yuanjing cut in, “it’d be best if you cleared things up with Du Weiguo. Whatever’s going on between you two has nothing to do with me. I just want to live a quiet life.”

“What?” Jiang Huai, who had just arrived, was stunned by those words. Was Wang Ling really dating Du Weiguo? The scolding he’d prepared for Ji Yuanjing died on his lips as he stared at Wang Ling in disbelief.

Sensing gossip, several villagers nearby shuffled closer, their hands halfheartedly tending to their tasks, lazily scraping at the ground.

Was Wang Ling, the educated youth from their team, really dating Du Weiguo, an educated youth from the Xiangyang Production Team? Was this for real?

Come to think of it, hadn’t Du Weiguo come to their team yesterday after work to confront Ji Yuanjing? No wonder he was so worked up. With a face like Ji Yuanjing’s, it wasn’t surprising that several unmarried girls in the village were smitten.

Wang Ling hadn’t expected Ji Yuanjing to say such a thing. Seeing Jiang Huai’s incredulous expression, she realized he believed Yuanjing and misunderstood her. She frantically waved her hands. “No, no, I’m not dating Du Weiguo! You’ve got it all wrong…”

“Not dating?” Yuanjing didn’t give her a chance to explain. “If you’re not dating, why would Du Weiguo tell me to stay away from you? I’m already keeping my distance—we’ve barely spoken a few words. If you’re not dating, why would Du Weiguo keep coming to our team’s educated youth dormitory to see you? If you’re not dating, why would you accept gifts from him?”

Yuanjing frowned, looking at Wang Ling with disapproval as he sternly criticized her. “If you’re not in a relationship with him, why did you accept his gifts? Behavior like that can easily cause misunderstandings—for Du Weiguo, for others, and even for me. But Comrade Wang, there’s no need to come clarify things with me. Beyond being fellow educated youths in the same team, we have no other connection. Jianhua, let’s get back to work.”

“Oh, oh, coming!” Chen Jianhua, engrossed in the drama, snapped out of it when called. He hurriedly ran over, joining Yuanjing to carry a basket of stones to another spot.

Wang Ling, reeling from the barrage of criticism, stood frozen for a moment before reacting. She wanted to defend herself, but Yuanjing didn’t give her the chance. He and Chen Jianhua had already walked off with the basket. She reached out helplessly, but couldn’t call them back.

Catching the gazes of those around her—some shocked, some mocking, some scornful—she realized her little schemes were useless against Yuanjing. He had ruthlessly exposed her, and any fondness she’d had for him turned to resentment.

Jiang Huai’s face alternated between pale and flushed. He’d been blinded by Wang Ling’s facade before, but Yuanjing’s words were like a hammer to his head, waking him up.

Indeed, in the customs of the time, would a woman accept gifts from a man if they weren’t dating? By accepting Du Weiguo’s gifts, it was easy for him to assume she’d accepted his pursuit, that they were together. That explained why Du Weiguo came to warn Ji Yuanjing—it made sense.

And what about him? What was his place in Wang Ling’s heart? Had she given him a real chance to pursue her, or was she just stringing him along?

Jiang Huai felt he needed to cool off and think things through.

With that, he took a step back. Wang Ling panicked and called out, “Jiang Huai, that’s not what I meant! It’s not like that…”

But Jiang Huai retreated faster. He didn’t want to hear her excuses now, sensing that if he listened, he’d fall back under her spell, seeing and hearing only her.

“I need to think things over clearly,” he said. “Wang Ling, you should too—decide if you want to date someone, and who. We can talk once we’ve both thought it through. I’m going to work.” With that, he turned and left quickly, too fast for Wang Ling to catch up.

Left alone, Wang Ling had never felt so isolated and helpless. The mocking and disdainful voices and gazes around her made her face turn ashen.

With a sudden “wah,” Wang Ling burst into tears, covering her face with her hands and running back to the educated youth dormitory, sobbing all the way.

“Why’s the girl crying? What’s her deal?”

“Who knows what these young girls are thinking? I think Comrade Ji made a lot of sense. From what he said, isn’t she dating that Du guy from the Xiangyang team? If it were my daughter, accepting gifts from a guy without agreeing to date him, I’d break her legs!”

“That makes sense. Now that you mention it, Comrade Ji is indeed a good person. Unlike some pretty boys in other teams who get village girls to help with their work, Comrade Ji is even better-looking than those guys. When he first arrived, I was a bit worried, but now I see he works in the fields just as well as any young man in our village.”

“Right, exactly. Comrade Ji has never been overly close with any female educated youth or village girls. It seems he’s careful about these things.”

The news of what happened spread quickly through the team. In no time, one of Jiang Qingshan’s cousins ran over to him, sharing the story as if it were a joke. This cousin, already married with children, came specifically to gossip because Ji Yuanjing was staying at Jiang Qingshan’s house.

“I never would’ve guessed that Ji, living at your place, is like that. He made that girl cry—sent her sobbing all the way back!” A man as refined as jade, yet so stern and proper.

Jiang Qingshan hadn’t expected such an incident. Keeping a straight face, he said, “Yuanjing did the right thing. By making things clear, he avoids misunderstandings. Otherwise, in a couple of days, the team would be buzzing with rumors that Yuanjing is dating that female educated youth.”

He didn’t want Ji Yuanjing to have any connection with that female educated youth—not just because of her questionable character, but also because, deep down, he didn’t want Yuanjing getting close to any woman. Yet, he couldn’t share this selfish thought with anyone, not even Yuanjing.

“Haha, no wonder you and Comrade Ji get along so well—you’re both so serious! I’m not saying he did anything wrong, of course. Tsk, tsk, I just didn’t expect a guy from the big city like him to be so indifferent to a woman’s feelings.”

“Oh, so you’re the expert at cherishing women, cousin? I’ll make sure to mention that to your wife after work, give her a chance to ‘cherish’ you.”

The cousin yelped in panic, “No, please, Qingshan, don’t! I was wrong, spare me!”

“Haha, what did you do this time to upset Qingshan? You deserve a beating—must be your fault,” someone nearby teased, laughing. They all knew Jiang Qingshan was upright; if there was an issue, it was surely the other person’s fault, not his.

The cousin waved them off, “Get lost! This is between me and Qingshan—none of your business!”

After shooing the others away, he kept pleading until Jiang Qingshan reluctantly agreed not to say anything to his wife.

By now, everyone in the team knew: their educated youth, Wang Ling, was dating Du Weiguo from the neighboring Xiangyang Production Team. What? Not dating? If they’re not dating, why did she accept his gifts? That’s dating, plain and simple. The logic was flawless—must be the girl’s just shy.

The educated youths in the dormitory caught wind of this too. Ma Lili and Lin Dong wore strange expressions, stifling laughter. They hadn’t expected the usually quiet Ji Yuanjing to be so formidable when riled up. Not only did he clear his own name, but he also cemented the idea that Wang Ling and Du Weiguo were dating.

Really, the logic checked out. If they weren’t dating, what else could it be?

If she denied dating, that would suggest a problem with her conduct—a serious issue.

The rumor even spread from the Red Star Production Team to the Xiangyang Production Team. When Du Weiguo heard it, he realized he’d misjudged Ji Yuanjing. Yuanjing was right—he was dating Wang Ling. So, without hesitation, he hopped on his bicycle and pedaled straight to the Red Star Production Team.



  

    Wang Ling ran back to the educated youth dormitory alone, locked herself in her room, and sobbed bitterly into her blanket.

But as she cried, she began to notice something off. Usually, when she was upset, Jiang Huai would drop whatever he was doing to come comfort her. Even if she refused to open the door, he’d rack his brains to cheer her up from the other side. This time, however, Jiang Huai never showed up. No matter how heartbroken she felt, no one came to console her.

Realizing this, Wang Ling pounded the blanket with her fists in frustration. She’d thought Ji Yuanjing, no matter what, wouldn’t humiliate her or make her lose face. Weren’t men supposed to care about pride and act chivalrous? Yet today, Ji Yuanjing had been merciless, leaving her heart cold.

From the moment she first saw Ji Yuanjing, she’d been impressed. Men like him were rare. She hadn’t thought much of it at first, but after arriving at the Red Star Production Team and meeting the young men and male educated youths from her team and others, she realized none of them could compare to Ji Yuanjing. Plus, he wasn’t just a pretty face, which made her like him even more.

But life as an educated youth was too harsh—she couldn’t endure that kind of hardship. It was worlds apart from what she’d imagined. She had to tackle the immediate difficulties first.

By showing a bit of weakness, men would eagerly help with her work. When the food and money she’d brought from home ran low, and her family couldn’t support the lifestyle she wanted, she had to find ways to eat better. That’s when she turned her attention to others. Du Weiguo’s appearance was the most satisfying.

Once her needs were met, Wang Ling’s thoughts drifted back to Ji Yuanjing, the man who filled her heart with joy. If only he could be as considerate as Jiang Huai and have Du Weiguo’s resources to meet her lifestyle demands—that would be perfect. So, when Du Weiguo asked again if she’d date him, Wang Ling hesitated and deliberately said things to mislead him.

She thought this would give her a chance to get closer to Ji Yuanjing. But the situation spiraled far beyond her expectations.

“Ji! Yuan! Jing!” Wang Ling gritted her teeth, spitting out his name. Du Weiguo might have the means to satisfy her vanity, but standing next to Ji Yuanjing, he’d look pitifully inferior. Even Jiang Huai couldn’t compare.

“Wang Ling, open the door quick! It’s me, your Brother Weiguo!” Just as Wang Ling was fuming, plotting to teach Ji Yuanjing a lesson, a knock came at the door, and Du Weiguo’s voice rang out.

Wang Ling snapped back, “What are you doing here now? I’m going to bed—leave!” She had no desire to see Du Weiguo at that moment.

“Are you feeling unwell? Open the door, let me check on you,” Du Weiguo said, his voice brimming with excitement. “I heard it all—everyone in your team knows we’re dating, Wang Ling! I’m over the moon. Once you’re feeling better, I’ll take you to the supply cooperative to buy that wool coat you love, alright?”

Wang Ling, about to shoo him away, hesitated. That bright red wool coat cost over thirty yuan. She couldn’t save that much in a year. Unable to stomach sweet potatoes and coarse grains every meal, she’d spend any money she had on cakes or rice pastries to stash and eat. Every time she visited the cooperative, she couldn’t help but stare at that coat.

Weighing her options, Wang Ling finally got out of bed and opened the door. As Du Weiguo tried to step inside, she blocked him with her hand, her eyes red as she said, “Let me be clear: I haven’t agreed to date you. If you’re using that coat to pressure me into it, you’d better leave now.”

“What do you mean, not agreed?” Du Weiguo frowned. “Didn’t everyone in your team say so?”

“That’s all Ji Yuanjing’s nonsense, spreading rumors with the team! It’s because you confronted him yesterday that he’s making trouble for me. It’s all your fault!” Wang Ling’s tears streamed down again as she pounded Du Weiguo’s chest with her small fists.

Seizing the chance, Du Weiguo slipped inside, wrapping his arms around her to soothe her. “Alright, alright, it’s my fault, all my fault. Go ahead and hit me.” Her blows didn’t hurt a bit—he found it almost playful, enjoying it. “Ji Yuanjing, huh? Don’t worry, I’ll deal with him for you. Anyone who dares bully my Du Weiguo’s woman will regret it.”

Hearing this, Wang Ling let out a giggle—it was exactly what she wanted. “Let go of me! I haven’t agreed to date you. You’re disrespecting me.”

“Alright, my little lady, I’ll let go.” Du Weiguo reluctantly released her, but not before sneaking a quick feel, brushing his hand over her waist. Wang Ling nearly collapsed into his arms, shooting him a coy glare that left him utterly smitten. He was so enchanted by her that he’d do anything she said.

Wang Ling felt smug about her charm, but the thought that it had no effect on Ji Yuanjing left her mood complicated.



  

    Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua worked diligently until the end of the workday, then hurried home.

The meager breakfast they’d eaten that morning had long been digested, and their stomachs were growling. They needed to cook for themselves, so they had no time for idle chatter—just a rush to get back and start preparing food.

Jiang Qingshan’s house was tucked away, with no neighbors on either side. Otherwise, they couldn’t have cooked meat dishes so often without the smell tipping off the neighbors, who’d surely question the source of their meat.

As they entered the courtyard, a tantalizing aroma hit them. Their eyes lit up, and they raced to the kitchen door. Sure enough, a tall figure was wielding a spatula at the stove, cooking a meat dish. Both, including Yuanjing, were thrilled.

Niu Guilan, tending the fire behind the stove, poked her head out when she saw the two young men. She smiled, “You’re back! Qingshan’s cooking today, so you don’t need to make anything. It’s almost ready—go wash your hands and get ready to eat.”

Chen Jianhua stepped inside, patted Jiang Qingshan’s back, and grinned, “Haha, Brother Jiang, you’re the best! Knowing we’re starving, you made meat dishes early for us. I’m off to wash my hands!”

Jiang Qingshan completely ignored Chen Jianhua, turning instead to Yuanjing, who was approaching. “It’s almost done. We can eat soon.”

“Thanks, Brother Jiang. Jianhua and I will wash up and come help. Jianhua, let’s go.”

“Coming!”

Humming a tuneless melody, Chen Jianhua was in high spirits as he and Yuanjing went to wash their hands, his mood bubbling over. Yuanjing was happy too, and he could tell Jiang Qingshan was in a good mood as well—otherwise, he wouldn’t have cooked lunch himself.

Perhaps it was because Old Zhang’s recent treatment for his leg was showing results, giving him hope and boosting his spirits.

“Yuanjing, don’t you think Brother Jiang is kind of… domestic? He can do anything. Look at the patches on your clothes—sewed so neatly!” Chen Jianhua had been stunned when he first learned that Jiang Qingshan, with his fine, precise stitches, was behind such needlework.

Yuanjing shot him a glare and glanced back. “Be careful Brother Jiang doesn’t hear you. He doesn’t just cook—he can throw a punch too.”

Chen Jianhua let out a yelp and shut his mouth.

Chen Jianhua wasn’t just freeloading. He knew the occasional meat dishes were thanks to Jiang Qingshan and Yuanjing. He couldn’t hunt in the mountains like them, so he contributed in other ways. Though he didn’t have much money, whenever he went to town on a rest day, he’d set aside some to buy fine white flour and a strip of pork to make dumplings. It didn’t compare to the meat dishes, but it was the best he could do.

A few days later, it was time for Jiang Qingshan’s leg treatment—herbal baths and acupuncture with gold needles. After strict evaluation by Zhang Heliu, the task was entrusted to Yuanjing. Zhang discovered that Yuanjing had the highest talent for acupuncture. Being older and having suffered in recent years, Zhang’s hands weren’t as steady as Yuanjing’s, despite being a novice.

This made Jiang Qingshan’s treatment more convenient, as he no longer needed to visit Zhang Heliu at the cowshed. Thanks to the discreet care from Jiang Qingshan and Yuanjing, the four elderly residents of the cowshed looked noticeably healthier lately.

However, since starting treatment, Jiang Qingshan couldn’t hunt in the mountains or go to town to sell game as often. Those tasks fell to Yuanjing. Fortunately, in Jiang Qingshan’s discerning eyes, Yuanjing’s skills were now on par with his own, or he wouldn’t have felt at ease handing them over.

Jiang Qingshan couldn’t handle the hunting and trips to town himself anymore—not since starting treatment. Those tasks had naturally fallen to Yuanjing. He felt guilty about it, knowing how much heavier Yuanjing’s burdens had become. The four elders in the cowshed still relied on it, and Yuanjing had his own responsibilities—he occasionally sent support to his father, who was undergoing reform at a labor farm. Yet even with all that, Yuanjing never slacked in his medical studies. Jiang Qingshan admired his dedication, all the more because it came without complaint.

Yuanjing crouched, carefully twisting a gold needle into an acupuncture point. Jiang Qingshan, sitting on the bed’s edge, looked down, catching sight of the small whirl in Yuanjing’s hair. Even that little swirl seemed charming to him, just like Yuanjing himself.

“Yuanjing, my uncle came to see me today.”

Yuanjing looked up. “Brother Jiang, is it about Du Weiguo?”

“Yes. Uncle told me what he found out about Du Weiguo today.”

“Does he have a lot of connections?” After distancing himself from Wang Ling, Yuanjing had run into Du Weiguo once and noticed the man still harbored hostility toward him. Yuanjing hadn’t let his guard down—Du Weiguo was like an unpredictable bomb, liable to explode at any moment. Yuanjing couldn’t rely on avoiding him as he had in his previous life’s trajectory, since moving into the Jiang household had already altered that path.

“Yes,” Jiang Qingshan nodded. “Uncle said Du Weiguo isn’t like other educated youths. You and others were sent to the countryside out of necessity, but Du Weiguo was sent here by his family to lie low after getting into trouble. Plus, the worker-peasant-soldier university quota for the Xiangyang Production Team has already been reserved for him. So, in a way, his time here is just a way to gild his record.”

Yuanjing was stunned. He hadn’t expected Du Weiguo to have such a powerful background.



  

    Jiang Qingshan hadn’t realized the extent of Du Weiguo’s background until he looked into it. The more he learned, the clearer it became: people like Du Weiguo acted without restraint. Yuanjing had been innocently dragged into the mess between Du and Wang Ling. A single move from Du could ruin Yuanjing, and Jiang Qingshan couldn’t stand by and let that happen.

“His family is from the provincial capital,” Jiang Qingshan said. “Don’t worry, I’ll find someone to dig deeper into what trouble Du Weiguo got into there. The Du family might have influence here, but in the provincial capital? Not so much. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be hiding out here.”

Yuanjing’s expression grew serious. In his previous life, he’d never known this, and if he didn’t take it seriously now, even if he avoided death, the outcome wouldn’t be good. He nodded, “Alright, I’ll leave it to you, Brother Jiang. Sorry to trouble you.”

“No trouble at all. My leg’s still counting on your treatment.” Jiang Qingshan tried to lighten the mood.

Yuanjing smiled at that. They’d decide what to do once Jiang Qingshan got more information. If Du Weiguo had vulnerabilities, Yuanjing wouldn’t hesitate to use them. He wasn’t going to sit back and let others scheme against him.

After the treatment, Yuanjing returned to his room, read by the oil lamp for a while, then went to bed.

Yuanjing corresponded frequently with his father, though their letters were the kind that shared only good news, never worries. Besides food, Yuanjing, under Zhang Heliu’s guidance, made several types of common medicinal pills and sent some to his father.

The herbs were mostly gathered by Yuanjing in the mountains and processed as Zhang Heliu instructed. The pills were useful for the four elderly residents in the cowshed, and some were kept at the Jiang household. Yuanjing also sent some to Niu Guozhu, who labeled their uses.

Jiang Qingshan had informed his uncle, Niu Guozhu, about his leg treatment with Zhang Heliu. Niu held Zhang in high gratitude and respect, and if the times were different, he’d have practically worshipped him. Given the circumstances, he could only discreetly provide cover. He treasured the labeled medicinal pills sent by his nephew—who didn’t get minor ailments these days?

As for the Zheng family, Yuanjing had only received two letters so far and didn’t think much of it. Whether they wrote or not, he treated it as routine, sending a letter every month.

One day during work, Ma Lili ran over to gossip with Chen Jianhua, clearly intending for Yuanjing to hear too.

“What’s Wang Ling thinking? She still denies dating Du Weiguo, but yesterday she went with him to the town’s supply cooperative and came back wearing that wool coat! Guess how much it cost? Thirty-eight yuan! A whole thirty-eight yuan!” Ma Lili gestured with her hands.

Chen Jianhua said enviously, “Wang Ling’s that rich? But even if she is, that’s no way to spend money.”

Ma Lili rolled her eyes at his comment, and Yuanjing chuckled, saying, “That money definitely didn’t come from Wang Ling. Du Weiguo bought it for her, right?”

Ma Lili nodded vigorously, throwing a disdainful glance at Chen Jianhua for missing the obvious.

Chen Jianhua’s expression was complicated, his opinion of Wang Ling plummeting. Still, he tried to defend her, “Maybe she saved up for it herself.”

He knew thirty-eight yuan was no small sum—more than a city worker’s monthly wage. Accepting such an expensive gift while denying a relationship spoke volumes about her character.

Ma Lili rolled her eyes again. “Except for Yuanjing, none of you guys have any sense. Wang Ling spends money like water—how could she save that much? She ran out of hair oil not long ago. If she had money, she’d have bought more already. No letters from her family lately either—how much could she have left? You don’t think her family’s actually rich, do you?”

After spending so much time together, everyone knew each other’s backgrounds. Wang Ling might act pampered, but her family wasn’t well-off. Her older brother had just married, his wife was pregnant, and as a dual-income household, they were stretched thin. How much could they spare for their daughter in the countryside, no matter how much they cared?

Chen Jianhua knew his defense didn’t hold up and scratched his head, staying silent.

Wang Ling wore the wool coat as soon as she bought it—perfect for the weather. Though she claimed she paid for it herself, the other educated youths in the dormitory could guess who really footed the bill.

Wang Ling was in high spirits, oblivious to the shift in how others treated her. Even the male educated youths who’d once liked her started keeping their distance, realizing they couldn’t afford to be her fool and seeing through her tactic of stringing them along.

Wang Ling even orchestrated a “chance” encounter with Yuanjing, hoping to see regret on his face. But Yuanjing walked past without so much as a glance, infuriating her so much she stomped her foot.



  

    Yuanjing ignored Wang Ling. After he walked away, a talkative auntie from the team passed by. Her eyes lit up at the sight of Wang Ling and her wool coat. Grabbing Wang Ling’s arm, she felt the fabric, exclaiming, “What a beautiful coat! Wang Ling, your boyfriend bought this for you, didn’t he? He must be loaded—a coat like this has to cost dozens of yuan!”

Wang Ling, seeing the auntie’s unwashed hands on her coat, yanked her arm free and stepped back. “He’s not my boyfriend. I’m not dating anyone. I bought this coat myself.”

The auntie, though gossipy, wasn’t blind to Wang Ling’s disdainful look. Her voice grew louder. “Oh, not dating? Then why’s that young man always coming to our team? If he’s not here for you, who’s he visiting? What unmarried girl and guy act all cozy like that if they’re not dating? No need to be shy—girls in our village your age are already married with kids!”

Her cackling laughter sounded like a hen clucking to Wang Ling’s ears.

Furious, Wang Ling snapped, “I said we’re not dating! Where Du Weiguo goes is his business—can I control his legs? It’s all Ji Yuanjing’s nonsense, and you’re all slandering me with him! I won’t stoop to your level!”

Wang Ling stormed off. Now, everywhere she went, villagers asked about her and Du Weiguo dating. No matter how she explained, it was useless—they seemed convinced she was with him. The more this happened, the deeper her hatred for Ji Yuanjing grew. Even if she eventually agreed to date Du, her resentment toward Yuanjing wouldn’t fade.

When they went to buy the coat, Du Weiguo had let slip that he could secure a worker-peasant-soldier university quota and would take her with him later. This thrilled Wang Ling. She realized Du’s family was even wealthier than she’d thought. Dating him might not just get her out of the countryside—she could return to the city with a good job.

At dinner time, Niu Guozhu visited the Jiang household.

The Jiang family no longer cooked separately. Since Yuanjing started treating Jiang Qingshan’s leg with acupuncture and herbal baths, Niu Guilan was so grateful that she took over all the cooking, as she had little else to do. Chen Jianhua benefited from this arrangement too.

When Niu Guozhu arrived, Jiang Qingshan, his mother, Yuanjing, and Chen Jianhua were eating and chatting lively around the table. Seeing his sister’s face lit up with a smile that wouldn’t fade, thanks to Chen Jianhua’s jokes, Niu Guozhu felt happy for her and his nephew.

“Uncle, what brings you here? Have you eaten?”

“Big brother, come sit inside!”

Niu Guozhu waved them off. “Your sister-in-law’s waiting for me to eat at home. I just stopped by to drop off two letters—one for Comrade Ji, one for Qingshan. Don’t get up; I’ll leave them on the table and head out.”

Niu Guozhu placed the letters down and left. Jiang Qingshan handed Yuanjing his letter, glancing at his own. Without drawing attention, he noted the address—it was from the person he’d asked to investigate, likely containing the information he wanted.

Yuanjing’s letter was from his father at the labor farm. He didn’t rush to read it, figuring he’d wait until after dinner and cleaning up.

After eating, Chen Jianhua insisted on washing the dishes, urging Yuanjing to read his letter. Yuanjing didn’t protest and returned to his room to open it.

His father’s warm, concerned words filled Yuanjing with a sense of warmth he hadn’t known in his previous life, where he’d lacked parental love. Though he knew his father’s care was for Ji Yuanjing, he was Ji Yuanjing now.

Footsteps approached, and Yuanjing looked up to see Jiang Qingshan.

Holding an opened letter, Jiang Qingshan handed it to Yuanjing. “We got the details on Du Weiguo’s situation in the provincial capital. Take a look, Yuanjing. You decide what to do.”

Yuanjing skimmed the letter, frowning slightly. “As expected, he’s no good.”

Jiang Qingshan hadn’t contacted someone he knew directly but had gone through Tao Yongguo’s connections—a cadre in the provincial capital. The letter detailed Du Weiguo and his family’s situation clearly. Du had been sent to this remote village like an exile because he’d crossed a family in the capital whose status matched the Du family’s. If he’d stayed, the Wang family would’ve made him pay dearly.

Du Weiguo’s spoiled nature was inseparable from his family’s indulgence. They couldn’t bear to let him suffer at the Wang family’s hands. Once they learned the identity of the young man he’d wronged, Du’s father, ignoring the objections of the women and elders at home, swiftly sent him away. The plan was to bring him back after a few years when the dust settled.

Even in exile, the Du family had paved the way for him. After a few years, he’d return to the capital as a university student, a far cry from when he left.

What had Du Weiguo done? It involved a woman, of course.

In the capital, he’d taken a liking to a girl who was already dating another young man. She rejected him, but when Du saw her with her boyfriend, he hired thugs to beat the young man, breaking his leg. It turned out the young man wasn’t without backing—he was the nephew of Minister Wang’s wife’s family.

Not only did Du beat the man, but he also kidnapped the girl and held her captive. The Wang family eventually rescued her, narrowly preventing Du from ruining her. When Du’s father realized the severity of the situation, he whipped Du and hurriedly sent him out of the capital. By the time the Wang family sought justice, Du Weiguo had vanished.



  

    Jiang Qingshan nodded in agreement, "Indeed, he's not a good person. From what I've seen of his actions, he hasn't learned any lessons from past events and is still as arrogant as ever. Yuanjing, what do you plan to do?"

When it came to dealing with such a vile person, Jiang Qingshan had no qualms; in fact, he saw it as ridding the community of a menace.

Back then, that man nearly ruined a young woman. Could he really have been completely innocent these past few years? It was only because the girl he targeted last time came from a prominent family that Du Weiguo got caught red-handed. Otherwise, any trouble he caused would likely have been hushed up by the Du family.

Yuanjing's mind drifted to the experiences of his original self in that other life. Besides being ostracized, the original Yuanjing had faced a dangerous incident. Thanks to his cautious nature, he narrowly escaped harm, but the ordeal still left his already frail body ill for a time. Chen Jianhua had even visited him then, acting awkwardly concerned.

That incident was something the original Yuanjing never spoke of to anyone. It happened on a rest day when a group from the Revolutionary Committee suddenly barged into the educated youth compound, claiming they’d received a report about someone hiding reactionary letters. Yuanjing was in his room at the time and grew uneasy at the commotion outside, haunted by memories of the Revolutionary Committee raiding his home and taking his father away. Instinctively, he checked his bedding and trunk. To his horror, he found a letter hidden beneath the straw mat on his bed.

His face went pale. He would never have placed a letter there, and the handwriting wasn’t his. Without even reading its contents, he tore it into pieces and swallowed them. Just as he finished, the group burst into his room. Naturally, they found nothing.

He didn’t know who had set him up. Everyone in the educated youth compound who had ostracized him was a suspect, but without evidence, who would believe him if he spoke out? From then on, he became even more cautious, checking his belongings meticulously every day.

Looking back now, if not for his cautious nature—honed by his father’s ordeal—he might not have escaped that trap. Had the letter been found, the consequences for the original Yuanjing would have been unthinkable. Even the later incident where he was suddenly injured by a wild boar charging down the mountain seemed suspicious. Jiang Qingshan, who had been in the village for years and hunted often, knew that the chances of a wild boar appearing in the outer areas were slim to none.

Without evidence, though, it was hard to draw conclusions.

Thinking of that letter and the Revolutionary Committee’s raid, Yuanjing suddenly stood and walked to his bed, carefully searching it. Seeing his actions, Jiang Qingshan’s expression changed as a thought struck him. When Yuanjing pulled out a letter from beneath the bottommost straw mat, Jiang Qingshan’s face darkened.

He lowered his voice and said, “Someone snuck in and planted it? They couldn’t have come through the front door. I’ll check the windows.”

His mother, whose eyesight was poor, stayed home all the time. Only Taohua and his aunt occasionally visited to chat with her. Despite her poor vision, his mother would have noticed someone entering through the front door. The only explanation was that someone had climbed in through the window when she wasn’t paying attention.

Sure enough, Jiang Qingshan found shoe prints outside and inside the window. He called Yuanjing over to see them. Chen Jianhua, who had just finished washing dishes, noticed the two huddled by the window and curiously approached. “What are you guys doing?”

Yuanjing held up the letter and said, “Jianhua, you’d better check your own stuff and bedding too. Someone snuck into our room and planted this letter. I bet someone will show up tomorrow or the day after.”

Chen Jianhua was shocked. “What letter?”

Yuanjing hadn’t yet looked at the letter’s contents, so he opened it, glanced at it, and handed it to Chen Jianhua. After a quick look, Chen Jianhua was furious. “Who did this? Who would do something like this? Jiang Huai or that Du kid?”

He couldn’t think of anyone Yuanjing had a grudge with besides Jiang Huai or Du Weiguo. The tactic was vicious—if the Revolutionary Committee found that letter, Yuanjing would end up like his father, sent off to who-knows-where.

He turned to rush out and confront Jiang Huai at the educated youth compound, but Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan grabbed him.

“Don’t act rashly. Let’s not alert them yet. We’ll see who shows up tomorrow or the day after, and we’ll know who’s behind it. Check your stuff now,” Yuanjing said.

“Alright, damn it!” Chen Jianhua hurried to check his bedding, terrified at the thought of something being planted and found. The consequences would be unbearable.

After searching, he found nothing out of place. Relieved but shaken, Chen Jianhua slumped onto his disheveled bed, sweating despite the cold. Calming down, he looked at Yuanjing and said, “Yuanjing, this was aimed at you, wasn’t it?”

Yuanjing shrugged. “Can’t deny it. Brother Jiang, are the Wang family people still looking for Du Weiguo?”

No matter the lack of evidence, he was convinced Du Weiguo was behind it. Jiang Qingshan noted the shoe prints on the windowsill were fresh, likely from someone sneaking in today. If a search happened tomorrow, it had to be Du Weiguo—no one else could arrange for people to come so quickly.

Normally, a report would take days to process before a search was approved.

“Have you decided?” Jiang Qingshan asked.

Yuanjing nodded. “Yes. Some people have too much free time on their hands to pull these stunts. Let’s find a way to keep him too busy to run around.”

Jiang Qingshan nodded. “Alright, leave it to me.”



  

    “Hey, hey, what are you guys talking about?” Chen Jianhua only caught the name Du Weiguo, but the rest left him confused. Still, realizing this matter was tied to Du Weiguo, he felt like cursing and throwing punches.

Yuanjing smiled and explained, “I had Brother Jiang look into Du Weiguo’s affairs. Turns out, his own hands are far from clean. He was sent to the countryside to lie low and avoid trouble.”

Chen Jianhua let out a “Holy crap!” If that guy was this brazen despite his situation, imagine how insufferable he’d be without any baggage.

Jiang Qingshan urged the two to get some sleep since they had to wake early. After he left, Chen Jianhua was too rattled to feel sleepy. Any trace of drowsiness had been scared off by the incident. He rambled on to Yuanjing for a long time before finally falling silent.

Listening to Chen Jianhua’s snores, Yuanjing lay awake, staring at the ceiling beams. His influence here was still too weak. This time, he could only deal with Du Weiguo by relying on Jiang Qingshan’s connections. Without them, his only option would have been to take matters into his own hands—head to Xiangyang Production Team and break both of Du Weiguo’s legs. That would surely keep Du Weiguo too preoccupied to cause trouble for others.

As for Wang Ling, the woman at the root of this mess, Yuanjing had no sympathy for her. Compared to Du Weiguo, her ability to cause harm was limited. She mostly used men who fancied her to do her bidding. Once Du Weiguo was dealt with, what power would she have left? And would Du Weiguo let her off this time?

Yuanjing almost wished the two would end up together, sparing others from their schemes. Let them tear each other apart.

The next morning, as Yuanjing got up, he saw Jiang Qingshan pushing his bicycle, ready to head out.

“Where are you going?”

Jiang Qingshan glanced back at Yuanjing. “I’m heading to town to make a call to someone in the provincial capital. This needs to be handled quickly.” After a moment’s thought, he added, “It’s not just for you—it’s for my uncle and our Red Star Production Team too. With that Du guy around, he’ll cause trouble for my uncle.”

Yuanjing smiled. “Alright, hurry there and back. Come eat breakfast when you return.”

Jiang Qingshan gave a small smile. “Okay.”

As he pedaled away, his ears felt warm. He resisted the urge to glance back at Yuanjing. Thinking of Du Weiguo, his smile faded, replaced by a cold resolve. Even if Yuanjing hadn’t said anything, he would’ve found a way to neutralize Du Weiguo, ensuring he could no longer stir up trouble.

He rarely asked for favors. The last time was for his leg, when he asked Tao Yongguo to source medicinal herbs. Now, he was relying on Tao Yongguo again. Among his old comrades, Tao Yongguo’s family had the most influence. During the incident when Jiang Qingshan was injured, he had pushed Tao Yongguo out of harm’s way at a critical moment. Tao Yongguo always felt guilty, believing Jiang Qingshan wouldn’t have been hurt if not for him. But Jiang Qingshan knew he’d make the same choice again. Facing enemy fire, he couldn’t abandon a comrade to save himself.

This time, asking Tao Yongguo for help meant owing him a favor. But with his leg improving, Jiang Qingshan felt hopeful. One day, they might fight side by side again.

At the town’s post office, Jiang Qingshan called a contact who, by chance, worked under Minister Wang of the Armed Forces Department. That’s why he knew so much about the Wang and Du families.

Over the phone, Jiang Qingshan shared Du Weiguo’s current location and the Du family’s intentions. The contact spoke of Du Weiguo with disdain, as if he were a pest. “Didn’t expect that guy to end up in your area, and still causing trouble. Don’t worry, Qingshan. Minister Wang’s usually too low-key, which is why people dare to cross him. Now that we know where that kid is, there’s no way we’ll let him off.”

Hanging up, Jiang Qingshan stepped out of the post office, his eyes narrowing. Now, it was up to the Wang family to act. Compared to the Du family, the Wangs were indeed low-key, which made people unaware of their true reach. Of course, Du Weiguo’s reckless arrogance played a part too.

Cycling back to the village, he arrived before work started. Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua were waiting for him to eat breakfast. Jiang Qingshan parked his bike and joined them.

Around ten in the morning during work, someone ran over shouting, “The Revolutionary Committee’s here! They’re coming in hot, looking scary!”

“What’s going on? Why are they in our team?”

Everyone panicked. No one wanted to tangle with that group—they brought trouble wherever they went. People dropped their work. Even the production team’s captain and secretary, Niu Guozhu, abandoned their tasks and rushed out.

“Let’s head back too,” Chen Jianhua growled, grinding his teeth. They were here today, no doubt targeting Yuanjing. That bastard Du Weiguo!

On the way, they ran into Jiang Qingshan. The three hurried back, spotting the group in green uniforms and red armbands heading toward the Jiang house. It was crystal clear now—they were coming for Yuanjing.



  

    Yuanjing, Chen Jianhua, and Jiang Qingshan arrived at the Jiang household almost simultaneously with the dozen or so people wearing red armbands. A crowd of villagers trailed behind, keeping their distance and lowering their usually loud voices, whispering among themselves.

“Why are they at the Jiangs’ place? It’s just Jiang Qingshan and his mother living there—nobody’s more upright than them. Qingshan’s a wounded veteran from the army, and the Jiang family’s roots are as red as they come.”

“Shh, keep it down. Don’t let them hear you. Have you forgotten? Two educated youths are staying at their house.”

“You mean Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua? That’s impossible. Among all the educated youths in our team, aside from Lin Dong, the veteran, those two work the hardest without ever complaining. What could they possibly have done?”

To the villagers, these two youths were far more likable than the others. Initially, some worried that Yuanjing’s striking looks might charm the village girls, but he kept his distance, never giving them the slightest hint of ambiguity. Over time, the wives and aunties in the team formed a good impression of him.

“Open the door! Open it now, or we’ll break it down!” the group demanded.

Niu Guozhu, the team’s secretary, rushed over, sweating profusely. “Comrades, I’m the team secretary. What’s this about?”

The man banging on the door was a minor leader. Yuanjing glanced at him—a scrawny figure with triangular eyes that made people uneasy just looking at him. His gaze lingered a bit too long on the female educated youths who approached.

The leader puffed up his chest. “You’re the team secretary? Our commune’s Revolutionary Committee received a report that some educated youths here are spreading reactionary ideas. Whether it’s true or not, we’ll find out after a search. Open the door now, or we’ll kick it in.”

“Educated youths?” Gasps rippled through the crowd, and all eyes turned to Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua, the only two staying at the Jiangs’ place.

Lin Dong stepped forward. “That’s impossible. Can you tell us who made the report? This is undermining the unity among the educated youths.”

“Whether there’s anything or not, a search will prove their innocence. We won’t wrong an honest person, but we won’t let a bad element slip through either.”

Yuanjing stepped up. “And if we’re proven innocent? Does that mean the accuser is deliberately stirring trouble, undermining the people’s unity with false accusations?”

“Who are you?” The scrawny man with triangular eyes glared at Yuanjing, visibly displeased by his appearance. He himself wasn’t much to look at and had struggled with matchmaking before joining the Revolutionary Committee. Only after gaining his current status did women start throwing themselves at him, but that didn’t erase his past humiliations. Handsome types like Yuanjing were particularly grating to him.

“I’m one of the educated youths living here. You can search, but I’m coming in with you to make sure…” Yuanjing trailed off, but everyone understood his implication.

Lin Dong backed him up firmly. “Right, we’ll go in and witness.”

“I’m the team secretary. I’ll go in too,” Niu Guozhu added.

“I’m the homeowner. I’ll open the door,” Jiang Qingshan said, his eyes narrowing as he sized up the man. This guy better not try anything funny.

The scrawny man’s real name was Yu Duoqian, but after joining the Revolutionary Committee, he’d changed it to Yu Geming—Yu “Revolution”—to show his unwavering loyalty to the cause. Who exactly he was “revolutionizing” was anyone’s guess.

Before Yu Geming could object, Jiang Qingshan opened the door, and everyone poured inside.

To spare his mother, Niu Guilan, from being frightened by the commotion, Jiang Qingshan had sent her to his uncle’s house before heading to work. It was a fortunate decision, as this scene would’ve terrified her.

“Where’s your room?” Yu Geming demanded.

“This way,” Yuanjing replied.

“Move.”

Yu Geming and his men stormed into Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua’s room. Soon, the sound of banging and rummaging echoed—mosquito nets were torn down, bedding was tossed to the floor, and the clothing trunk was flung open, its contents spilled out and trampled underfoot.

The onlookers seethed at the sight. How was this any different from bandits? But they dared not speak out—nobody wanted trouble with this group.

To avoid any planted evidence, Yuanjing had stayed up the previous night wrapping his medical books and other miscellaneous items in oilcloth and hiding them in a mountain cave. What remained in the room was spotless, impossible to pin any charges on.

“Nothing? Absolutely nothing?” Yu Geming’s men muttered.

“That’s impossible.”

Their whispers were inaudible to most, but Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan’s sharp ears caught every word. They exchanged a glance—these men were clearly targeting Yuanjing’s bed, practically dismantling it in their search.

With a crash, the aluminum lunchbox where Yuanjing kept his money and ration tickets was knocked to the ground, scattering its contents. A villager peeking through the window gasped. At a glance, there were at least a dozen or twenty “Great Unity” bills, not counting smaller notes. Who’d have thought the quiet Yuanjing had so much cash?

Even the red-armband group couldn’t help but breathe heavily at the sight of the money and tickets. They itched to grab some, but with so many eyes on them—Niu Guozhu and several other team cadres were crammed in the room—they had no chance.

Yuanjing calmly walked over, picking up the bills and tickets one by one. Yu Geming’s eyes gleamed with envy. Though he wasn’t short on cash now, who ever complained about having too much? His men could use it too, but there was no way to take it.

Yuanjing returned the money and tickets to the lunchbox, closed the lid, and asked, “No issues with these, right?”

“No issues. Keep them safe,” Yu Geming muttered.

They searched every corner, even the cracks in the floor and walls, but found nothing they were looking for. Frustrated, Yu Geming pointed to another room. “What about that one? We need to search it too.”

Jiang Qingshan turned slowly. “That’s my room. You sure you want to search it?”

“What’s stopping us? Are you obstructing our revolutionary work? Do you know the consequences?”

Jiang Qingshan pushed through the crowd into his room and returned moments later, holding a small booklet. He flashed it and said, “Search if you want, but afterward, I’ll be asking questions at the Armed Forces Department.”

It was his disabled veteran’s certificate. Yu Geming’s pupils shrank—trouble. He wasn’t sure if Jiang Qingshan had connections in the Armed Forces Department, which they couldn’t afford to cross. Glancing back at Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua’s room, he realized there was no way to pin anything on them. Gritting his teeth, he waved his hand. “Pack it up. We’re leaving.” Forcing a smile, he added, “We’ll thoroughly investigate the report. We won’t let innocent people be wronged.”

“Let’s hope so,” Jiang Qingshan said coolly.

Yu Geming and his group left in a huff. Niu Guozhu spoke up, “Alright, everyone, disperse. Yuanjing, Chen Jianhua, you don’t need to work today. Stay home and clean up. There’s nothing to worry about. And no one should spread rumors or stir trouble.”

“Got it, Secretary. They didn’t find anything, did they? Whoever’s blind enough to report our team’s people—we won’t let them off if we find out. Why can’t they just live peacefully instead of inviting these people here?” a villager grumbled.

Though the villagers loved a spectacle, they wanted nothing to do with the Revolutionary Committee. They despised whoever made the report. Everything was fine now, but if something had been found, the team would’ve been thrown into chaos, and everyone would be on edge, fearing their own homes might be next.

“Thanks, Secretary. Thanks, Captain,” Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua said, seeing off the team cadres.

Lin Dong, Ma Lili, and other educated youths came to comfort Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua. It was obvious they’d been targeted—otherwise, why would the group head straight for the Jiang house? Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua kept a low profile, yet they still couldn’t escape trouble.

Seeing the trashed room, with muddy footprints on clothes and bedding, Ma Lili cursed, “If I find out who reported them, I’ll tear them apart!”

Wang Ling, who had been lurking in the crowd, shrank back at those words. With most people gone, she couldn’t slip away unnoticed. She gritted her teeth inwardly—hadn’t Du Weiguo said everything was set? Why hadn’t they found anything?

She couldn’t admit she knew anything. She’d come hoping to see Yuanjing dragged away by the Revolutionary Committee. If she spoke up, the other educated youths would shun her, and she wasn’t sure yet if Du Weiguo could get her transferred.

Forcing herself to speak, Wang Ling said, “Good thing nothing happened. But, Yuanjing, Chen Jianhua, you really haven’t offended anyone?”

She was trying to shift the blame back onto them.

Chen Jianhua, no longer seeing her as soft or kind but rather despicable, gave a cold laugh. “Yuanjing and I don’t go around picking fights for no reason. If we’ve got enemies, it’s probably Du Weiguo, who’s been glaring at Yuanjing lately. I hear he’s got quite the background.”

Wang Ling flinched. How did the conversation turn to Du Weiguo? Chen Jianhua’s icy stare made her wonder if he knew the truth.

“Du Weiguo? Was it him?” Ma Lili exclaimed.

“No, no way. Brother Weiguo wouldn’t do that,” Wang Ling denied hastily.

Ma Lili gave her a cold smile, and the other youths looked at her suspiciously. Today’s events were too fishy. Even if something had been found, they’d believe Yuanjing was framed. In the team, aside from some contact with Lin Dong, Yuanjing only interacted with Chen Jianhua and Jiang Qingshan. Who could he have offended?

“I-I have to get back to work. You guys carry on,” Wang Ling stammered, fleeing under their gazes.

Ma Lili snorted. “I bet she and Du Weiguo are involved. From now on, not only do Yuanjing and Jianhua need to be careful, but all of us in the educated youth compound should watch out. We don’t want to be raided like this again.”

If the compound had been searched today, who knows what might’ve been found? Unlike here, they couldn’t guarantee everything was clean. The thought fueled their anger toward Du Weiguo and Wang Ling.



  

    The Revolutionary Committee’s raid didn’t cause widespread panic, but it left everyone more cautious.

For instance, Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua developed a habit of checking their belongings morning and evening to ensure nothing suspicious appeared out of nowhere.

Wang Ling, terrified of being found out, was anxious for a few days. But after meeting Du Weiguo, her fears eased. He was right—without evidence, they could just deny everything. Still, both were frustrated. They’d planned it perfectly, planting the letter under the bed, so how had the search turned up nothing?

Unfortunately, such a tactic could only work once. After this incident, even a fool would know Yuanjing would be on high alert.

“There’ll be plenty of chances later. I’ll make sure you get your revenge,” Du Weiguo said menacingly. “Dare to mess with my woman? That pretty boy will get what’s coming to him!”

“I’m fine, Brother Weiguo. Don’t do anything for now,” Wang Ling replied, sensing the growing distance from the other educated youths, including Jiang Huai. She put on a considerate act for Du Weiguo’s sake. “It wouldn’t be good if this affected your future.”

Her words thrilled Du Weiguo. This was why he’d chosen her—she always had his best interests at heart. “Don’t worry, this won’t touch my prospects. Just wait until next year. I’ll take you out of this dump to the big city, and we’ll live the good life together.”

“Really? You’re too good to me, Brother Weiguo!” Wang Ling feigned shyness, but inside, she was smug. Du Weiguo might not be the best-looking, but his connections and influence were unmatched. None of the male educated youths in the team could compare. Just one word from him had brought the commune’s Revolutionary Committee running to the countryside.

With that in mind, she no longer resisted his advances. When he tentatively touched her waist and she didn’t pull away, Du Weiguo was overjoyed. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her eagerly. Wang Ling let out a soft whimper, half-resisting, half-yielding, which only fueled his excitement.

“Uncle Yuan, Uncle Yuan, that guy’s here again!” A young boy ran up to Yuanjing, tugging him down to whisper in his ear.

Yuanjing straightened up and patted the boy’s head encouragingly. “Good job, Tiedan. From now on, just tell me when that guy shows up and where he goes. Don’t follow him, got it?”

Tiedan was the youngest son of Niu Taohua’s older brother. Yuanjing had bought some candies in town, and with a few pieces, he’d enlisted Tiedan and other kids to keep tabs on Du Weiguo and Wang Ling’s movements.

“Got it, Uncle Yuan. We won’t follow him!” Tiedan promised.

“Good boy. Take these candies and share them with the others.”

“Yay!” Tiedan stuffed the candies in his pocket and ran off cheering.

Yuanjing found it amusing. In his original life, Wang Ling had never admitted to being with Du Weiguo, even until his death. And Du Weiguo hadn’t left Xiangyang Production Team to attend university, despite seeming like a shoo-in for a spot now. Yuanjing figured the Wang family must have learned Du Weiguo was here and intervened.

So, tipping off the Wang family about his whereabouts now? Yuanjing had no qualms about it.

Things were different this time. Now, when villagers teased Wang Ling about Du Weiguo, she no longer denied it, blushing coyly instead—essentially admitting their relationship.

That was for the best. It stopped unsuspecting single men in the village from eagerly helping her with fieldwork, thinking they had a chance.

Because of this, Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan were extra cautious when visiting the cowshed, reducing their trips to once a week. Zhang Heliu checked Jiang Qingshan’s leg to monitor its recovery, while Yuanjing seized the chance to ask about his accumulated questions. Naturally, Chen Jianhua knew about these visits and, far from objecting, helped cover for them.

In the provincial capital, Minister Wang didn’t act immediately after learning Du Weiguo’s whereabouts. He first sent people to verify the information. That day, his subordinates confirmed it matched the tip exactly: the Du family had sent their rotten son to the countryside to lie low and had pulled strings to secure him a worker-peasant-soldier university slot for next year. A university recommendation for someone like him, who slacked off and couldn’t handle hardship?

Minister Wang’s wife was furious, her chest aching with anger. Her nephew, such a fine young man, had both legs broken by Du Weiguo and his thugs. He was still bedridden at home, her sister-in-law’s tears nearly dry from grief. The injuries were so severe he’d have lifelong complications.

She adored her nephew, who never flaunted his connection to his uncle. Now, she almost wished he’d been a bit more arrogant with his uncle’s backing.

“The Du family’s gone too far. They think beating him up and sending him to the countryside to ‘reform’ fools anyone? One Du Weiguo isn’t worth my nephew! They’ve ruined his life, and Du Weiguo gets to roam free? Old Wang, I can’t swallow this. I want that Du boy’s legs to pay for my nephew’s!”

The Du kid casually had her nephew’s legs broken; she’d settle for nothing less than the same for him. Let’s see if the Du family would still brush it off then.

“The Du family’s indeed too much, pulling tricks right under our noses. And he hasn’t changed his ways down there—nearly harming another educated youth. Don’t worry, your nephew is my nephew too. I’ll make sure he gets justice,” Minister Wang said, agreeing with his wife. You break a pair of legs, you owe a pair. Fair’s fair.

Dragging him back to the city might lead to a tug-of-war with no real consequences. But handling it in the countryside? The Du family wouldn’t have time to react until it was too late.

The Du family thought they were clever. This time, Wang would make their cleverness backfire.

That day, Yuanjing went to the town post office to mail a package. With winter setting in, the farm where his father was located, up north, would be even colder. Yuanjing had previously sent cotton clothes and shoes. This time, he sent knee pads, a hat, and a vest made from rabbit fur he’d hunted, along with dried meat and vegetables. If possible, he’d have sent quilts too, but they were hard to mail.

The rabbit pelts were tanned by Jiang Qingshan, who’d learned the skill in the army. The knee pads, vest, and earlier cotton clothes were sewn by Aunt Guilan and Jiang Qingshan. The two pairs of cotton shoes were made by a nimble-fingered village aunt, paid by Yuanjing.

Yuanjing felt lucky to have met Jiang Qingshan. As Chen Jianhua put it, Jiang was downright “virtuous”—though Yuanjing knew better than to say that to his face.

After mailing the package, Yuanjing bought some seasonings in town and cycled back to Red Star Production Team, braving the cold wind.

Nearing the village, he spotted a figure cycling toward the educated youth compound. Yuanjing narrowed his eyes—no doubt it was Du Weiguo. The guy was still strutting around, coming to their village four or five days a week, and nobody in Xiangyang Production Team said a word.

Once the figure disappeared, Yuanjing looked away and headed to the Jiang house.

Entering the courtyard, Jiang Qingshan came out, taking the items hanging from the bike’s handlebars. Yuanjing wheeled the bike into the storage room beside the kitchen. Just then, Tiedan bounded in from outside, freezing when he saw Jiang Qingshan. He stood there politely and greeted him.

Jiang Qingshan noticed the boy’s lively eyes darting around, clearly looking for Yuanjing. He knew what Yuanjing had asked Tiedan to do and didn’t interfere. Carrying the items inside, he said, “Your Uncle Yuan will be out soon.”

“Okay!” Tiedan nodded obediently.

As Jiang Qingshan entered the house, Yuanjing emerged from the storage room. Tiedan rushed over like a little cannonball, shouting, “Uncle Yuan, the big bad guy’s here again!”

Seeing Jiang Qingshan watching from the doorway, Yuanjing patted Tiedan’s head and smiled. “It’s too cold out. Don’t play outside too long, or you’ll catch a cold.”

“Tiedan’s not afraid of the cold!” the boy declared proudly, tilting his head.

Yuanjing felt his back—sweaty from running around. Holding his hand, he said, “Come on, let’s get you some sweetened water inside.”

“Yay!” Tiedan was thrilled. Visits to Uncle Yuan always meant treats—he loved him the most.

Jiang Qingshan shook his head with a wry smile. The kid clearly went wherever the goodies were.

After giving Tiedan a cup of sweetened water, the boy sipped happily, eyes squinting with delight. With the child around, Yuanjing didn’t mention Du Weiguo to Jiang Qingshan. He assumed Du would just hang around for a bit, as usual, and return to Xiangyang Production Team without causing trouble.

But as Tiedan played, nearly dozing off on Yuanjing, the sound of a gong—“clang, clang”—rang out. Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan exchanged a glance.

“Let’s go. I’ll take Tiedan to my mom to watch. We’ll check what’s happening,” Jiang Qingshan said.

“Alright.” Yuanjing handed the sleepy, eye-rubbing Tiedan to Jiang Qingshan, who carried him to his mother’s room. They then headed outside together.

The noise had drawn many villagers out, asking each other what was going on. Someone ran up, shouting, “Hurry to the warehouse! They caught a couple—naked, tangled up together! You’ll miss it if you’re late!”

“Real or fake? Who is it?”

The crowd erupted. This was explosive news for the village. While muttering about how scandalous it was, they raced toward the warehouse, desperate not to miss the scene.

Yuanjing stood stunned, then turned to Jiang Qingshan. “It couldn’t be them, could it?”



  

    Whether it was Du Weiguo and Wang Ling would be clear once they got there.

A crowd of villagers rushed out to see the commotion, and Jiang Qingshan and Yuanjing followed toward the warehouse. On the way, they ran into Chen Jianhua and Lin Dong, who had also heard the noise and came to gawk. Chen Jianhua had been hanging out at the educated youth compound.

Jiang Qingshan mentioned something that confirmed the culprits were likely Du Weiguo and Wang Ling. It was the off-season for farming, so the Armed Forces Department had sent people down to organize military training. Jiang Qingshan knew them well, having exchanged greetings before. He was certain Minister Wang, the head of the provincial Armed Forces Department, was behind this operation.

Sure enough, something had happened—otherwise, it would’ve been too coincidental for them to be caught and cause such a stir.

Chen Jianhua and Lin Dong were clueless, purely there for the spectacle. Things were tamer in the cold weather, but in the heat of summer, people often stumbled upon couples in the haystacks or cornfields. Seasoned gossips would even lead others to those spots to spy. Usually, such incidents were hushed up—village matters stayed in the village to avoid airing dirty laundry.

Chen Jianhua, thinking himself clever, said, “It’s not Widow Jin caught fooling around again, is it? Who’s the guy? Niu Laishun or Jiang Laibao? Man, with this much fuss, their wives won’t let them off this time.”

Niu and Jiang were common surnames in Red Star Production Team. Everyone knew Niu Laishun and Jiang Laibao often messed around, but their wives never caught them with proof, so they couldn’t make a scene. This time, though, the commotion was huge. To Chen Jianhua, whoever it was, they were done for.

Seeing Chen Jianhua’s eager excitement, Yuanjing didn’t know what to say. “You’ll know when we get there.”

“Right, right, let’s hurry! Don’t want to miss the tail end of it!” Chen Jianhua, full of energy, grabbed Yuanjing’s arm and started running. Lin Dong chuckled, while Jiang Qingshan’s deep, unreadable eyes flicked to Chen Jianhua’s hand.

At the warehouse, dozens of people had already gathered. Jiang Qingshan spotted military members and two from the Armed Forces Department.

“What’s going on? What happened?” Chen Jianhua, releasing Yuanjing’s arm, dove into the crowd, eagerly asking around.

“What else could it be?” someone spat, nodding toward the warehouse. “Two shameless people—on such a cold day, they pried open the warehouse door to fool around inside. So indecent! If the military hadn’t been patrolling, no one would’ve caught them. Next time, they might’ve broken into the grain storage.”

“That bold?” Chen Jianhua feigned shock. “Who are they, prying open a warehouse door like that?”

Someone nearby gave a sly look. “Oh, it’s interesting this time. One’s a female educated youth from our team, and the other’s that guy from Xiangyang Team who’s always hanging around here. They were a bit too eager, huh?”

“Du Weiguo and Wang Ling?!” Chen Jianhua’s voice rose, genuinely stunned. He never would’ve guessed it was them.

“It’s them?” Lin Dong was equally shocked, glancing back and realizing Wang Ling wasn’t among the educated youths who’d come along. He recalled that Du Weiguo had indeed shown up today, pulling Wang Ling aside to talk. No one thought much of it, but now this?

Ma Lili, who’d also tagged along, pushed through the crowd. She saw Du Weiguo and Wang Ling tied up together, their clothes hastily thrown on, still disheveled with patches of skin exposed. A few sharp-tongued women surrounded them, either mocking Du Weiguo or pinching Wang Ling, who was curled up, sobbing hard. Du Weiguo, one leg bent, grimaced in pain, as if his leg had been struck.

Spotting Wang Ling’s coat on the ground, Ma Lili squeezed through to pick it up. “Stop gawking. Nothing to see here.”

She draped the coat over Wang Ling, who grabbed it tightly, wrapping herself up completely.

Ma Lili had initially felt a bit of schadenfreude, but seeing Wang Ling’s pitiful state, she was exasperated. With Wang Ling being pointed at and humiliated, how could Ma Lili, a fellow female educated youth, find it funny?

She turned to a military member guarding them. “They’re in a relationship. Can’t you let them go?”

“Let us go, or I’ll make you regret it! Get me to a hospital—my leg’s broken!” Du Weiguo groaned, his face pale with pain.

The military member replied, “Someone’s gone to fetch the Armed Forces comrades. We’ll decide what to do with them once they’re here. Their… affair might be big or small, but breaking into the warehouse? That’s a big deal.”

Ma Lili sighed, knowing it was beyond her control. She thanked the militia member and walked out. Those two had brought this on themselves.

Outside, Chen Jianhua still wanted to sneak in for a look, but Yuanjing held him back. It wasn’t proper for men to go in—only the village women were inside, and any man trying to enter would get an earful from them.

In that short time outside, Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan pieced together what had happened. The military men, on patrol, noticed a warehouse door had been pried open. Thinking it was grain thieves, they rushed in and swung a stick without looking, only to find a couple caught in the act.



  

    Yuanjing looked up at Jiang Qingshan upon hearing this, and Jiang Qingshan gave a slight nod. Now Yuanjing was certain—the entire incident was orchestrated by the Wang family.

Other details aside, when he heard that Du Weiguo’s leg had been broken with a stick, Yuanjing sensed something was off. He didn’t believe that with all the commotion inside, people outside wouldn’t know what was happening. How could they claim ignorance?

This was truly an eye for an eye. Du Weiguo didn’t have much room to complain, especially since they had handed their opponents this opportunity on a silver platter. Why choose to break into the warehouse of all places? Wasn’t that just giving the other side a perfect chance and leverage? Perhaps it was too cold outside, and they wanted a place sheltered from the wind.

Not long after, two armed militiamen in green uniforms arrived, guns at their sides. After confirming the identities of the two involved, they ordered their restraints removed but didn’t let them go. Besides continuing to investigate the warehouse break-in, they needed to take Du Weiguo to the hospital for his leg injury.

The commotion here soon died down. Niu Guozhu and the team’s captain followed along, as the incident had happened in their team’s territory, and it was their warehouse that had been broken into.

“Let’s go, everyone, disperse. Nothing more to see here.”

“Yeah, it’s a bit scandalous, but they’re just two young people in a relationship. They were just a bit too eager. Getting married soon would be the proper thing.”

Most of the villagers gathered outside dispersed, but in Yuanjing’s view, they’d likely find another place to continue gossiping.

Lin Dong looked around and sighed, “Jianhua, let’s go sit at your place. Comrade Jiang, is that okay?”

“Sure,” Jiang Qingshan nodded.

“Let’s go.” With something happening to the educated youth, Lin Dong, as the eldest in the youth compound, wasn’t in a good mood. The outcome of this incident was uncertain, and it might even drag down the reputation of the entire team’s educated youths.

Jiang Huai also showed up. Though he had mostly given up on Wang Ling, witnessing such a scene still hit him hard. He shook his head, declining to go to the Jiang family’s place, and instead returned to the youth compound to cool off.

In the end, only Ma Lili, Chen Lin, and Lin Dong went with Jiang Qingshan to the Jiang household. They merely sipped tea and chatted idly, avoiding the topic of Wang Ling. No matter how anxious they felt, they couldn’t predict the outcome.

As for criticizing Wang Ling, the truth was that this incident hurt the unmarried young woman the most. In an era where rumors could ruin lives, even if she ended up marrying Du Weiguo, as long as she stayed in the Red Star Production Team, no one would forget this. It would be brought up time and again, with people giving her strange looks, and some ruffians might even throw crude remarks her way.

So, Lin Dong and the others only talked briefly before leaving. When the team’s secretary and captain returned from the commune, they brought no resolution. The matter depended on how the commune handled it, and it seemed both sides were still arguing.

Niu Guozhu privately told Jiang Qingshan, “That Du kid’s leg is badly injured. He’s still in the hospital. His family’s been informed and is probably rushing here now. We’ll likely know the outcome once they arrive.”

Jiang Qingshan nodded in acknowledgment and said to his uncle, “Our team should stay out of this. Just follow whatever the higher-ups decide. The military caught them, and it’s the military handling it now.”

Niu Guozhu wasn’t foolish. When his nephew had asked him to look into Du Weiguo previously, he’d learned the Du kid had a powerful background. At the commune, he discovered Du father was an even bigger official in the provincial capital than he’d thought. Yet, despite knowing the Du family’s influence, the military wasn’t willing to let Du Weiguo off easily. This told Niu Guozhu that even the Du family couldn’t cover everything.

Yuanjing kept a low profile during this time, staying put and not wandering off. Though he didn’t leave the village, news from the commune reached him steadily through Jiang Qingshan.

The Du family arrived, but it was Du mother, not his father. She tried to cause a scene at the military office but was quickly subdued by their authority. The record of the incident at the military office wouldn’t be erased easily. She then insisted on taking her son back to the provincial capital for treatment, arguing that the small commune hospital might not only fail to heal his leg but could make it worse.

In the end, Du mother forcibly took him away. As for Wang Ling, she didn’t fare well either. It was said that Du mother slapped her several times upon meeting her, swelling her face. Parents who overly dote on their children often share the same mindset: if their child goes astray, it’s not their fault but someone else’s influence.

In Du mother’s eyes, Wang Ling had seduced her son, leading to his leg being broken. To her, Wang Ling was a vixen who’d caused all this harm. Yet, she wouldn’t let Wang Ling off either—she took her along, forcing her to stay by her son’s side to care for him.

Yuanjing thought to himself, Wang Ling had been taken away, leaving the Red Star Production Team. Was this what she’d wanted all along? Probably not in this way.



  

    Du Weiguo and Wang Ling were taken to the provincial capital. Yuanjing no longer cared about how the Du and Wang families tore into each other. Even if the Du family came out on top, both the family and Du Weiguo himself would be significantly weakened, unable to cause trouble as they once did. They might even have forgotten about the male educated youth named Ji Yuanjing in the Red Star Production Team.

Without those two breathing the same air, Yuanjing felt much more at ease.

As for the educated youth compound, though they initially worried that Wang Ling’s incident might affect the entire team’s youth, ten days to half a month passed without any repercussions, and everyone relaxed. They’d heard rumors that the Du family was powerful, and Wang Ling, taken by them, would likely have a better life than staying in the Red Star Production Team. Why should they worry about her?

Thus, the atmosphere in the youth compound lightened. They realized that without Wang Ling, their relationships improved significantly, and they didn’t miss her presence. Perhaps only Jiang Huai occasionally thought of the girl he once held dear, while the others were eager to forget her.

The few unmarried men in the village who used to vie for Wang Ling’s favor stopped pursuing her after her scandal. Two of them had already followed their parents’ advice to meet potential matches and might hold weddings by the end of the year or early next.

Yuanjing received another letter from his father, who had gotten the cotton clothes and rabbit fur vest Yuanjing sent. Though the letter chided him for spending recklessly, it was clear his father was in good spirits, which naturally eased his health.

It had been raining for days. Though the temperature wasn’t as low as in the north, the damp cold was uncomfortable. Chen Jianhua, wrapped in a thick cotton coat, sat by Yuanjing’s side, wishing he could bundle himself in a quilt. “When will this damned rain stop?”

Niu Guilan had set up a charcoal brazier early for warmth, and everyone gathered around it. She smiled, “The weather here’s always like this. From the looks of it, it’ll probably snow tomorrow or the day after. Once the snow falls, the sun might come out. You’re new here, so you’re not used to it.”

Snow? Chen Jianhua shuddered at the thought. Even sleeping at night, the bedding felt damp.

Snow? Yuanjing glanced at the gray sky outside. Was it already that time? In his original body’s memories, a woman in the village had nearly died in childbirth during bad weather, unable to reach the hospital. They had called on Old Zhang to save her, treating a dead horse as if it were alive.

It seemed the event was approaching. Yuanjing didn’t plan to intervene, as it could improve Old Zhang and his group’s situation.

Sure enough, it snowed that night, but the snow melted upon hitting the ground. After two or three days of rain, the ground was a muddy mess. Niu Guilan found two saltwater bottles, filled them with hot water, and gave them to Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua to warm their bedding. Chen Jianhua finally felt alive again, and Yuanjing thanked Aunt Guilan. Though his physical condition had improved with exercise, his body’s foundation was still weak, and he wasn’t faring much better than Chen Jianhua, wrapped in a green military coat lent by Jiang Qingshan.

Both were from the capital and had seen plenty of heavy snow, so they had no interest in this light snow and burrowed into bed early.

The snow stopped the following evening after falling for a day and a night, leaving only a thin layer. By the third day, though the snow and rain had ceased, conditions didn’t improve. The temperature dropped, freezing the accumulated water and melted snow. Village adults kept children from running around outside, as a slip could lead to a fall.

In such weather, work was impossible. The Jiang family gathered around the brazier. Yuanjing read a book, Jiang Qingshan roasted peanuts and chestnuts in the fire, sharing them with the others, while Chen Jianhua dozed off by the warmth.

A knock came at the door. “Qingshan, Guilan, it’s me!”

Jiang Qingshan opened the door. “Auntie, what’s wrong? Did something happen?”

It was Aunt A Fen, Niu Guozhu’s wife, looking anxious. “Your uncle asked you to check with Old Doctor Zhang at the cowshed. Youhe’s wife is having a difficult birth, and with this weather, we can’t get her to the hospital. Even if we tried, it’d be too late…”

Before she finished, Jiang Qingshan understood. “I’ll go now. Auntie, head back first. I’ll bring someone over soon.”

“Okay, okay, don’t rush.”

As Jiang Qingshan left, he told his mother, “Mom, I’m stepping out.”

Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua exchanged glances. They couldn’t help with this. Niu Guilan grew anxious and explained to them, “Youhe’s family lives near your uncle’s. Youhe’s just two years older than Qingshan. This is his wife’s first child, waited years for it, and now it’s a difficult birth. I need to go check.”

“Auntie, we’ll come with you,” Yuanjing offered.

“Yes, good, good.”

They covered the brazier’s coals with ash, locked the door, and headed out. When they arrived, Aunt A Fen was comforting another woman around her age, likely Niu Youhe’s mother.

Painful cries came from the eastern room, sending shivers through Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua. A man squatting with his head in his hands jumped up at the sound and tried to rush into the room but was held back.



  

    “You shouldn’t have come. You’re not married yet. Go back,” Aunt Guilan said, noticing the two young men were shaken and urging them to leave.

“No need. We’ll stay outside and keep watch,” Yuanjing waved her off, looking toward the yard. “Auntie, Brother Jiang’s here. He brought Old Zhang.”

“Good, good, they’re here,” Niu Guilan said, reassured. She viewed Zhang Heliu as a miracle doctor, confident he could handle anything, even childbirth. Not only had he treated her son’s leg, but her own eyesight had improved after taking a few doses of his prescribed medicine.

“Old Doctor Zhang is here!” someone in the yard shouted.

Niu Youhe’s family rushed out to greet Zhang Heliu, treating him like a savior. Youhe nearly knelt before him. Zhang Heliu wasted no words, saying, “I’ll go in and check, but you should still prepare to send her to the hospital if needed.”

“Yes, please, Old Doctor, come in.”

Zhang Heliu brought his gold needles and emergency medicine and entered the delivery room. After half an hour, he emerged, sweating despite the cold. “It’s under control now. It’s up to the midwife.”

Another half hour passed, and Zhang Heliu stayed, ready to step in if needed. Finally, the baby’s first cry rang out from the room. Youhe’s parents smiled with relief, thanking heaven and Zhang Heliu. Youhe stumbled, nearly falling, then rushed to see his wife and newborn.

“Mother and child are safe. Don’t worry. You really owe thanks to Old Doctor Zhang. Without him, it could’ve been bad.”

Youhe’s family finally relaxed, turning to thank Zhang Heliu again. He waved it off, happy to have helped the mother. “Once they’ve cleaned up inside, I’ll check her pulse again. If all’s well, I’ll head back.”

“Thank you, thank you! You’re our family’s savior.” Before Zhang Heliu arrived, the midwife had warned that if the baby couldn’t be delivered, both mother and child were at risk—a potential tragedy. Calling him a savior was no exaggeration.

Youhe’s mother went inside and gathered ten eggs, half a jin of sugar, and two jin of fine white flour, placing them in a basket as a token of gratitude. Zhang Heliu hesitated but accepted. He and the other three elderly in the cowshed could use the supplies, as they couldn’t rely solely on Jiang Qingshan and Yuanjing’s help.

Noticing the villagers’ gazes were no longer wary, Zhang Heliu felt glad about treating patients. It might improve the situation for the four in the cowshed. They didn’t need the villagers’ warmth—too much friendliness could reach the Revolutionary Committee’s ears. They just wanted to stop being treated as class enemies.

Jiang Qingshan and Yuanjing escorted Zhang Heliu back, with Chen Jianhua tagging along eagerly. In the past, villagers would have gossiped about them associating with Zhang Heliu. Now, it seemed normal. After all, the team secretary had asked his nephew to fetch Zhang, so escorting him back was natural. Future interactions wouldn’t raise eyebrows.

Zhang Heliu cautioned Jiang Qingshan and Yuanjing, “Don’t visit the cowshed too often. Come by every few nights.”

Yuanjing replied, “Don’t worry, Old Zhang. We’ll be careful.”

Zhang Heliu nodded, satisfied. Halfway back, he sent them off, carrying the basket. The contents would help sustain the four elderly.

At Youhe’s home, the midwife shared how Zhang had saved the day with acupuncture, a rare skill. Word spread across the brigade, centered on Youhe’s family. Villagers took note: for headaches or ailments, they could consult Zhang instead of trekking to the hospital, saving money and effort.

Half a month later, an elderly villager sought Zhang Heliu for chronic leg pain. Plasters no longer worked, and the cold, damp weather left him nearly immobile, unable to sleep from the pain.

Zhang Heliu took his pulse and prescribed a remedy, but lacked herbs. The family gathered the ingredients, which weren’t costly, and sent them to Zhang, who prepared the ointment. It worked quickly—within two days, the man could move and sleep well. As he walked around the village, word of Zhang Heliu’s skill spread, drawing more patients with leg pain.

Villagers visiting the cowshed for treatment brought food, even just a couple of eggs, a marked improvement. Youhe, during his wife’s postpartum recovery, brought his brothers to reinforce a drafty wall at the cowshed and delivered a large bundle of firewood from the mountain.



  

    Without Du Weiguo and Wang Ling, life in the Red Star Production Team passed quickly. In a blink, it was 1975, nearing the day when the original host of Yuanjing’s body was fated to meet disaster.

Wang Ling had left the educated youth compound, and two new youths arrived. Over time, they adapted to rural life, causing no further trouble.

After Zhang Heliu showcased his medical skills, Niu Guozhu spread word that the old doctor had treated his nephew’s leg, providing a reason for Jiang Qingshan’s eventual full recovery. Over the past two years, Jiang Qingshan often brought firewood or food to the cowshed—not openly, but not secretly either. To the villagers, this seemed normal.

Gradually, they noticed Jiang Qingshan’s limp fading. When asked, he said his leg was much better, further proving Zhang’s skill. City hospitals had deemed his leg beyond repair, forcing his return to the village. Zhang’s ability surpassed those urban doctors.

When Niu Youhe’s wife had a difficult birth, Zhang saved her, though her health suffered. Youhe later sought Zhang’s medicine to help her recover, and recently, she conceived again.

Over two years, Zhang Heliu confirmed Jiang Qingshan’s leg had fully healed, as good as before his injury.

Yuanjing regretted losing a practice partner but was happy for Jiang Qingshan’s recovery. That day, while hunting in the mountains, Yuanjing asked, “When are you planning to return to the army?”

He knew Jiang Qingshan stayed in contact with his superiors. Tao Yongguo, who visited occasionally, valued Jiang Qingshan not only for their friendship but because Jiang Qingshan had saved his life.

They hunted frequently as the date of the original host’s death loomed. Yuanjing aimed to clear mountain hazards, hoping to avoid the calamity.

Jiang Qingshan glanced at him, lowering his voice. “You want me to go back?”

Yuanjing smiled. “What’s that supposed to mean? If it were up to me, I’d want you to stay here with me and Jianhua. But I know your ambitions and dreams lie with the army, not here. Even if you stayed, would I remain in the Red Star Production Team forever? I wouldn’t hold you back for my own selfish reasons.”

Jiang Qingshan wished Yuanjing would ask him to stay but knew it was unrealistic. Over two years, Yuanjing treated him like a brother and confidant. Jiang Qingshan guarded a line he dared not cross, knowing the catastrophic consequences for both if he did.

He couldn’t ruin Yuanjing or his family, so he’d been cautious. Hearing Yuanjing mention leaving, Jiang Qingshan’s voice grew hoarse. After a cough, he said, “You want to leave the team and return to the city? Need my help?”

“No, don’t worry about me. Policies will change in a few years. We won’t stay in the countryside forever. I’ve been studying, waiting for that chance. Our country will need talent for reconstruction—every industry. These current conditions won’t last.”

Jiang Qingshan had heard rumors too. Though unsure when things would change, he believed that day would come. Perhaps, outside the village, he and Yuanjing could interact more freely.

Looking at Yuanjing, he said, “Alright, I’ll wait for that day. When you leave the team and return to the city openly, I’ll come pick you up.”

Yuanjing chuckled. “I don’t even know which city I’ll go to, or where you’ll be. You’re that confident you’ll have time to pick me up?”

“Of course. I’ll definitely come. Once I’m back in the army, I’ll write to you.”

“Great, I’ll write back.”

They made a promise. On the day the original host was fated to die, Tao Yongguo arrived at the Red Star Production Team to take Jiang Qingshan back to the army.

That day, Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan were working together, while Chen Jianhua was with Ma Lili. Their relationship was heating up, and wedding plans might soon follow. The work site wasn’t at the mountain’s base. Yuanjing recalled they’d cleared the wild boar herd from the nearby hills, sensing the crisis might pass quietly.

“Qingshan, Comrade Tao’s here to take you back to the army. Come quick!” Niu Guozhu shouted excitedly from afar. Soldiers were highly respected, and he was thrilled his nephew’s leg had healed, allowing his return.

Yuanjing, sweating in the fields, froze at the words, then looked at Jiang Qingshan. In that moment, he felt reluctant, less detached than he’d thought.

Jiang Qingshan met his gaze. Their eyes locked, and Yuanjing shook off his sentimentality first, smiling and extending his hand. “Congrats, Brother Jiang.”

Jiang Qingshan stared for seconds before gripping Yuanjing’s hand tightly, mud and sweat mingling, refusing to let go. “Thank you, Yuanjing.” He allowed himself this moment of indulgence. Though they could write, who knew when they’d meet again? Would Yuanjing remember him? Would he find someone else?

The thoughts pained him, urging him to etch Yuanjing’s features into his memory.

Yuanjing, equally reluctant, saw Jiang Qingshan’s expression and knew he felt the same. He hugged him, patting his back. “This is good news. I’ll wait for your updates at the Jiangs’ and look after Aunt Guilan. Maybe in two years, I’ll leave too.”

Jiang Qingshan took a deep breath, as if to capture Yuanjing’s essence. Despite his reluctance, he knew he had to let go to spare Yuanjing discomfort.

With difficulty, he released Yuanjing, stepped back, and nodded firmly. “Good!”

Villagers approached, congratulating Jiang Qingshan, pushing Yuanjing aside. Jiang Qingshan glanced at him while talking, and Yuanjing smiled back from the crowd.

Tao Yongguo arrived, and the village youth escorted Jiang Qingshan home to pack and leave with Tao.

Chen Jianhua, with Ma Lili, rushed to the Jiangs’ upon hearing the news. They, Yuanjing, and Aunt Guilan helped pack Jiang Qingshan’s things, mostly ready due to prior phone coordination.

Niu Guilan was overjoyed. Her son didn’t need to farm despite his injury, staying only to care for her. Now, he could return to the army. She wept with joy.

“Don’t worry about me. My eyes are better, and I can work. Your uncle and aunt will look after me, along with Xiao Ji, Xiao Chen, and our relatives. I’ll be fine.”

After packing, many villagers spontaneously saw Jiang Qingshan and Tao Yongguo off at the village entrance. Even Zhang Heliu and the other three elderly, informed, came to bid farewell from a distance. They were happy for Jiang Qingshan—a fine young man wasted if not in the army. Over two years, they’d grown fond of him and were glad for his future.

Jiang Qingshan waved to them, having said goodbye earlier.

Tao Yongguo’s car waited at the entrance. He took Jiang Qingshan’s luggage, stowing it while Jiang Qingshan said farewells.

Jiang Qingshan, eyes red, rubbed Yuanjing’s head, then steeled himself, got into the car, and waved as it drove off.

As the car vanished, Yuanjing’s nose stung. Having survived an apocalypse, he thought he’d grown cold, but now he fought tears.

“Damn, too sentimental. Brother Jiang’s off to a bright future, not gone forever,” Chen Jianhua said.

“Pah! Watch your mouth!” Ma Lili smacked him for jinxing. Chen Jianhua, realizing his mistake, spat to undo it.

Yuanjing blinked back tears. “Jiang’s gone, but life goes on. Let’s see if we’re working today. If not, we’ll keep Aunt Guilan company.”

“I’ll come too,” Ma Lili offered.

The sadness of parting faded after days. Then Yuanjing realized the original host’s deadly fate had passed silently—no wild boars, no beasts, nothing.

He didn’t know if the original fate was tied to Du Weiguo, but with the crisis averted, he relaxed. Next, he’d continue studying medicine with Old Zhang and await the college entrance exam in two years—the best chance for educated youth to leave the countryside.

A week later, Tiedan ran over, waving letters. “Uncle Ji, Uncle Qingshan sent a letter! Tiedan’s delivering it!”

Tiedan held letters for his grandpa and great-aunt, eager to deliver Yuanjing’s. He looked up, seeking praise. “Uncle Ji, letter!”

Yuanjing saw “Ji Yuanjing” written neatly yet forcefully on the envelope, feeling a mix of warmth and joy. He patted Tiedan’s head. “Thanks, Tiedan.”

“No thanks needed, Uncle Ji,” Tiedan replied shyly, politely.

“Go play.” Yuanjing patted his head again, and Tiedan scampered off.

Yuanjing meant to read the letter by the field, but instead pocketed it, eager to finish work and read it carefully, wondering what Jiang Qingshan’s first letter would say.



  

    With Jiang Qingshan gone, Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua continued living at the Jiang household. The villagers didn’t object; they felt reassured. Niu Guilan was getting older, and having two young men around meant someone could look after her.

Niu Guilan had been assigned the task of gathering pig fodder and returned early. Seeing Yuanjing, she smiled, “Qingshan wrote back, and there’s a letter for you, Xiao Ji. That boy Tiedan was eager to deliver it.”

Yuanjing grinned, “I got it. Tiedan’s a good kid.”

“Xiao Ji, go wash up. I’ll make dinner, so it’s ready when Xiao Chen’s back.” Since they started sharing meals, even after Jiang Qingshan left, they hadn’t split up. Niu Guilan knew the two young men weren’t skilled cooks, and she had time on her hands.

Besides cooking, the two took care of most other household chores.

“Alright.” Yuanjing returned to his room, opening the letter with a touch of excitement.

It began with “Dear Comrade Yuanjing,” making him smile. How did Jiang Qingshan write such words with his stern face? His father’s letters always started with “Dear Son,” so it didn’t seem odd.

The letter detailed Jiang Qingshan’s return to the army. He rejoined training the day after reporting, a monotonous yet familiar routine. Influenced by Yuanjing, he hoped to study in his spare time. With only a junior high education, interactions with Yuanjing and Old Zhang made him feel his shortcomings.

Yuanjing approved. He didn’t look down on Jiang Qingshan’s education—era and circumstances shaped it—but studying in his free time would aid his army promotions.

“Before returning, I often missed training with comrades. Now, back in the army, I keep recalling hunting with you in the mountains. I wonder when we’ll meet again. Even just talking together makes time fly.”

Yuanjing felt the same. The more time he spent with Jiang Qingshan, the more compatible they seemed. Just talking, or even sitting quietly together, brought peace, and time slipped away.

The letter ended with “Your Qingshan.” Yuanjing’s face warmed, but before he could process the feeling, Chen Jianhua burst in. “It’s so hot! It’s September, and still scorching. Yuanjing, Lin Dong and the others invited me to swim in the river. Wanna come?”

“Sure, let’s go. Tell Auntie—she’s already cooking dinner.”

“Got it!” Chen Jianhua dashed out.

Yuanjing folded the letter, tucked it into the envelope with his father’s, grabbed a towel, and joined Chen Jianhua to head to the river, hoping to catch shrimp or fish for soup.

In the army, Jiang Qingshan, sweaty from training, walked to the dorm. Tao Yongguo caught up. “Not bad, Qingshan. You handled that intense training. Ready for missions with me soon?”

Jiang Qingshan smiled faintly. “I told you I’m fully recovered. You guys worry too much.”

Tao Yongguo, now convinced, walked backward, eyeing him. “That old doctor in your village is impressive. The doctors who diagnosed you were no slouches, yet you still had issues. By the way, I told my dad to look into it. It’s a waste for such a skilled doctor to be stuck in your village’s cowshed.”

Jiang Qingshan nodded, stunned. “It’d be good if he could leave sooner. The conditions there are rough, and Old Zhang and the others aren’t young.”

Though Yuanjing couldn’t learn from Old Zhang if he left, Jiang Qingshan believed Yuanjing would agree it was best for Zhang to leave the cowshed.

Even if Zhang returned to the city, Yuanjing could correspond with him. Jiang Qingshan noticed Zhang growing fond of Yuanjing, perhaps wanting him as a disciple but hesitating due to his own situation, fearing it might drag Yuanjing down.

They chatted while walking to the mailroom. Jiang Qingshan asked the clerk, “Any letters for me?”

“Haha, here you go again, Jiang Qingshan. Did you get married back home? Always checking for letters from your wife. Good news—there’s one today, so you can stop pestering me.” The clerk teased, handing over the letter.

Jiang Qingshan’s lips curved as he took it carefully. “Thanks.”

He didn’t clarify whether he was married or who sent it. Others didn’t know, but Tao Yongguo, stunned, watched him obsess over the envelope. He punched Jiang Qingshan’s arm. “When did you get a wife? Or did you find someone before leaving?”

Jiang Qingshan glanced at him. “No one.”

“Then whose letter is it? You’re acting like it’s from your wife.”

His eyes lit up. “You’ve met him—Ji Yuanjing, the educated youth at my place.”

Tao Yongguo knew Yuanjing. Few forgot his refined, almost aristocratic appearance. From Jiang Qingshan, he learned Yuanjing was tough, hunting boars and farming skillfully.

But was Jiang Qingshan’s behavior normal? Tao Yongguo pulled him. “You treat Ji Yuanjing like he’s your wife. Won’t your future wife get jealous?”

Jiang Qingshan’s smile faded. He looked at Tao Yongguo seriously. “She won’t.” Then he strode off.

Tao Yongguo, confused, wondered if he meant no jealousy or something else. Having seen more than Jiang Qingshan, he couldn’t help but overthink, then dismissed it.

Yuanjing’s reply didn’t start with “Dear” but simply “Brother Jiang,” slightly disappointing Jiang Qingshan, though he was thrilled to get a prompt response.

The signature was just “Yuanjing.” Jiang Qingshan pictured a shy Yuanjing, deciding he liked him regardless.

The two-page letter took him half an hour to read, savoring every word. If Tao Yongguo hadn’t urged him to the cafeteria before it closed, he might’ve reread it.

From then on, Yuanjing had a new task: writing to Jiang Qingshan. Chen Jianhua, busy with Ma Lili, didn’t mind not writing himself, only asking Yuanjing to pass on greetings. So, Yuanjing ended letters with, “Jianhua says hi to Brother Jiang.”

By year’s end, Zhang Heliu’s rehabilitation order arrived, with a car to take him to the capital. Even Zhang was stunned, reluctant to leave the three elderly companions in the cowshed.

He Jingdong felt the same but urged, “At our age, why get sentimental? Why stay and suffer? If you miss us, see if you can get us out, but don’t risk yourself and end up back here.”

The Wang couple added, “He’s right. Take care of yourself first. Thanks to you, our lives are better. The villagers won’t mistreat us. Xiao Ji’s reliable—what’s to worry about?”

He Jingdong continued, “They want your medical skills. That’s what you’ve always wanted, not rotting in this village. We’ll meet again.”

“Alright, take care. I’ll ask Xiao Ji to look after you.”

He Jingdong laughed. “You’ve wanted to take Xiao Ji as a disciple. Why not now? He and Xiao Jiang are good kids.”

Zhang Heliu didn’t dare agree, unsure of what awaited him, but he’d continue teaching. He entrusted the three to Yuanjing and Niu Guozhu, waved, and left in the car.

Villagers marveled, noting that skilled people, though temporarily down, always rose. A special car to the capital meant a good life. They appreciated Zhang’s help but regretted losing an affordable doctor.

Zhang’s departure stirred the educated youth. Every one dreamed of returning to the city, but hope was dim. Zhang’s return sparked thoughts: could they have that chance?

Chen Jianhua, usually carefree, grew pensive. His relationship with Ma Lili was close to marriage. Staying in the Red Star Team was fine if returning was unlikely, but if they could? He was from Beijing, she from Shanghai—how could they stay together? It was a real dilemma.



  

    Chen Jianhua paced around the room twice, noticing Ji Yuanjing still engrossed in a book.

He stopped and asked, “Yuanjing, aren’t you tempted? Don’t you want to return to the city?”

Only then did Ji Yuanjing put down his book, casting him a glance. “Whether I’m tempted or not, will it change the situation? Will it help you figure out a way to get back to the city? Will the outcome be any different?”

Chen Jianhua deflated instantly, squatting beside Yuanjing and banging his head lightly against a stool. “Then what do we do?”

This time, Yuanjing set the book down completely and looked at Chen Jianhua. “Your current state isn’t helping. But I don’t think it’s entirely hopeless.”

Chen Jianhua’s head shot up, his eyes gleaming. “What opportunity?”

Yuanjing pointed to the book on the table. “There’s a saying: ‘In books, you’ll find beauty like jade.’ Let’s keep it simple. Haven’t you noticed a trend from Old Zhang’s situation? The country is placing more and more value on talented people. Talented people don’t just appear out of thin air—they’re cultivated in university classrooms. In the next few years, the college entrance exam will definitely be reinstated. If you seize that chance and get into university, won’t it be easy to leave the countryside and return to the city? As for you and Ma Lili, if you both get into the same university or universities in the same area, staying together will be just as simple.”

“Is that for real?” Chen Jianhua asked skeptically. There wasn’t the slightest hint of the college entrance exam being reinstated. Could Yuanjing’s words be trusted?

Yuanjing gave him a disdainful look. “The current situation can’t last forever. The country won’t stay poor indefinitely. To build itself up, it needs talent. I estimate it’ll happen within two or three years. So instead of fretting, make the most of this time. When the moment comes, give it your all. Whether you rise above depends on you. Even if you’re not thinking of yourself, think about your future kids, right?”

Yuanjing knew the college entrance exam would be restored one day, though he couldn’t recall the exact year or month. The plot details he remembered shifted to the perspective of the Zheng family in Beijing after the original body’s death, with no specific mention of the year. But by the 1980s, Zheng Hua attending university was commonplace, though university students were still highly valued back then.

So, while he couldn’t pinpoint the exact time, it was bound to happen within two or three years.

Chen Jianhua scratched his face. “You make a lot of sense. I’m not as sharp as you, and I don’t think that far ahead. But I’ll listen to you, the smart one. Whatever you say, I’ll do. I’ll go tell Lili this good news. Don’t worry, I know to keep it quiet.”

Chen Jianhua regained his energy and darted out like a monkey. Yuanjing was speechless. Listening to the “smart one”? Chen Jianhua was just lazy—too lazy to use his brain.

Ma Lili was indeed troubled. Chen Jianhua wasn’t a bad guy, and she was quite satisfied with him. If they were stuck in the countryside forever, she’d let go of other ideas and settle down with him. But if they could return to the city? One in the south, one in the north—it wouldn’t be easy to stay together.

After Chen Jianhua relayed Ji Yuanjing’s words, Ma Lili came to confirm with Yuanjing herself. Yuanjing repeated the same reasoning he’d given Chen Jianhua, without pressuring them to believe him.

After thinking it over for days, Ma Lili made a deal with Chen Jianhua: they’d keep dating for now, and if the college entrance exam was reinstated and they both got into universities in the same area, they’d get married immediately.

Yuanjing thought it was a good plan. Ma Lili was far more rational than Chen Jianhua. This was planning for their long-term future, not just chasing short-term gains. In his opinion, Chen Jianhua was lucky to have Ma Lili. If they ended up together, Ma Lili had the ability to make their life prosperous.

From then on, whenever she had free time, Ma Lili treated the Jiang household as a study base, borrowing books and leaving them at Chen Jianhua’s place. Her frequent visits didn’t raise suspicions in the village or among the educated youth, as everyone knew she and Chen Jianhua were dating.

With Ma Lili dangling a carrot in front of him, Chen Jianhua, who wasn’t fond of books, forced himself to study diligently, as if whipped from behind.

After winter set in, Yuanjing took leave from the team to visit his father at Beihai Farm. The original body’s fated death had passed, and as expected, his father hadn’t passed away as in the original plot. Still, Yuanjing wasn’t entirely at ease about his father’s health. He needed to see him in person to feel reassured. Since his medical skills had earned Old Zhang’s approval, this trip was also a chance to check on his father’s condition and start any necessary treatment.

Travel in those days was inconvenient. The round trip took Yuanjing ten days, with only two days spent with his father. Seeing his father’s situation broke Yuanjing’s heart. His father kept saying conditions had improved, but Yuanjing knew better—without a sudden major blow, his father’s health wouldn’t deteriorate so quickly.

After thoroughly examining his father, Yuanjing corresponded with Old Zhang to finalize a treatment plan. He gathered the necessary herbs, made them into medicinal packets, and sent them to the farm. If conditions allowed, his father could brew them properly; otherwise, he could steep them like tea. Consistent use would gradually improve his health.

During the visit, Yuanjing mentioned he’d studied under an old Chinese medicine doctor who’d been transferred to Beijing. This delighted his father, who was glad his son hadn’t given up despite being sent to the countryside and believed his studies would pay off someday.

Yuanjing never told his father the truth about Zheng Hua’s origins. That would have to wait until his father was exonerated and left the farm, as Yuanjing wasn’t sure if he could handle the shock.

Everything was moving in a positive direction.



  

    In the blink of an eye, it was 1977. Yuanjing had specially acquired a nanmu wooden box to store Jiang Qingshan’s letters, which now stacked thicker than those from his father. Yuanjing grew increasingly accustomed to exchanging ideas with Jiang Qingshan through their correspondence.

Chen Jianhua was a trustworthy friend, but Jiang Qingshan’s place in Yuanjing’s heart grew heavier, surpassing that of a trusted friend or brother. Yuanjing couldn’t find words to describe their bond. If this were the apocalypse, they’d be comrades who’d entrust their backs to each other—when one was in danger, the other would risk everything to save them.

Though Yuanjing knew this was only his first transmigrated life and he’d experience other worlds later, he felt that in this life, Jiang Qingshan—and only Jiang Qingshan—would be his closest friend. As long as Jiang Qingshan needed him, Yuanjing would stay by his side until the end of this life.

“System, will I live until old age in this world? I won’t have to leave early after completing my task, right?” For the first time, Yuanjing asked the system in his mind.

After a long wait, as if the system had been idle too long and needed time to reboot, Yuanjing finally heard a “beep.”

“Hello, Host. The Host can spend points to exchange for a puppet. The puppet can replicate everything about the Host and live out the Host’s life in this world until old age. Of course, the Host can also choose to stay.”

“Will the length of my stay in these worlds affect where I land when I return to my own world?”

“No, it has no impact.”

“Thank you, System.”

“You’re welcome,” the system replied dryly. “Does the Host have any other questions?”

“Not for now.”

The system went silent again. Yuanjing pinched his fingers, telling himself he was reluctant to waste points. So, he’d live until old age, right? He wanted to see with his own eyes how far Jiang Qingshan would go.

Besides the thick stack of letters, the box held scattered small items: a bullet casing Jiang Qingshan had sent, left from his shooting practice; a leaf Jiang Qingshan found unique during a mission, thinking Yuanjing would like it, so he pressed it in a book and mailed it; and several medals Jiang Qingshan earned for his merits, all sent to Yuanjing. In just two years, quite a collection had accumulated.

“Yuanjing, Yuanjing, come out quick! Great news!”

Frantic footsteps and an ecstatic voice echoed outside. Yuanjing hurriedly locked the box, pocketing the key. It was an instinctive move—he didn’t want anyone seeing the box’s secrets.

As he stepped out of the room, Chen Jianhua and Lin Dong burst through the main hall’s door, their faces flushed, eyes sparkling. Though it was cool in October, both were sweating profusely.

Seeing Yuanjing, Chen Jianhua shouted, “Huge news, Yuanjing! The college entrance exam is really back! It’s happening in December!”

“Yeah, we rushed back as soon as we heard to share the news with you and the others,” Lin Dong said, first excited, then covering his eyes with one hand, his voice choking. “We can really take the exam. We didn’t wait in vain, Yuanjing. Thank you.”

Lin Dong had spent more time with them, so over time, he’d learned about their study sessions. They’d brought him into the fold, and now, hearing this news, Lin Dong was immensely grateful to Yuanjing. He’d prepared in advance and believed he could outperform others, giving him a strong chance of getting into university.

This was his tenth year at the Red Star Production Team. As part of the old third cohort, he’d waited ten years for this day. Even this tough older brother couldn’t hold back tears.

Nearing thirty, he’d almost given up, nearly settling down in the countryside. Thankfully, he’d held on.

Chen Jianhua and Yuanjing patted his shoulder, no words needed. Lin Dong didn’t need consoling.

The educated youth at the youth courtyard were much like Lin Dong—some cried, some laughed. Lin Dong’s private studying had become known among them. Some had joined him, while others dismissed it. Now, there were those overjoyed and those filled with regret, scrambling to borrow books and start reviewing.

The team’s captain and Party secretary strongly supported the educated youth and eligible villagers in preparing for the exam. Hadn’t Old Zhang been called back to the city? Old He and the Wang couple had also been rehabilitated and returned this year. Studying offered a future—securing a stable job in the city and eating the state’s grain.

Niu Guilan also supported Yuanjing and Chen Jianhua’s studies, taking on many household chores. Her health had improved greatly, thanks to Yuanjing. Over the past two years, their quality of life hadn’t declined but had gotten better. To her, these two educated youth, especially Yuanjing, were impeccable—like another son.

Old Zhang sent review materials from Beijing, urging Yuanjing to study hard and join him there after passing the exam.

The Zheng family, however, remained silent, not sending a single letter in half a year.



  

    Two months of intense review passed quickly, and Yuanjing and the others were ready to enter the exam hall with their admission tickets in hand.

Jiang Qingshan had eagerly written back, urging Yuanjing not to be nervous. Given Yuanjing’s consistent studying, the exam should be a breeze. But during those two exam days, Qingshan was like a hyperactive child, unable to sit still, restless with anxiety.

Tao Yongguo, noticing his odd behavior, asked what was wrong. Qingshan answered honestly, “Yuanjing’s taking the college entrance exam these two days. I wonder how he’s doing.”

Tao Yongguo rolled his eyes, regretting he’d asked. Qingshan’s nervous demeanor could easily be misunderstood, yet the guy never bothered to explain. As a result, their comrades assumed Qingshan had a “little wife” back home, which put an end to their old superior’s attempts to set him up with someone.

The long-unfamiliar school and classroom left Lin Dong and the others both excited and nervous. The cold, gloomy weather didn’t help—Lin Dong and Chen Jianhua were so tense they moved stiffly, almost in sync.

Yuanjing laughed, “Let’s go, time to enter the exam hall. We’re well-prepared. If we can’t pass, how many others could?”

“Right!” Chen Jianhua clenched his fist. “Lili, into the exam hall we go. We’ll definitely pass!”

Ma Lili didn’t have the heart to dampen his spirits and nodded. “Yes, we’ll pass.”

They were fighting for their future together. Ma Lili had seen Chen Jianhua’s efforts over this time. If she missed out on him, she might never find a better man.

When the bell rang, the examinees from the Red Star Production Team entered the exam hall. After the first session, they were touched to see Niu Guozhu and Niu Guilan waiting outside with hot soup for them. It boosted their determination for the remaining exams.

After two days of exams, Niu Guozhu drove everyone back to the Red Star Production Team. Yuanjing rested for a day before volunteering as the team’s medic. By now, the villagers knew he’d studied under Zhang Heliu, and his medical skills had earned Old Zhang’s approval.

Once the first person sought his help, others followed. While awaiting exam results and admission notices, Yuanjing earned the title “Little Doctor Ji,” a testament to the villagers’ trust in his skills.

Yuanjing treated it as practice. He’d studied theory for so long without hands-on experience, and now the opportunity was perfect.

That year, everyone felt relaxed. Educated youths who weren’t confident about the exam shed their burdens. If they didn’t pass this time, they’d try again. They refused to believe they couldn’t succeed. Even if there were ways to return to the city now, they’d only be workers. Passing the exam meant a university degree and a state-assigned job in the future.

Right after the New Year, the results came out. Niu Guozhu returned from the commune thrilled, rushing to his sister’s house to tell Ji Yuanjing he’d scored first in the province—a top scholar, guaranteed to be a university student. The team’s examinees had done well overall, with several likely to become university students, bringing pride to him as the Party secretary.

He’d copied down the results, and other examinees hurried to check them. Some were elated, others disappointed, but the disappointed quickly rallied, ready to try again.

Those like Chen Jianhua and Lin Dong, who’d studied with Yuanjing early on, scored well. Barring any surprises, their admission notices were certain.

Yuanjing’s notice arrived first, delivered personally by the postman.

“Educated Youth Ji, it’s the admission notice from Beijing Medical University. Congratulations!”

“Thank you.” Yuanjing smiled as he took the notice. He’d applied for Western medicine at Beijing Medical University after discussing it with Old Zhang. Having studied Chinese medicine under him, Yuanjing didn’t want to spend university time on it again. He aimed to combine Chinese and Western medicine, believing that as long as it cured illnesses, the method didn’t matter.

If Yuanjing’s learning ability were average, Zhang Heliu might have objected. But at the Red Star Production Team, he’d seen Yuanjing’s remarkable aptitude. Since Yuanjing had his own ideas, Zhang, as his mentor—though their master-disciple relationship wasn’t yet formalized—supported him. When the admission notice arrived, Zhang urged Yuanjing to pack and head to Beijing.

Jiang Qingshan was equally thrilled. When Yuanjing called, Qingshan’s lips stayed curled in a smile all day, his eyes shining brightly. He bragged to Tao Yongguo with smug delight.

But Tao, who understood Qingshan’s feelings, thought to himself: the more outstanding Ji Yuanjing became, the harder it would be for Qingshan’s hopes to come true. Would a young man with a bright future be willing to maintain a hidden relationship with Qingshan?

“When Yuanjing arrives in Beijing, I’ll drive to pick him up,” Qingshan said, eager to see him. They’d been apart for over two years, and he hadn’t returned once. Now, stationed with Tao Yongguo in the Beijing suburbs, meeting would be much easier.

“I’ll go too,” Tao said.

“Why?” Qingshan asked, displeased.

“Heh, you think Yuanjing’s coming alone? No one else is traveling with him?” Tao laughed at Qingshan’s naivety.

Qingshan realized he was right and didn’t stop Tao from joining. After all, Tao had met Yuanjing several times and wasn’t a stranger.



  

    Yuanjing wasn’t traveling alone—his companions were none other than Chen Jianhua and Ma Lili, now officially married. They’d already gotten their marriage certificate and were both admitted to universities in Beijing. This trip to the capital was not only for school registration but also for Chen Jianhua to introduce his new wife to his parents.

At first, Ma Lili was confident, but as they neared Beijing, she grew nervous. What kind of people were her in-laws? Were they easy to get along with? Would they disapprove of her somewhat bold personality?

“Will anyone from your family come to pick us up?” Ma Lili asked anxiously.

Chen Jianhua shrugged casually. “Probably not. They’re either working or taking care of kids. But I know Beijing like the back of my hand—no way I’ll get you lost.”

Ma Lili breathed a sigh of relief but felt a twinge of disappointment, shooting him a glare.

Yuanjing chuckled to himself, shaking his head. He was confident Ma Lili could make a good life anywhere. Back when she first arrived at the production team, she was a delicate girl from Shanghai, yet she’d toughened up to adapt to rural life.

He smiled and said, “Brother Jiang will meet us at the train station, so no worries about no one picking us up.”

“Huh? Brother Jiang? He’s in Beijing? How didn’t I know?” Chen Jianhua exclaimed, delighted.

“You were too busy getting married and hosting dinners to care about anything else,” Yuanjing teased.

“Fine, fine. Anyway, Brother Jiang writes to you all the time, so it’s great he’s coming to pick us up.”

After getting off the train and following the crowd out of the station, they scanned the area and spotted someone pushing against the flow toward them, calling, “Yuanjing—over here—”

“Brother Jiang, I’m here!” Seeing Jiang Qingshan again, Yuanjing happily went to meet him.

Qingshan had arrived early at the exit. Among the throng of people, his eyes locked onto Yuanjing instantly—he always stood out. After more than two years apart, Yuanjing seemed even more striking.

Reaching Yuanjing’s side, Qingshan’s world narrowed to just him. He wanted nothing more than to pull him into a fierce embrace, to meld him into his very bones, but he restrained himself. Still, his gaze burned with the longing of over two years.

“Haha, Brother Jiang, it’s really you!” Chen Jianhua leapt forward, throwing himself at Qingshan. Caught off guard, Qingshan nearly flung him away instinctively, only stopping himself at the last moment. Seeing it was Chen Jianhua, he gritted his teeth, plotting to give the guy a thrashing later.

“You got into a Beijing university too?” Qingshan asked, still grinding his teeth.

“Yeah, I’m back in Beijing! Look, this is my wife—she got into a Beijing school too. You didn’t know, Brother Jiang?” Chen Jianhua boasted, pulling Ma Lili forward to show her off.

“Did you write to tell me?” Qingshan shot back.

Chen Jianhua scratched his head, laughing. “Forgot, forgot. I thought Yuanjing might’ve mentioned it in his letters.”

“Sorry, I forgot too,” Yuanjing said, amused by Chen Jianhua.

“Qingshan, finally found you! You slipped away like a ghost. Good thing I recognize Educated Youth Ji. Hello, I’m Tao Yongguo—remember me?” Tao Yongguo pushed through the crowd, sweating in the chilly weather, and greeted Yuanjing with a smile.

He couldn’t help but marvel inwardly. No wonder Qingshan was so smitten. Yuanjing was truly favored by fate. Years in the countryside hadn’t worn him down; instead, he’d matured into someone even more eye-catching, not at all like someone who’d toiled in the fields.

“Of course I remember. Just call me Yuanjing from now on, Comrade Tao.”

“Alright, then call me Yongguo like Qingshan does—or Brother Yongguo works too.” Tao reached for Yuanjing’s luggage. “The car’s parked outside, waiting for you.”

“Just Yongguo, or Tao Yongguo,” Qingshan corrected immediately, blocking the “brother” talk. “I’ll carry Yuanjing’s stuff. You help Jianhua and them—they’re no strangers.”

“Haha, we won’t stand on ceremony then. Thanks, Brother Tao!” Chen Jianhua shamelessly handed Ma Lili’s luggage over.

Tao Yongguo laughed, took the bags, and led Chen Jianhua and Ma Lili toward the exit, giving Qingshan and Yuanjing space to talk.

Qingshan looked at Yuanjing softly. “You’ve grown a few centimeters, haven’t you? You used to reach my chin, now you’re up to my nose.”

“Really? I thought so too—my old pants were too short. Before we left, Auntie made me two new pairs. By the way, I tried convincing Auntie to come to Beijing with us, but she wouldn’t. Brother Jiang, you should talk to her too. I’m worried about her staying there alone. Oh, and any progress on the housing situation?”

Qingshan also felt uneasy about his mother staying in the village, even with her brother’s family looking after her. “Once we’re settled here, I’ll try persuading her. By the way, Yuanjing, do you want to visit home? And about your father—Yongguo checked, and he should be able to return soon.”



  

    “I’ll deal with home later. They’re not exactly eager to have me back.” Otherwise, they wouldn’t have gone so long without writing, not even asking if he took the college entrance exam or wanted to return to the city. “As for my dad, thank Brother Tao for me,” Yuanjing said.

Hearing Yuanjing speak so calmly about his family, Jiang Qingshan felt a pang of sympathy. Yuanjing hadn’t hidden the truth about the Zheng family and his mother. That family was utterly despicable.

The deepest wound came from his own mother, who reported his father and lied that his younger brother was Yuanjing’s full sibling. Such shamelessness—if Yuanjing hadn’t seen through it, he and his father would’ve been deceived into serving the Zheng family like oxen.

Better not to go back. With the improving situation, the Zheng family’s good days were likely numbered.

At the parking lot, they loaded the luggage into the trunk. As Tao Yongguo moved toward the front passenger seat, Jiang Qingshan swiftly pulled him back, opened the door, and said to Yuanjing, “Yuanjing, you sit here. Yongguo, you squeeze in the back with Jianhua and them.”

Tao Yongguo could hardly look at his friend. Was this what they called forgetting your buddies for a pretty face?

Chen Jianhua cheerfully ushered Ma Lili into the back seat, laughing, “I knew Brother Jiang and Yuanjing would have the most to talk about. Brother Tao, come squeeze with us. Let them catch up in the front—they haven’t seen each other in over two years.”

Poor naive kid, Tao Yongguo thought, silently pitying the oblivious Chen Jianhua. He moved to the other side and crammed in with them.

Jiang Qingshan first drove them to a restaurant for a meal. After days on the train, they surely hadn’t eaten or rested well. After filling up, he dropped Chen Jianhua and Ma Lili at the Chen family’s home, handing them an address before they got out. They’d arrived early, with a few days before school started. If things didn’t go well at home, they could stay with Yuanjing at the address provided by Tao Yongguo.

Ma Lili took it gratefully, thanking Yuanjing and the others. It might come in handy—she was still uneasy, a feeling Chen Jianhua couldn’t fully grasp.

The car made another loop, finally stopping in front of a small courtyard house. It had belonged to Tao Yongguo’s late mother, and he rarely stayed there. For Jiang Qingshan’s friends, he’d had it cleaned specially. Yuanjing thought it was nice.

“Yuanjing, are you in a rush for a place? If not, I can take my time looking. With many people being rehabilitated lately, confiscated houses are mostly being returned. If you’re not in a hurry, I can find you a good one. Some places have been trashed over the years,” Tao Yongguo said.

“No rush. Take your time, Brother Tao. I can stay in the dorms once school starts,” Yuanjing replied.

Tao Yongguo winked at Jiang Qingshan. If Yuanjing was staying in the dorms, there was little he could do to help. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to create opportunities for them. Jiang Qingshan glared, tempted to kick him.

True to his friendship, Tao Yongguo dropped them off, chatted briefly, and left. His family was in Beijing, so he had to visit home. Before going, he told Jiang Qingshan to take Yuanjing sightseeing in the next two days before school started.

After Tao left, Yuanjing grinned. “Did Brother Tao forget I’m from Beijing too? If we go out, I might end up leading you. But let’s rest tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll visit Old Zhang first.”

Jiang Qingshan chuckled, realizing Tao had overlooked that. He nodded, “That’s proper. I’ll go with you tomorrow. Should we bring gifts? I’ll handle it. You’ve been on the train for days—you must be exhausted. Wash up and rest. I’ll call you for dinner.”

Yuanjing didn’t object, letting Qingshan decide on gifts. He’d brought some processed medicinal herbs, the most heartfelt present. The train had been tiring, so after cleaning up, he collapsed on the bed and fell asleep.

Before leaving, Jiang Qingshan quietly entered Yuanjing’s room, gazing greedily at his sleeping face for a while before tiptoeing out.

Unbeknownst to him, the moment he left, Yuanjing’s eyes snapped open, fully alert, staring thoughtfully at the door.

This vigilance was honed in the apocalypse. Without it, he wouldn’t have survived until the zombies besieged the city—he’d have died at the hands of scheming humans first.

Yuanjing’s eyes twinkled with amusement. He rolled over, facing inward, and fell back asleep instantly.

When he woke, the familiar aroma of food filled the air. Yuanjing sniffed. While Auntie Guilan’s cooking was better than his or Chen Jianhua’s, it paled compared to Jiang Qingshan’s. Guilan’s dishes were simple farm fare, but Qingshan had picked up skills in the army, creating dishes vibrant in color, aroma, and taste. Over the two years Qingshan was away, Chen Jianhua had mentioned his cooking fondly several times.

Before Qingshan could call him, Yuanjing got up, dressed, and followed the scent to the kitchen. Peeking in, he saw Qingshan wielding a spatula, stir-frying. Sensing movement, Qingshan glanced back and smiled. “Yuanjing, you’re up. Go brush your teeth and wash your face—dinner’s almost ready.”

Yuanjing stepped inside, eyeing the finished dishes, especially a plate of braised pork that looked particularly appetizing. He grabbed a piece, popped it into his mouth, and grinned. “I’ve missed your cooking, Brother Jiang. While you’re here, you’ve gotta treat me to a few more meals.”

Qingshan’s smile deepened. “Alright, I’ll cook for you whenever I’m free.”



  

    Jiang Qingshan felt deeply grateful that he’d learned to cook and had picked up new recipes over the past two years. His efforts weren’t in vain—if this could keep Yuanjing close, it was well worth it.

After brushing his teeth and washing his face, Yuanjing eagerly sat down to eat. Jiang Qingshan served him a bowl of soup to settle his stomach, noting that eating greasy food right after waking wasn’t good. Yuanjing didn’t object, following Qingshan’s lead without complaint.

Just as they took their first bites, a knock came at the front gate. They exchanged a glance.

“Probably not Brother Tao. Could it be Jianhua and them?” Yuanjing wondered.

“Keep eating. I’ll check,” Jiang Qingshan said, mildly annoyed at the interruption of his pleasant moment feeding Yuanjing.

Opening the door, he found Chen Jianhua and Ma Lili standing there, looking anxious. Seeing Qingshan, they lit up as if he were their savior. “I was worried we got the wrong place! Brother Jiang, you’re here—great! Is Yuanjing around? We’re crashing with you guys,” Chen Jianhua said.

“What’s going on?” Qingshan noticed they’d brought all their luggage.

Chen Jianhua wiped his face. “It’s a long story. Lili’s had a rough time because of me.”

Ma Lili didn’t badmouth her in-laws—having Chen Jianhua on her side was enough. She explained, “Their place is small, and they couldn’t make room for us. Rather than stay in a guesthouse, we figured we’d come to you.”

“Come in,” Qingshan said, his face devoid of a smile, though that was typical for him, so they didn’t find it odd.

The aroma of food hit them as they entered, and Chen Jianhua’s eyes sparkled. “Brother Jiang, we didn’t come at the perfect time, did we? You’re just starting dinner! Lili, put down the bags and wash your hands. I’m telling you, Brother Jiang’s cooking is the best.”

Qingshan’s expression darkened further. Yuanjing waved from the doorway, handing Qingshan his chopsticks. “Quick, while Jianhua’s washing up, eat a bit more. You cooked for ages—don’t let him steal it all.”

Qingshan’s brows lifted slightly. Yuanjing really cared about him. Pulling Yuanjing back to the dining room, he swiftly piled Yuanjing’s bowl with his favorite dishes and the best pieces before Chen Jianhua could return. The bowl soon resembled a small mountain.

Chen Jianhua walked in, yelping at the sight and rushing to the table. Yuanjing quickly grabbed a few pieces for Qingshan too. Qingshan’s lips curved into a smile as he urged Yuanjing, “Eat fast, don’t wait for them.”

Ma Lili paused at the doorway. Was it okay to be so blatant? But Chen Jianhua, ever considerate, was already piling food into her bowl. She quietly joined them at the table.

Everyone dug in with gusto, and Ma Lili ate heartily, her earlier frustrations at her in-laws fading away.

Stuffed, they sipped tea brewed by Qingshan to chat and digest. Qingshan cleaned the kitchen and washed dishes, waving off Ma Lili’s offer to help. Her eyes gleamed—Jiang Qingshan was a true modern man. Chen Jianhua wasn’t quite at his level yet; he’d need more training.

During the chat, Chen Jianhua opened up about his family. After years away, his parents might have missed him at first, but once his older brother married and they had grandchildren, their focus shifted. Their small home was now occupied by his nephew and niece. His mother couldn’t bear to displace them, figuring her youngest son would soon leave for school anyway, so why make a fuss? A guesthouse would do for a couple of days.

Honestly, Chen Jianhua’s heart sank hearing this. Returning home, he felt like an outsider, unable to fit in. He could understand his parents’ position, but for Lili, a new daughter-in-law, to not even have a place for one night? Unacceptable.

Unwilling to let his wife suffer, Chen Jianhua, in a huff, skipped dinner at home and brought Ma Lili straight to Yuanjing.

“Yuanjing, how do people change so fast? My parents are like this, my brother too. I’m not surprised my sister-in-law has her own thoughts, but my brother just stood by, not saying a word to keep us. Back when I was sent to the countryside, his eyes were red, and he secretly gave me money and grain coupons,” Chen Jianhua vented. In the countryside, he’d constantly dreamed of returning to the city, to his family. Now that he was back, he felt like he didn’t belong.

Ma Lili wasn’t too upset. She saw it as a silver lining—her sister-in-law was wary of them coming back to claim a share of the house, but Ma Lili didn’t care about the Chen family’s meager possessions. This ensured Chen Jianhua’s heart would stay with her.

“By the way, Yuanjing, aren’t you going home? How’s your family? Are they like mine?” Chen Jianhua asked, seeking solidarity.

Yuanjing’s smile was cool. “It’s been almost a year since we’ve exchanged letters. I’ll deal with it later. Once my dad’s back, I’ll live with him—no need to go to the Zhengs.”

Chen Jianhua then recalled Yuanjing’s situation was far more complicated than his own, making his own troubles seem trivial.



  

    The next day, Zhang Heliu and Ji Yuanjing formally established their master-disciple relationship. Zhang, who also taught part-time at Beijing Medical University, assured Yuanjing that with his protection, no one would dare bully his young disciple. He set a schedule, warning Yuanjing to prepare mentally—his tasks would be heavy. Besides schoolwork, Zhang would seize every moment to pass on his lifetime of knowledge.

Yuanjing didn’t mind. Once Brother Jiang returned to the army, his life would revolve around studying anyway.

As for his mission and the Zheng family, Yuanjing realized he didn’t need to actively seek revenge. As long as he and his father were around, the Zhengs could never get what they wanted—they were already on the losing side.

After two days of sightseeing, it was time for Yuanjing, Chen Jianhua, and Ma Lili to start school. Chen Jianhua didn’t need Jiang Qingshan’s help—he first dropped Ma Lili off at Beijing Normal University, then headed to the University of Technology.

Jiang Qingshan drove Yuanjing to Beijing Medical University, handling all the registration procedures and helping set up his dorm bed. Yuanjing chose the top bunk. When Qingshan climbed down, the blanket was folded into a perfect, military-style tofu block, the sheets smoothed without a single wrinkle.

Seeing Yuanjing’s look, Qingshan realized he’d brought his army habits into play. Before he could explain, Yuanjing grinned. “Looks great. Too bad I won’t keep it this neat once you’re gone, Brother Jiang.”

“No worries, make it comfortable for yourself,” Qingshan said. “Let’s check out the cafeteria. While I’m here, I’ll buy you extra meal vouchers. Don’t skimp on food when I’m not around.” In the army, Qingshan had few expenses. He planned to send half his monthly allowance to his mother and give the rest to Yuanjing. Unlike at the Red Star Production Team, where Yuanjing could hunt or gather herbs to trade, he’d have no time for that while studying in the city.

When they left, Yuanjing’s dormmates arrived and, seeing his impeccably made bed, assumed their new roommate was a soldier.

As Yuanjing started school, Qingshan returned to the army, unable to stay in Beijing to look after him.

Yuanjing’s busy academic life began, and his relationships with his dormmates were cordial but distant. Everyone was seizing this hard-earned opportunity to catch up on lost time, rarely in the dorm except to sleep. To his dormmates, Yuanjing’s most striking trait was his exceptional good looks, outshining even the female students.

It wasn’t until someone from outside came looking for Yuanjing that he recalled Tao Yongguo’s parting words. Tao had entrusted a friend in Beijing to help find a house, promising to notify Yuanjing with any updates.

This friend, Pan Jianjun, was even more enthusiastic upon meeting Yuanjing in person. Dealing with someone like him—a university student able to buy a house at such a time—was no loss. Pan knew the value of networking with promising people.

Pan Jianjun showed Yuanjing two properties, both courtyard houses as Yuanjing had requested. He loved their spacious, tranquil charm amidst the city’s bustle. Knowing their value would skyrocket in the future, he was determined to buy one while they were affordable. If he had enough money, he’d have bought both.

Yuanjing decisively purchased the tidier courtyard house, paid for it, and asked Pan Jianjun to arrange repairs to make it livable. Pan, instructed by Tao Yongguo to look after Yuanjing, agreed readily.

Over his years at the Red Star Production Team, Yuanjing had saved nearly a thousand yuan—not enough for the house and renovations. But before leaving, Jiang Qingshan had given him his savings. Yuanjing accepted with a smile, noting that Qingshan had contributed to the house. They could invite Auntie Guilan to live there too.

After entrusting the house to Pan Jianjun, Yuanjing didn’t follow up. Two months into school, June arrived. Besides occasional visits from Chen Jianhua and Ma Lili, Yuanjing had little social life, throwing himself fully into his studies with astonishing progress.

“Ji Yuanjing, someone’s looking for you outside,” a classmate called out after class, as Yuanjing was still mulling over the lecture.

“Thanks.” Assuming it was Chen Jianhua and Ma Lili, Yuanjing packed his books and strolled out leisurely.

Outside, he froze. Standing there was an older man with neatly combed gray hair and clean clothes—none other than his father, who should’ve been at Beihai Farm. He was nervously peering toward the classroom.

Having experienced fatherly love and eager to return it, Yuanjing’s heart surged with excitement. He hurried over. “Dad, when did you get back? Why didn’t you tell me so I could pick you up? Where are you staying? How long have you been here?”

Father Ji spotted his son, now taller and more impressive than him. His eyes reddened as he reached to pat Yuanjing’s head but only touched his arm, voice trembling. “Good, good boy. I knew you were busy with classes and didn’t want to disturb you. I thought I’d settle in first and surprise you, Xiao Jing.”

“Dad,” Yuanjing said, half-laughing, half-exasperated, “this is some surprise. Let’s go home now.”

“Yes, home. Let’s go home,” Father Ji said, voice choking. His greatest fear these years was never reuniting with his son. Now, the worst was over. He could resume teaching, and his son was at Beijing Medical University, a disciple of the esteemed Zhang Heliu. His future was bright, and Father Ji could rest easy.

Tao Yongguo had left Yuanjing a used bicycle. Yuanjing put his books in the basket and rode with his father toward the school gates.

Only then did he ask where his father was staying.

“It’s our old house—the state returned it to me. I’ve tidied it up enough to live in. I’ll get it properly fixed later. Don’t worry, Yuanjing. I have money now—the state compensated me for years of back pay,” Father Ji said happily, wiping tears from his eyes as he sat behind Yuanjing. Once, he’d cycled with his son; now, his son carried him.

Yuanjing remembered their old home—a two-story house with a courtyard. It was likely in worse shape than his newly bought courtyard house, which should be nearly renovated. He decided to check the old house first. If it was too run-down, he’d convince his father to move to the courtyard house.

Back at their old home, the house was indeed worse for wear, blackened by years of smoke from multiple families living there. It barely resembled the home in Yuanjing’s memory. Father Ji led him inside by the hand. The furnishings were sparse, but Yuanjing’s room had been carefully prepared with a new bed, furniture, and bedding. Yuanjing’s nose stung with emotion.

“Dad, can I stay a few days? It’s a waste to put everything in my room. Also, I had someone buy a courtyard house—it’s been under repair for months and should be ready. Want to check it out? You can still decorate my room there,” Yuanjing added quickly, worried his father might feel down.

Father Ji beamed, thrilled at his son’s capability. “Great, let’s go see it. But Yuanjing, do you have enough money? Here, take mine—I don’t need much.” He went to his room, grabbed a passbook, and pressed it into Yuanjing’s hands. To him, all his money was for his son. As for his other son, whom he’d never met or corresponded with, there was no bond. His fatherly love was entirely for Yuanjing.

Yuanjing tried to refuse but eventually accepted, thinking he’d invest in more properties. They appreciated fastest and would secure his father’s future. If the money stayed with Father Ji, the Zhengs might trick it away, claiming they’d raised his other son all these years.

The Zhengs were shameless enough to demand support money.

Father and son eagerly visited the courtyard house, which was nearly complete. Pan Jianjun rushed over upon hearing Yuanjing was coming, warmly greeting Father Ji as “Uncle Ji.”

“The main and secondary bedrooms are ready—renovated first, so they’re fully aired out. Uncle’s back just in time to move in,” Pan said.

Yuanjing, grateful for Pan’s efficiency, said, “Dad, what do you think? Your health’s been poor these years, and the old house isn’t good for recovery. Let’s move here.”

Father Ji nodded happily, untroubled by any sense of loss. His son was being filial, and since he was back, he didn’t want to be apart from him. If he stayed in the old house, Yuanjing would worry and might insist on living there too, dragging his son into hardship.

“Alright, I’ll listen to you, Yuanjing. You say live here, so we’ll live here. There’s still time to buy some things to settle in,” Father Ji said.

So, father and son went shopping. Pan Jianjun stayed, helping as their porter. Thankfully, Father Ji’s back pay and vouchers made buying easier. After several trips, the new home began to feel like home. They returned to the old house to move some new items over, and the two officially settled into the courtyard house.

Waking up in the new house, Father Ji almost couldn’t believe it. He’d never slept so comfortably. In high spirits, he got up to make breakfast for his son.

Truth be told, Father Ji wasn’t much of a cook. Breakfast was simple rice porridge, paired with soy milk and fried dough sticks he bought. The two enjoyed a hearty meal.

After breakfast, Yuanjing chatted with his father, checking his pulse to assess his health. He planned to take him to his master soon for a thorough check-up and treatment. The pills sent to the farm had only addressed surface issues.

Father Ji cooperated, letting his son check his pulse, then asked, “Yuanjing, what about your mother?”



  

    Yuanjing paused, not answering immediately, and focused on checking his father’s pulse. His father’s health needed serious care to ensure a long life. Moving forward, Yuanjing would have to monitor his diet and ensure proper nutrition.

Seeing his son fall silent, Father Ji didn’t press further. He waited until Yuanjing finished checking his pulse before asking softly, “Yuanjing, has she been unkind to you? I’ve long had a feeling. In all the letters you sent me from the countryside, you never once mentioned your mother or brother. I guessed your days with the Zheng family weren’t easy, and your mother probably didn’t look after you.”

Yuanjing met his father’s gaze, seeing deep guilt in his eyes. Father Ji felt he’d failed his eldest son the most. His younger son and ex-wife had likely blended into the Zheng family, leaving Yuanjing as the outsider. Stuck at the farm, he couldn’t even see his son, pinning his hopes on his ex-wife to at least care for their biological child.

To say he had deep feelings for his ex-wife would be a lie. They’d met twice, decided they could live together, and got married. Without surprises, they’d have lived respectfully together, like countless generations before. But surprises came. He didn’t resent her remarriage—raising one child while pregnant with another was too much for a woman to bear alone.

Yuanjing sighed inwardly. He’d never known how to broach the subject, but since his father brought it up, it spared him the trouble.

Holding his father’s weathered, calloused hands—once hands that held a pen—Yuanjing felt a pang of heartache. “Dad, I’ve been wanting to find a time to tell you about that side of things, to clear up any misunderstandings. Since I was sent to the countryside, it’s been five years. In that time, I received fewer than ten letters. The last one came in March last year, when Zheng Hai’s second child was born. They wrote to remind me, their ‘uncle,’ to send gift money. That’s when they remembered I existed. I sent back five yuan, and that was the last contact.”

Father Ji’s hands trembled with anger. “How could she? Doesn’t she worry about you struggling or eating poorly in the countryside? How could she be so heartless?”

This was his biological son.

“Dad, don’t get upset,” Yuanjing said. “I’m not telling you this to make you angry. Honestly, it’s fine this way. I return as much affection as they give me. I don’t feel bad about it. I just don’t want you to get worked up, or I won’t dare tell you the rest.”

Father Ji took several deep breaths, suppressing his anger. “Yuanjing, go ahead. I’m not upset.”

Yuanjing smiled. His father was clearly still indignant, standing up for him.

“Dad, I’m worried what I say next might upset you even more. But keeping you in the dark isn’t fair to you.” Yuanjing was concerned. Now that his father was back, some truths needed to come to light. Hiding them would cause greater harm.

Father Ji hurriedly said, “I’m not upset, Yuanjing. Seeing you doing well makes me happier than anything.”

“Don’t you think about my brother?” Yuanjing probed.

Father Ji looked puzzled. “I’ve never met your brother. To say I have deep feelings for him would be a lie.”

Not even a fraction compared to his eldest son. Sometimes, Father Ji wondered if he was too partial or cold-hearted.

“That’s good, Dad. Brace yourself. I suspect Zheng Hua, the second son my mother had, might not be my full brother.”

Yuanjing watched his father closely as he spoke, with emergency medicine and acupuncture needles ready in case the shock was too much.

Father Ji froze, as if struck by lightning. Not his son? That meant what? His ex-wife had betrayed him and was involved with someone else before their divorce, even while he was in trouble?

“Dad, who would’ve known about our family’s overseas ties back then?” Yuanjing prompted softly.

Father Ji’s eyes slowly focused on his son, filled with shock and dawning realization. “You’re saying it was your mother?”

He’d avoided this thought. Back then, such situations were common—someone could’ve known about the Ji family’s history, and any excuse could be used to target him. He’d just been unlucky.

Now, learning his ex-wife might have informed on him, had an affair before their divorce, and was pregnant with another man’s child to cover her tracks—it wasn’t impossible. By pushing him to cut ties, she could remarry the child’s father without anyone suspecting her.

Otherwise, if the truth came out, her reputation would be ruined, and she might’ve faced public condemnation or worse.

Father Ji rubbed his face wearily, giving a bitter smile. “I’m not angry, Yuanjing. But do you have proof Zheng Hua isn’t my son?”

“I have a way, just haven’t had the chance yet.”

“Tell me.”

Yuanjing had long considered how to prove Zheng Hua was a Zheng, not a Ji. DNA testing didn’t exist yet and wouldn’t for years. Even if he proposed it, it’d take time to develop. Blood typing was the answer.

“Blood types. Yours, Mom’s, mine, Zheng Hua’s, and his father’s. Parents’ blood types affect their children’s.”

Father Ji gripped his son’s hand, unwilling to dodge the issue. He needed to know what happened back then, to clear any doubts about Yuanjing’s mother. Otherwise, it would remain a knot in their hearts.

“Yuanjing, let’s test. I want answers. If it’s inconvenient, I’ll figure it out.” His years of hardship had changed him—he was no longer a lofty scholar. If needed, he’d play hardball. Getting blood samples wasn’t difficult.

“Dad, you don’t need to do it yourself. Remember Pan Jianjun? He’s like a local snake here. Leave it to him—it’s easier and less suspicious than us doing it.”

Father Ji smiled, patting his son’s head. “Alright, I’ll stay out of it.”

Yuanjing leaned into his father’s hand, savoring the peaceful moment.

This revelation stopped Father Ji from wanting to see the boy. Though he felt less for him than Yuanjing, he’d thought he owed the child, never having met him. But if he wasn’t his son, there was no debt to speak of.

Yuanjing tested himself and his father first—both Type A. Through Pan Jianjun’s help, they quickly got results: his mother, Shen Huijuan, was Type O, while Zheng Hua was Type B, matching Zheng Dali.

Showing the results to his father, Yuanjing saw he was prepared. Father Ji had spent days recalling suspicious details from the time of his troubles, and this was the second shoe dropping. He even felt a sense of relief.

Betrayal or not, he didn’t care anymore. His heart was with Yuanjing. The younger son he’d thought was his was a vague concept. Now, no one would come between him and Yuanjing.

He had no desire to see his ex-wife’s family. But Yuanjing and Shen Huijuan were still mother and son—they couldn’t avoid each other forever.

“Yuanjing, how about I talk to your mother and clear things up? We can’t let her and the Zhengs keep fooling us, treating us like fools.” He’d left some money when he departed, and friends who knew them both confirmed Yuanjing’s tough years at the Zhengs, especially with his domineering stepbrother.

He wanted to use this to hold Shen Huijuan accountable, preventing her from manipulating Yuanjing with their mother-son bond.

“This…” Yuanjing hesitated, worried his father would get hurt.

Father Ji smiled. “Don’t think I’m too fragile. Your mother and I just got by together. This is something elders should handle—kids shouldn’t have to take the lead.”

A father should shield his son. He’d let Yuanjing care for him for years; now it was his turn to do something for his son.

Yuanjing agreed his father’s involvement would resolve things easier. As Shen Huijuan’s son, he was naturally constrained by her, but his father could keep her at bay.

“Alright, but don’t push yourself, Dad. I’m not that fragile either.”

“Okay, okay,” Father Ji said, eyes reddening again.

Father Ji was resting at home, set to resume teaching and research after the summer. With more time than Yuanjing, he could handle the Zheng matter. Yuanjing asked Pan Jianjun to keep an eye on his father, to send him to a hospital or notify Yuanjing if anything seemed off.

Two days later, Father Ji wore a white shirt his son bought him, his newly dyed hair making him look much younger. He didn’t want to appear weak. He wanted to tell Shen Huijuan he was back, doing well, and Yuanjing was thriving with him.

At the Zheng household, Zheng Hua returned from school for lunch, wincing as he bumped a wound. Zheng’s father doted on him for his good grades, outshining his older brother. But with the eldest securing a stable job through connections, and Zheng Hua likely to become a university student, the Zhengs’ future looked bright.

Shen Huijuan, unsettled for days, whispered to her husband, “Should we burn some incense secretly? Things have been off. You got hit by a bike and cut, Xiao Hua was beaten on the street, and I fell while shopping—all three of us bled.”



  

    Zheng’s father glared at Shen Huijuan. “Don’t talk nonsense. It’s just a coincidence, nothing more.”

He didn’t believe in superstitions. If he did, he wouldn’t have done things over the years that risked bad karma. His life had only gotten better, and he was proudest of winning over the wife of a university professor—a feat for someone from his poor, lowly roots.

With the current situation turning unfavorable, Zheng’s father had started to pull back. With the wealth he’d amassed, he could live comfortably going forward.

“Stop scaring yourself. Xiao Hua’s back—hurry and serve him lunch. He needs a nap before afternoon classes,” Zheng’s father urged Shen Huijuan.

“Got it, coming,” she replied. She adored Zheng Hua, her first child with Zheng’s father. The stepson seemed respectful on the surface, but she knew he was wary of her. Fortunately, Ji Yuanjing had kept him in check before, and now she’d secured her place in the family.

As she served the rice, Ji Yuanjing’s image flashed through her mind but was quickly dismissed. To her, after years in the countryside, Yuanjing was probably no different from a rural farmer. Marrying and settling down there would be fine—there was no place for him in the Zheng family.

She didn’t see herself as a cruel mother. Besides Yuanjing, she had a son and daughter who were still young, and she had to plan for their future.

As for Father Ji? She’d long assumed he was dead.

“Xiao Hua, washed your hands? Come eat, then take a nap,” Shen Huijuan called.

“Coming!” Zheng Hua emerged from his room. He resembled Shen Huijuan closely. Born seven months after her marriage to Zheng’s father, she’d claimed he was Father Ji’s child. People might speculate privately, but no one openly disputed it, and they even praised Zheng’s father for accepting her two children from her previous marriage, especially his kindness toward Zheng Hua.

As for Ji Yuanjing, sent to the countryside years ago, people had gradually forgotten him, assuming he’d settled there and wouldn’t return.

Father Ji, Ji Changlin, watched Zheng Hua enter the Zheng family’s alley. It was his first time seeing him, but he recognized him instantly—Zheng Hua looked so much like Shen Huijuan. Without Yuanjing’s blood type results, Ji Changlin might have believed this was his other son.

Ji Changlin was patient. After seeing Zheng Hua enter the Zheng house, he went to a nearby diner for lunch. Afterward, he returned to the alley entrance, sat on a stone slab, and waited with a newspaper. Only when Zheng Hua and the Zhengs’ young daughter left for school and Zheng’s father went to work did he fold the paper and walk slowly toward the Zheng house.

That day, the eldest Zheng son’s wife was visiting her parents with their child, leaving Shen Huijuan alone. Taking advantage of the sunny weather, she was airing out household items. As she opened a box and spread out clothes, she looked up and saw a man at the door.

Startled by the unexpected visitor, Shen Huijuan didn’t recognize him. Shading her eyes from the sun, she squinted and asked, “Who are you looking for? This is the Zheng house.”

Ji Changlin felt a moment of disorientation. Undoubtedly, he was still handsome, and Shen Huijuan, who hadn’t suffered much hardship, retained her charm despite her age. She looked a decade younger than him, fresh from the farm. No wonder she didn’t immediately recognize the ex-husband she’d lived with for years.

“Shen Huijuan, it’s me, Ji Changlin. I’m back,” he said, regaining his composure. “Where’s my son, Yuanjing?”

The name “Ji Changlin” hit her like a thunderbolt. She’d thought of him as dead at noon, yet here he was by afternoon.

Guilt surged as she recalled her past actions. Forcing herself to stay composed, she studied him. Though older, his features confirmed it was indeed her ex-husband, back alive from the farm.

Shen Huijuan brushed off invisible dust, approached with a forced smile, and said, “Old Ji, when did you get back? Why didn’t you send word? I’d have had Old Zheng pick you up. Do you have a place to stay? If not…”

She glanced around the Zheng house, feigning difficulty, implying there was no room for him, hoping he’d decline.

Ji Changlin felt a chill. In the past, he wouldn’t have seen through her act, but now, knowing her true nature, her pretense was full of flaws.

“No need. The state returned my house. I have a place to stay. Where’s Yuanjing?”



  

    “Yuanjing?” Shen Huijuan invited Ji Changlin to sit under the grapevine in the courtyard, then went to brew a pot of tea to entertain her guest, all while thinking of ways to brush him off.

Without a receiving unit, Ji Changlin couldn’t possibly bring Ji Yuanjing back, could he? Sitting across from him, she put on a troubled expression. “Old Ji, I won’t hide it from you. Five years ago, Yuanjing was sent to the countryside for re-education. It was national policy—Old Zheng and I had no choice but to let him go. Now that policies are loosening, I’ve asked Old Zheng to find a way to bring Yuanjing back. It’s great that you’re back now.”

The more Ji Changlin listened, the more he saw through her pretense. Thinking of Yuanjing living with this woman and Zheng Dali for years, ostracized and mistreated, his heart ached. It was his blindness to her true nature that had caused his son’s suffering.

He pressed on, “I heard you gave me another son. Where is he?”

Shen Huijuan’s heart skipped a beat. She couldn’t admit to using Ji Changlin’s name to give Zheng Dali a good reputation, could she? If it came out that she’d had a child with Zheng before their divorce, the neighbors’ gossip would drown her.

“Old Ji,” she began, eyes reddening, “with you gone, I was a woman raising two kids alone—how could I manage? Thankfully, Old Zheng didn’t mind. When Xiao Hua was born, Old Zheng treated him better than his own. Xiao Hua sees him as his real father. Would it be fair to bring this up now? I’m not trying to stop you from reuniting with your son.”

Ji Changlin laughed in anger. “Shen Huijuan, do you think I’m that easy to fool, believing whatever you say? Let me ask you—is Zheng Hua really my son?”

“What do you mean, Old Ji?” Shen Huijuan’s heart pounded, but she held firm, refusing to yield. Just then, she noticed the commotion had drawn the neighbors’ attention, some peering in from the gate, likely overhearing their conversation.

“Old Ji, who’s been feeding you nonsense to wrong Old Zheng? When you were taken away, how were we supposed to survive? If Old Zheng hadn’t protected us, we might’ve ended up like you.”

Shen Huijuan wished she could shut the gate. Why hadn’t she thought of it earlier? Closing it now would seem suspicious, making it harder to explain. She seized the chance to solidify Zheng Hua’s identity.

Ji Changlin stood, sneering. “You think you’ve hidden it perfectly? Shen Huijuan, I know all about your affair with Zheng Dali. No matter what you say, you can’t change the fact that Zheng Hua is an illegitimate child. Did you think I’d come here without proof? I’m Type A, you’re Type O—you can’t produce a Type B child like Zheng Hua. But Zheng Dali? He’s Type B.”

“Wonder why your family’s been bleeding lately? I arranged it to check your blood types and confirm Zheng Hua’s origins. If you still don’t believe me, I’ll send our blood to the Soviet Union for a paternity test to see whose son he really is!”

Shen Huijuan’s mind buzzed, overwhelmed. The neighbors outside were stunned, mouths agape. Shen Huijuan, the seemingly kind woman, had been unfaithful before her divorce, conceiving Zheng Hua with Zheng Dali—an illegitimate child.

“You’re lying!” Shen Huijuan shrieked.

“Shen Huijuan, you and Zheng Dali denounced me back then. I never want to see you again. And since you’ve neglected Yuanjing, barely contacting him in years while he was in the countryside, you don’t deserve to be his mother. He’s my son now, and I’ll raise him!”

Seeing her guilty expression, Ji Changlin knew his bluff had worked. He’d said it to test her reaction, and it wouldn’t have worked on Zheng Dali.

After venting his frustration, Ji Changlin felt much lighter. Coldly, he said, “Take care of yourself,” and turned to leave.

More people had gathered at the gate. When Ji Changlin approached, they quickly made way, eyeing him curiously.

Despite his aged appearance, Ji Changlin still carried an air of scholarly refinement, a stark contrast to Zheng Dali, a former street thug. It was baffling that Shen Huijuan had chosen Zheng over such a man.

As Ji Changlin left, Shen Huijuan’s vision darkened. It was over—everyone knew. How would they view her and Xiao Hua now?

“Ah!” With a scream, she fainted.

“Don’t just watch—help her! This could be serious!”

“Someone should get Old Zheng from his workplace.”

“I’ll go—I’m fast on my bike.”

Having been neighbors for years, some rushed to help or fetch Zheng Dali. But the news spread like wildfire. By four in the afternoon, when Zheng Hua returned from school, he noticed the once-courteous neighbors now pointing and whispering about him.



  

    The way people looked at Zheng Hua made him uncomfortable. He was sensitive by nature and had learned that excelling in school earned him more love from his parents and praise from neighbors. This drove him to study harder, even outshining his older brother, which he took pride in.

“Auntie, what are you all looking at?” he couldn’t help asking the neighbor who was usually kindest to him.

The auntie’s gaze was pitying. It was the parents’ fault, yet the child bore the shame. Could a child choose their mother? She sighed, “Hurry home, Xiao Hua. Something’s happened at your house. Oh…”

Her final sigh left Zheng Hua, who was used to admiration and envy, stunned. He’d never been looked at with pity. Hoisting his schoolbag, he ran home.

The house was in chaos, unlike the usual quiet when he returned at this hour. Normally, his mother would be cooking dinner, offering him fruit or a glass of malted milk to tide him over, and his father wouldn’t be home from work yet. But now, his father and older brother were both there, and his two nephews were crying.

“Mom, Dad, what’s going on?”

Zheng’s older brother scowled at him. If not for this kid, would they be in this mess, with the whole neighborhood knowing? Someone had even pulled him aside today, smirking as they asked if he knew his brother’s true origins.

“What else? It’s all because of you, you bastard! Do you know what that means? Your mom hooked up with Dad before her divorce and got pregnant with you. Now everyone knows, and our family’s lost all face to stay here—”

Before he could finish, Zheng father slapped him hard. The older brother was stunned, and his wife, though pained, didn’t dare complain aloud, wary of Zheng father, who supported the household.

Shen Huijuan, awake by now, sobbed at her stepson’s accusations. Zheng father roared, “Get out! I’m still the head of this house! If you look down on your brother, do you look down on me too? Scram—don’t eat my food or drink my water!”

The older brother’s wife panicked, pulling him back and forcing a smile. “Dad, he spoke out of anger without thinking. Don’t hold it against him.”

Their family of four relied on Zheng father for everything, with Shen Huijuan helping with childcare and chores. Life was comfortable, and Zheng father held significant assets. If they split now, would those assets go to them or to Zheng Hua, the youngest?

Zheng Hua was dazed by the word “bastard.” He was smart and had vaguely suspected his true origins, but with the truth unspoken, he’d happily played the obedient son. He knew exposure would harm him, and today’s whispers proved it.

“Wah, Old Zheng, what do we do now?” Shen Huijuan wailed, her eyes swollen like walnuts.

“Crying won’t help! How could you let Ji Changlin scare you? He says it’s true, and you believe him?” Zheng father snapped, blaming her for the mess. Blood types? He’d never heard of such nonsense.

“Go wash up and make dinner. Don’t the kids need to eat? We’ll figure this out with full stomachs.”

Shen Huijuan wiped her tears and prepared dinner, clinging to hope that Old Zheng could fix this. In her eyes, though less educated than Ji Changlin, he was far more capable, always solving problems. Surely he could handle this too.

After dinner, everyone retreated to their rooms. With Zheng father in charge, the house didn’t erupt again, but the atmosphere was oppressive, far from its former ease.

Zheng Dali went out to investigate. That afternoon, after learning of the incident, he’d sent someone to check on Ji Changlin. How had he returned to Beijing alive? That evening, he went to hear the results.

What he learned shocked him. Not only was Ji Changlin rehabilitated and back as a respected university professor, but Ji Yuanjing, sent to the countryside from their household, was now living with his father and had been admitted to Beijing Medical University.

The Zheng family, including Shen Huijuan, had been completely unaware. Yuanjing had clearly cut ties with his own mother, not contacting her even after nearly half a year in Beijing.

The status of a Beijing Medical University student made Zheng Dali’s heart skip. Could this blood type thing be real?

Back then, it was either Yuanjing or his eldest son who had to go to the countryside. Naturally, he chose to keep his own son and send Yuanjing, that little outsider, away. He never imagined Yuanjing would return so triumphantly.

For the first time, Zheng Dali felt fear. Without saying much, he hurried home and told Shen Huijuan everything in their room. She nearly fainted again.

Sobbing, Shen Huijuan mourned that Yuanjing hadn’t contacted her, his own mother, after returning to Beijing. She could prioritize her younger children over him, but that didn’t mean she was happy about his estrangement.



  

    “Hmph, what’s with the crying? I knew that kid was an ungrateful wolf. He’s completely forgotten the years the Zheng family raised him, not even acknowledging you, his own mother. But you’re to blame too—how did you stay in touch with that ingrate? You didn’t even know he took the college entrance exam in the countryside?” Zheng Dali said.

Shen Huijuan’s lips moved, but she couldn’t respond. She clutched her handkerchief and cried again. She had to care for her younger son and daughter, look after her stepson’s two kids, and manage a household full of chores—how could she spare energy for her other son in the countryside? Even before he was sent away, she’d instinctively distanced herself from Ji Yuanjing, fearing he’d uncover Zheng Hua’s true origins.

How could all the blame fall on her now?

“Wah, I can’t face anyone anymore,” she sobbed.

Zheng Dali cursed under his breath. Things weren’t like before, when he could pin a random charge on Ji Changlin and send him to a farm for reform. Now, he feared others digging up his past misdeeds. The less attention he drew, the better—how could he dare stir trouble?

“If it comes to it, we’ll move. Away from here, no one will know our business. But with Ji Yuanjing, think of a way to mend things. After all, you raised him longer than his father did,” Zheng Dali suggested.

Shen Huijuan perked up at the idea of moving but was reluctant to approach Yuanjing. She even resented him—if he’d given her a heads-up about returning to Beijing, would Ji Changlin have caught her off guard?

Lowering her eyes, she murmured, “I’ll think about it.”

The next day, her younger son returned from school early, sullen, and her daughter came home crying from elementary school. Zheng Dali realized they couldn’t delay moving any longer.

With limited cash on hand—family expenses were high, especially after his eldest son’s marriage and the careful upbringing of his younger children—Zheng Dali secretly sold some items on the black market.

Since this involved his original self, Yuanjing set aside his studies to keep tabs on the Zheng family. He enlisted Pan Jianjun to monitor them, especially Zheng Dali.

Yuanjing didn’t hide the Ji-Zheng family feud from Pan Jianjun, seeing no shame in it. Pan, a loyal friend, despised people like Zheng Dali, who not only stole someone’s wife but also denounced them to face persecution. Ji Changlin was lucky to survive. If Pan were Yuanjing, he’d want Zheng Dali dead.

When Zheng Dali moved his items, Pan Jianjun spotted it and informed Yuanjing. In his haste, Zheng Dali had revealed several slip-ups.

“You’re saying Zheng Dali has another house?” Yuanjing asked.

“Yeah, I suspect it’s where he hides his stuff. He went there first, came out with a bulging bag, then hit the black market and got some cash. He was super cautious at the house—if my guy hadn’t kept watch, we’d have missed it,” Pan Jianjun said proudly.

“Give me the address. I’ll check it out myself.”

“Want me to come along?” Pan Jianjun was eager for the adventure.

“Sure, you can be my witness,” Yuanjing said with a smile.

At night, they crept to Zheng Dali’s hidden house. From the outside, it looked like an ordinary old house with a small courtyard and three rooms, blending into the neighborhood. Strangers would easily be noticed by residents, but sneaking in at night was safer.

As Pan Jianjun wondered how Yuanjing would climb the wall without alerting neighbors, Yuanjing scaled it effortlessly, whispering for Pan to hurry up.

Pan followed, mentally kicking himself for underestimating Yuanjing. Had he been fooled by Yuanjing’s scholarly appearance, forgetting his years of farm work in the countryside?

With flashlights, Pan asked how to search. Yuanjing found it simple. “No one’s lived here, so it’s dusty. Follow the footprints—they’ll lead to where Zheng Dali hid his stuff. He came in a rush and probably didn’t cover his tracks.”

“Smart move, top student,” Pan Jianjun said, impressed. “Even better at this than me.”

Following the footprints, they found a cellar under the kitchen water tank. Shining their flashlights inside, both gasped. The stash was far larger than they’d expected.

Yuanjing was genuinely shocked. Without this discovery, the Zheng family, even without the Ji family’s support, could’ve risen again with these goods. He knew the original self would hate to see the Zhengs prosper. With Ji Changlin exposing Zheng Hua’s origins, Zheng Hua and Zheng Dali likely harbored deep resentment toward the Jis.

“Good lord, Zheng Dali’s crafty. He’s amassed all this in a few years,” Pan Jianjun said, eyes gleaming. “Yuanjing, what’s the plan? Should we…”

“Let’s take it,” Yuanjing said. It was ill-gotten wealth—why leave it for Zheng Dali? Even reporting him might not work; Zheng Dali could likely disavow the house.

“Alright, let’s do it!” Pan Jianjun grinned, liking Yuanjing even more.



  

    Yuanjing and Pan Jianjun spent the night moving everything from the cellar to Tao Yongguo’s courtyard house. There, they split the spoils.

Pan Jianjun protested, but Yuanjing wouldn’t take it all himself. It was ill-gotten wealth—he felt no pain sharing half. Besides, with his share, Pan would keep the secret rather than expose it.

Among the haul were several bronze and porcelain items, along with some calligraphy and paintings. Yuanjing couldn’t gauge their value and suggested, “If these turn out to be valuable, we could donate them later.”

Pan Jianjun rubbed his hands, grinning. “I’m with you, Yuanjing. This still feels like a dream.” He pinched himself, yelping in pain. “I’m really rich!”

Though not poor, Pan had at most a few hundred yuan. His half—silver coins and gold bars—could fetch tens of thousands, not counting the artifacts and jewelry. Zheng Dali was ruthless and greedy.

“Help me exchange these gold bars and silver coins for cash,” Yuanjing said, setting them aside.

“No problem, leave it to me,” Pan replied.

They boxed the rest, and over a few days, Yuanjing, like an ant moving house, smuggled the items to his room, hiding them under his bed for a future day. Their value would grow, unlike the gold and silver, which were better spent now.

To preserve the artifacts, Yuanjing researched storage methods. These were for posterity—he couldn’t be their ruin.

He didn’t tell Father Ji, whose upright nature, even after the farm’s hardships, would demand turning everything over to the state. But Yuanjing retained a streak of defiance from the apocalypse.

He wondered when Zheng Dali would notice his treasures were gone.

Zheng Dali was too preoccupied to check. His stash was so well-hidden, not even Shen Huijuan knew. A secret known by a second person was no secret. His proudest achievements were stealing a professor’s wife and guarding that cellar of treasures, which he’d fondle alone, awaiting the day they could see the light.

After much effort, he found a house farther away, moved the family, and arranged school transfers for the kids. Except for the eldest son’s discontent, everyone breathed easier in the spacious new home, away from old neighbors who knew their business.

Shen Huijuan smiled again, but Zheng Hua grew moody and rebellious. The word “bastard” hung over him like a curse, ready to fall. Deep down, he resented his mother for burdening him with such a shameful origin.

Settled, Zheng Dali remembered his hidden house. His last visit was rushed—had he left any traces? He went to check, and upon entering, his eyelids twitched with a bad feeling.

Seeing trampled weeds in the courtyard, his face darkened. In the kitchen, the water tank was clearly moved—dust marks betrayed it. His face turned ashen.

Ignoring the noise, he yanked open the cellar’s cover. With a crash, he shone his flashlight inside, revealing an empty space. “Ah!” he screamed, collapsing with a thud. Not unconscious, but he wished he were, lying there with no strength to rise.

“Stolen? All gone? Who? Who dared steal my stuff!” Zheng Dali roared.

That evening, Shen Huijuan waited, but Zheng Dali didn’t return for dinner. She sent the eldest to his workplace, only to learn he’d taken leave that afternoon and never returned. She told the kids to eat and later searched his usual haunts.

Past midnight, Zheng Dali staggered home like a lost soul, collapsing with a thud. Shen Huijuan, roused by the noise, screamed, waking the household. They found him foaming at the mouth and rushed him to the hospital.

Zheng Dali had a stroke.

Shen Huijuan felt the sky collapsing. He was the family’s pillar—how would they survive without him?

The Zheng household fell under a dark cloud, but with his collapse, hidden tensions were just beginning to erupt.

Yuanjing learned of the stroke through Pan Jianjun, who kept watch on the Zhengs. He understood—years of hoarding treasures, only to have them vanish overnight, unable to report it, would drive anyone to a stroke.

Yuanjing smiled and set the Zhengs aside. They weren’t worth his focus. Better to study hard, gaining knowledge that would make both him and Father Ji proud.

At semester’s end, Yuanjing topped his class and kept up with Chinese medicine. Zhang Heliu, proud, planned to take him for practical training during the summer.

Jiang Qingshan returned from the army for a few days, staying at Yuanjing’s courtyard house. After selling the gold and silver, Yuanjing had Pan Jianjun buy another courtyard house, undecided whether to live in it or use it otherwise.

Including their current home and one bought with Father Ji’s back pay, Yuanjing owned three courtyard houses. Sometimes he thought, even doing nothing, their rising value would ensure a comfortable life.

Father Ji, meeting the young man often mentioned in Yuanjing’s letters, was full of admiration and gratitude. Yuanjing said Jiang Qingshan helped him settle at Red Star Production Team and took him hunting, improving their lives. Father Ji’s impression was excellent.

Meeting him, he saw a handsome, upright young man. “Xiao Jiang, right? I’ve heard so much about you from Xiao Jing. If you weren’t in the army, I’d have met you sooner. Thank you for helping him.”

Jiang Qingshan was nervous, palms sweating. He’d never been this tense, not even facing enemy fire. Father Ji was kind now, but if he learned of Qingshan’s feelings, he’d likely bar him from the house.

Wiping his sweaty palms on his clothes, Qingshan gave a military salute, then dropped it, forcing a warm smile. “Uncle Ji, you’re too kind. I should thank Yuanjing—he looked after my mom while I was away.”

Father Ji thought that was only right, since Yuanjing lived with them. “Don’t stand there—sit! Xiao Jing, pour Xiao Jiang some tea. Relax, let’s chat. When will you bring your mom over? Xiao Jing said you contributed to this house. It’s too big for just us—more people would liven it up.”

Yuanjing had laid the groundwork, and Father Ji agreed.

Qingshan sat, back straight as if reporting to a superior. “I’ve tried convincing my mom, but she won’t leave home. This year, the team divided land to households, and she got two acres. She’s excited and won’t leave it.”

Father Ji smiled. “I understand her. For farmers, land is life. If she’s reluctant, keep in touch with relatives and neighbors to look after her. Over time, she might come around.”

“Yes, I’ll follow your advice, Uncle,” Qingshan nodded, sharing the same thought. Without him settled, his mom wouldn’t feel at ease.

Father Ji asked about his work. Yuanjing, returning, saw Qingshan answering dutifully and chuckled.

Setting teacups before them, he patted Qingshan’s shoulder. Qingshan, guilty, glanced at Father Ji, saw no suspicion, and gave Yuanjing a genuine smile, unlike his earlier forced one.

“Dad, stop asking. Brother Jiang just got back. Let’s go eat roast duck today.”

“Alright, Xiao Jing’s call. Let’s go,” Father Ji agreed.

Dining and strolling, with Yuanjing as the bridge, Qingshan relaxed. Setting his feelings aside, he respected Father Ji as an elder. The scholarly, kind Father Ji was never dull to talk to, like Zhang Heliu or He Jingdong from the cowshed days.

Yuanjing had tasks with his master, so he couldn’t stay home much. In the following days, Qingshan spent more time with Father Ji, who grew to genuinely like him, treating him like another son. Their families grew close.

Yuanjing told his master about Qingshan’s return, so he made time to be with him, knowing Qingshan’s departure meant an uncertain return.

The next day, Qingshan would leave. Reluctant, they walked after dinner. Seeing his hesitant expression, Yuanjing asked, “Brother Jiang, what’s wrong?”

Qingshan steeled himself. “Yuanjing, I’m being transferred to the southern military region. I’ll only return on family leave. It’s… the border there’s a bit unstable.”

Yuanjing’s heart skipped. Vague memories stirred—shortly after the founding of the PRC, China fought Vietnam. Was the war imminent? Would Qingshan go to battle?

As a medical student, he couldn’t ask about wars. Stopping, he looked at the man before him, feeling reluctance and worry. Bullets didn’t discriminate on the battlefield. What would happen to Qingshan?

Yet he couldn’t ask him to shirk duty—it went against Qingshan’s sense of responsibility, and Yuanjing, who’d never retreated in apocalyptic battles, couldn’t ask him to be a deserter.

Seeing Yuanjing silent, Qingshan thought he was upset. Hiding his feelings, he patted Yuanjing’s head. “Don’t worry, it’s a normal transfer. I just won’t be back soon. Please look after my mom.”

Yuanjing forced a smile. “You should’ve told me earlier—I’d have made you some pills. Fine, write to me from there. I’ll send pills once they’re ready. You might struggle with the climate.”

“Thanks for the trouble, Yuanjing.”

“Haven’t I caused you trouble?”

Qingshan smiled, his eyes brimming with suppressed emotion, nearly spilling over. He wanted to confess everything, but he couldn’t. If he died in battle, how would Yuanjing cope?

Better this way—Yuanjing unaware, with friends, Zhang’s care, and Father Ji. He’d be fine.

Unable to resist, Qingshan hugged Yuanjing tightly, then quickly let go. “If I had a brother, he’d be like you. How could I not care for my brother? Yuanjing, take care. Yongguo’s waiting ahead. I won’t say goodbye to Uncle Ji. You both stay well.”

Qingshan turned and strode away, giving Yuanjing no chance to respond.

Yuanjing saw a military truck at the alley’s end. Realizing the moment of parting, Qingshan’s words brought tears. Watching his back, Yuanjing’s vision blurred. He shouted, “Brother Jiang, I’ll wait for your return—come back safe!”

Qingshan trembled, pausing briefly, but forced himself not to look back, hurrying to the truck. Climbing in, he croaked, “Drive.”

Tao Yongguo, seeing Qingshan’s red eyes—unlike when he’d been injured—silently patted his shoulder and drove off.

Yuanjing reached the alley’s end, seeing only the truck’s rear. Wiping his face, his fingers were wet with tears. His heart ached dully. He’d thought he had time to figure out his relationship with Qingshan, but reality gave him little.

Could he accept decades without Qingshan? His heart already answered.

What could he do to fix this?

After a few seconds’ hesitation, Yuanjing turned back. He’d thought his medical studies were fast enough, but they weren’t. He needed to double his efforts, become a skilled, even exceptional doctor.

He hoped the war would come later, giving him time to learn more, and that Qingshan would delay facing battle, letting him prepare better.

Returning home, his tears were gone, though his eyes were red. Father Ji, puzzled to see only his son, asked, “Where’s Xiao Jiang?”

“Dad, Brother Jiang’s gone back to the army. He stayed longer this time because he’s transferring to the southern military region. He might not return often. I’m going to study.”

“Go ahead,” Father Ji said, regretting he couldn’t see Xiao Jiang often but understanding a soldier’s duty to obey orders, sent far and wide.

From that day, Yuanjing grew even more diligent, pouring 120%, even 150%, into his studies.

Father Ji noticed but couldn’t stop him, so he cooked nutritious meals to support him before returning to work.

Zhang Heliu noticed too. Already impressed by Yuanjing’s ability, he was thrilled by this burst of progress but worried when Yuanjing visibly thinned after a month. Usually strict, Zhang urged, “Yuanjing, your pace is fast enough—half a year’s growth matches others’ three or four years. Don’t push too hard. Balance work and rest, or your health will collapse. No medicine helps then. I can’t use gold needles anymore, only silver. Don’t follow my path.”

Yuanjing, knowing his master’s concern, smiled. “Don’t worry, Master. I know my limits. I’m making some pills—supervise me?”

“Good, good,” Zhang agreed happily.

Most pills were for Qingshan. After his letter arrived, Yuanjing gathered herbs, discussing with Zhang while crafting. His skills had far surpassed his Red Star Production Team’s days.

The pills were sent to Qingshan—enough for him, Tao Yongguo, and their comrades.

By year’s end, Yuanjing had completed most of his courses. In Chinese medicine, Zhang said he was ready to graduate, though Zhang was reluctant to let him. For gold needle acupuncture, Zhang let Yuanjing handle patients, surpassing his master.

In Beijing’s circles, Yuanjing gained fame. People knew this Western medicine student, trained under a Chinese medicine master, excelled in gold needle acupuncture, outshining his mentor.

Amid his busy schedule, Yuanjing followed the news, noting worsening China-Soviet relations and rising tensions with Vietnam. The war was imminent.

Indeed, in February 1979, China’s self-defense counterattack against Vietnam began.



  

    “Master, I want to go to the battlefield,” Yuanjing said calmly, asking for his master’s help. Over the past six months, he’d relied on his master’s connections more than he preferred.

He usually avoided using his master’s influence, but with war looming, he shamelessly asked Zhang Heliu to arrange for him to assist a lead surgeon. His composure in the operating room impressed Dr. Jiang, who wanted to poach Yuanjing from Zhang, convinced he was born to be a doctor.

“Have you really thought this through?” Zhang Heliu sighed. If he hadn’t understood before, he did now. Yuanjing’s relentless drive over the past half-year, losing weight in the process, was preparation for this moment.

“I’ve thought it through, Master. I’ve learned most of the theory; now I need practice. The field hospitals there are short of doctors,” Yuanjing said firmly.

“Alright, tell your father and get ready to go. Don’t worry him.”

“Master, I’ll take care of myself.”

Zhang Heliu couldn’t stop his disciple’s pursuit of his ideals. Yuanjing’s talent and effort exceeded expectations, and taking him as a disciple in his later years was a point of pride. Many peers envied him.

After sending Yuanjing off, Zhang made a few calls. It was easily arranged—field hospitals needed doctors, and Yuanjing’s reputation ensured no one doubted his skills.

Zhang couldn’t stop him, nor could Father Ji. What kind of father would he be if he did? He had to smile and send his son off, sparing him worry on the front lines. After that, Father Ji shed tears in front of Zhang.

At the field hospital, Yuanjing followed orders without complaint, diving into intense work. In spare moments, he sought news of Jiang Qingshan and Tao Yongguo.

Despite seeing death in the apocalypse, the young wounded soldiers moved Yuanjing deeply. He did everything to ease their pain and aid recovery.

Grabbing a quick bite, he heard rushed footsteps. Someone shouted, “Dr. Ji, come quick! More wounded, one critical. Director Cai needs you for surgery now.”

“Coming!” Yuanjing shoved in the last bite, donned his white coat, and ran. He needed stamina—here, time was life. A second faster could save a soldier.

In the operating room, the patient’s condition was dire. Director Cai, the lead, wasn’t confident alone, but with Yuanjing, success was likelier.

“Xiao Ji, prepare the gold needles. Bullet fragments are near the heart’s major artery. We need to move fast.”

“Got it.”

“Begin!”

Racing against time, the surgery succeeded. Cai breathed a sigh of relief, but with more wounded waiting, they split up without rest.

After ten grueling hours, Yuanjing was exhausted. He ate and collapsed into sleep, only to be woken by artillery fire.

With no new wounded, their workload eased. After eating, Yuanjing checked on patients, starting with the soldier he and Cai saved, Liu Dazhu—a common name, dark-skinned, now awake, grinning with big white teeth.

“Liu Erdan, you’re here?” Liu Erdan, from an earlier batch, had lost half a leg but never cried.

Erdan tried to stand with crutches, but Yuanjing made him sit. Erdan said, “Dazhu’s my cousin from the same village. Didn’t expect we’d end up in the same hospital. Dazhu, this is Dr. Ji. They said you were in bad shape when you arrived. Without Director Cai and Dr. Ji, you’d be reporting to the King of Hell.”

“Thanks, Dr. Ji,” Dazhu said.

Yuanjing, learning they were cousins, checked Dazhu’s condition and pulse, smiling. “It’s our job, like you fighting on the battlefield. Don’t worry—the fragments are out. Rest well, and you’ll be bouncing around soon.”

Dazhu grinned, thinking Dr. Ji spoke kindly and was better-looking than their village beauty.

Chatting, Dazhu mentioned his company’s commander and political instructor. Yuanjing’s heart raced. “In the same battle, another unit’s commander is Jiang Qingshan, with Tao Yongguo as instructor?”

“Yeah,” a less-injured comrade answered, as Dazhu lacked strength. “If Commander Jiang hadn’t arrived in time, we wouldn’t have made it off the battlefield. Hope he and our commander win a big victory.”

Relieved to hear Qingshan was alive, Yuanjing’s worry grew. Their intense battlefield meant greater danger.

“You know them, Dr. Ji?” the comrade asked.

Yuanjing nodded. “I lived with Jiang Qingshan’s family for years in the countryside while he recovered. I know Instructor Tao too. If you hear anything about them, please tell me.”

“Sure, Dr. Ji. Commander Jiang and his men are top-notch—they’ll win big,” the comrade said.

Free time was rare, work relentless. Yuanjing had no time to check on Qingshan.

One day, eating properly in the cafeteria, Liu Erdan hobbled over. “Dr. Ji, news on Commander Jiang! He took out an enemy stronghold, pushing the line forward kilometers. He and Instructor Tao are fine.”

“Thanks, that’s a relief,” Yuanjing said.

“No problem!” Erdan left.

Dr. Ji’s skill saved many comrades, so they eagerly shared news he wanted, within rules.

Liu Dazhu improved, soon joking with others. But one day, Yuanjing noticed a heavy mood in the ward. “What’s wrong? Bad news?”

They forced smiles. “No, no. Erdan got a letter from home, feeling down. We’re cheering him up, right, Erdan?”

“Yeah, sorry to worry you, Dr. Ji. I’ll be fine,” Erdan said.

Yuanjing didn’t press. Their poor acting and honesty meant they were hiding something—likely about Qingshan. What happened to him?

Leaving calmly, Yuanjing clutched his chest, gazing toward the battlefield. ‘Brother Jiang, please be safe. Come back, and I’ll agree to anything.’

After he left, the ward grew worried. “What now? Keep hiding it from Dr. Ji? That’s not right. Commander Jiang’s only missing, not necessarily…”

Dazhu wiped his face, resolute. “Keep it quiet. Maybe we’ll hear soon. Don’t let Dr. Ji notice.”

To spare him worry, Yuanjing pretended ignorance, working tirelessly like a spinning top to avoid thinking of Qingshan. Already thin, he grew gaunt, his chin sharp, dark circles under his eyes.

“Dr. Ji, great news! Commander Jiang’s back—they won a huge victory!” Liu Erdan shouted from afar.

Relief hit Yuanjing, nearly collapsing him. He grabbed the doorframe. Erdan, quick on crutches, rushed over. “They wiped out two enemy companies and reconnected!”

“So they were missing before?” Yuanjing asked.

Erdan, realizing he’d revealed their secret, scratched his head, hopping nervously. What now? Dr. Ji knew.

Seeing Erdan’s panic, Yuanjing let it go. “Tell me about Commander Jiang. Is he hurt?”

“Huh?” Erdan looked confused. “I don’t know.” Smarter now, he saluted. “I’ll find out.”

“Thanks,” Yuanjing said earnestly.

Before Erdan got news, Director Cai summoned Yuanjing. Wounded were transferred from another overwhelmed field hospital. Yuanjing rushed to receive them.

At the hospital entrance, he spotted a familiar figure—Tao Yongguo, bandaged, half-sitting on a stretcher, directing others to be careful. Another stretcher carried an unconscious man.

“Tao Yongguo!” Yuanjing’s heart nearly stopped, recognizing the man.

Yongguo turned, eyes wide. “Yuanjing? Ji Yuanjing? You’re here? No time—save him! Qingshan’s in bad shape. They said you can save him. Arrange it fast.”

“No waiting—get him to the operating room!” Cai, seeing the situation, ordered help. Yuanjing ran with the stretcher.

As Yuanjing prepared to enter, Cai, aware it was someone he knew, worried. “Xiao Ji, you sure?”

Yuanjing took a deep breath. “Director, I’m going in. Please.”

“Alright.”

Ten hours later, they emerged. Yuanjing’s legs gave out, sliding down the wall. Yongguo, waiting, feared the worst, tears streaming. “Yuanjing, Qingshan…”

Cai, startled, realized the misunderstanding and smiled tiredly. “Surgery went well. He’ll be fine once he wakes. Xiao Ji’s just exhausted. Let him sit; I’ll get food.”

“Fragments hit his brain—most dangerous. I wasn’t sure, but Xiao Ji’s gold needle acupuncture saved him. Without him, your friend wouldn’t have made it.”

Yongguo exhaled, nearly collapsing. “Thank goodness Yuanjing was here. It’s fate.”

They hadn’t known Yuanjing was so close. Transferring was a lifesaver.

After resting and eating, Yuanjing regained strength, checked Qingshan’s pulse, and called Zhang Heliu to discuss a prescription. Once brewed, it was fed to Qingshan. Yuanjing avoided the ward, unable to revisit those ten hours.

Three days later, Qingshan woke. Yongguo, overjoyed, called Cai for a check-up.

Cai smiled. “Waking is great—better than expected. Thank Xiao Ji. Without his daily herbal doses, you wouldn’t have recovered so well.”

A Western doctor, Cai had doubted Chinese medicine but was impressed by Yuanjing’s acupuncture and prescriptions, saving lives. Combining both was promising, and Yuanjing’s dedication and insight were remarkable for his age.

Qingshan’s eyes darted. Xiao Ji? Yuanjing?

Yongguo leaned in. “Cai’s talking about Ji Yuanjing. He’s been here saving wounded. You owe your life to him and Cai.”

“Th…anks…” Qingshan’s voice rasped. Yongguo fed him water.

“No need. Just rest and recover,” Cai said, leaving instructions.

Lips moistened, Qingshan searched for Yuanjing. He hadn’t imagined Yuanjing on the battlefield—a field hospital had been shelled. A second-year at Beijing Medical, why was he here?

Seeing his anxiety, Yongguo knew what he wanted, wetting his lips with a cotton swab. “Looking for Yuanjing? He’s not sitting by your bed all day. That day was terrifying—you were fine escorting prisoners, then collapsed, revealing a head wound. Cai and Yuanjing spent ten hours in surgery. Yuanjing collapsed after but still worked on your herbal prescription. He’s responsible for saving you.”

“These doctors patrol wards at dawn, operate on incoming wounded, barely rest a few hours, and get called back for critical cases. Yuanjing’s a bamboo pole now—a breeze could knock him over.”

Qingshan grew more anxious, urging Yongguo with his eyes to find him.

Yongguo teased, “I’m not calling him. Yuanjing’s been in a mood. I’m not risking it. Recover fast, or he might bring a fiancée to meet us. His skills, looks, and temper make him popular—nurses love him, and leaders are matchmaking.”

Qingshan, frantic, tried to rise, alarming Yongguo, who soothed, “Alright, I’ll stop. I’ll find him. Why haven’t you settled things after years?”

Yongguo spoke up, understanding Qingshan’s hesitation. Knowing they might face battle and death, committing to Yuanjing and not returning would hurt him. Yongguo himself avoided relationships, waiting until after the war.

He saw Qingshan and Yuanjing’s mutual feelings and wouldn’t discourage them. Both were resolute, so he’d support them silently.

Leaving others with Qingshan, Yongguo went to Yuanjing.

At Yuanjing’s office, he saw a shy nurse talking to him. After Yuanjing’s reply, her blush faded, but she forced a response before leaving, tears falling as she turned.

Yongguo sighed. Both were outstanding men—why not like sweet girls instead of each other?

“Come in, don’t stand there like a post,” Yuanjing’s cool voice rang out. Yongguo, embarrassed, hobbled in on crutches—his leg, hit by a bullet, was healing without complications. If Qingshan survived, he wasn’t worried.

“Hey, Yuanjing, not interrupting, am I?” Yongguo grinned.

“Speak, I’m organizing patient files.”

“Ahem, Qingshan’s awake and eager to see you. So, here I am.”

Yuanjing’s hand paused, relief flooding him. Qingshan was awake.

Though he hadn’t visited, he’d monitored Qingshan’s condition, never truly ignoring him. “Go back. I’ll come when I’m done. Tell him to rest and recover, or I’ll call his mom.”

“Alright, I’ll tell him,” Yongguo said, intimidated by Yuanjing’s gaze. Despite facing enemies in battle, Yuanjing’s look carried weight. He hurried off.



  

    Tao Yongguo felt a bit embarrassed to face his brother since he couldn’t bring Ji Yuanjing to see him. He knew that the person Jiang Qingshan most longed to see right now was Ji Yuanjing.

Back at the ward, he lingered outside the door, scratching his head and hesitating to enter. What should he do? What if his brother’s disappointment worsened his condition? It was driving him crazy.

Liu Erdan noticed the commotion outside and came out to check. He asked curiously, “Instructor Tao, why are you standing out here instead of coming in?”

Caught in the act! Tao Yongguo immediately put on a serious face to maintain his dignity as an instructor. “Ahem, it’s nothing. I’ll stay here to look after Company Commander Jiang. You all go rest and recover properly.”

“Yes, Instructor Tao!” Liu Erdan waved to the others in the ward, and after a formal salute, they all left.

When Tao Yongguo entered the ward, he saw Jiang Qingshan staring toward the door with a trace of disappointment in his eyes. Had Ji Yuanjing not come since there was no mention of him?

Tao Yongguo quickly forced a smile and approached to explain, “Yuanjing is busy right now but said he’d come as soon as he’s done.”

Knowing Ji Yuanjing couldn’t possibly be free, Jiang Qingshan still felt a pang of disappointment. He inwardly mocked himself for being too greedy—how could he expect Yuanjing to drop his duties to visit him? Just like how he himself had gone to the battlefield without telling Yuanjing much. Though he understood this, the spark in his eyes dimmed instantly. Seeing this, Tao Yongguo wished he could slap himself for his clumsy words.

‘Knock knock.’

Just as he was thinking of how to comfort his brother, a knock sounded. Tao Yongguo looked up and saw the door was open, with someone standing there tapping on the doorframe.

No, that wasn’t the important part. The person knocking was none other than Ji Yuanjing. Tao Yongguo shot to his feet and nudged Jiang Qingshan, “Qingshan, quick, look who’s here!”

Jiang Qingshan lifted his eyes, and in an instant, his dim gaze lit up like a bulb. Tao Yongguo inwardly scoffed—sure enough, lovers trump brothers, forgetting friends at the sight of a sweetheart. But he tactfully said, “You two talk. I’ll step outside.”

He even closed the ward door on his way out to ensure no one disturbed them.

Jiang Qingshan barely noticed his brother anymore. From the moment Ji Yuanjing appeared, his eyes never left him. Yuanjing sat by the bed, reached out, and took Jiang Qingshan’s pulse. Jiang Qingshan greedily gazed at him, savoring the relief of his longing. Only then did he notice something, his voice hoarse as he said, “You’ve gotten thinner. How did you lose so much weight?”

Yuanjing’s chin had sharpened, his collarbones protruded, and the hollows could practically hold water. Jiang Qingshan’s heart ached. When Yuanjing had first been sent to the countryside, he was a bit thin, but later, with frequent hunting, there was no shortage of meat, and he traded for refined grains. Yuanjing had gained some weight and never slimmed down again. But now, he was even thinner than when he first arrived.

Yuanjing retorted, “I’m thinner, but at least I’m alive. Someone nearly lost his life. If you really didn’t make it, what would it matter if I’m thin or not?”

Jiang Qingshan realized he was right. He almost never saw Yuanjing again. Whether Yuanjing was thin or fat, sick or well, he wouldn’t have known. The thought twisted his heart, causing a sharp pain. After a long pause, his voice grew hoarser and heavier, “I’m sorry.”

That was all he could say. Thinking back, what kind of mindset must Yuanjing have had while operating on his head? Those ten hours must have been excruciating. How could such mental torment not cause Yuanjing to waste away?

“I’m sorry,” Jiang Qingshan repeated.

Yuanjing looked up, blinking away the sting in his eyes. He was truly angry. On the operating table, it took immense willpower to keep his hands from trembling. Yet he couldn’t not operate. One mistake, and Jiang Qingshan might not have made it.

“I’m sorry for worrying you, Yuanjing,” Jiang Qingshan said, his eyes reddening.

Yuanjing stood up, avoiding Jiang Qingshan’s gaze, and turned away. “Since you’re awake, don’t push yourself. Recover properly. I’ll adjust a prescription and come back later for acupuncture.”

“Okay.”

Yuanjing came and left. Tao Yongguo, watching from afar, was shocked—had they had a falling out? He hurriedly sneaked back, slipping into the ward like a thief, only to see Jiang Qingshan with red-rimmed eyes. His heart sank.

Jiang Qingshan then said, “I need to focus on recovering and get better soon.” Otherwise, everything would be meaningless. He couldn’t let Yuanjing’s efforts go to waste.

“Oh, good, great,” Tao Yongguo replied, not daring to ask what Jiang Qingshan and Ji Yuanjing had discussed.

Under Yuanjing’s meticulous care, Jiang Qingshan was able to get out of bed and walk within half a month. Director Cai was impressed, noting that besides Jiang Qingshan’s strong constitution and fast recovery, Yuanjing’s careful use of traditional Chinese medicine was crucial. Thus, Director Cai gave Yuanjing more freedom to apply Chinese medicine in later-stage recovery treatments on a broader scale.

On the day of Jiang Qingshan’s final acupuncture session for his head, as Yuanjing removed the last golden needle and turned to leave, Jiang Qingshan grabbed his hand, holding him back.

For the past half month, Jiang Qingshan had strictly maintained a patient-doctor relationship with Yuanjing. This was the first time he crossed that line, his voice low and pleading, “Yuanjing, can we talk?”

Yuanjing put away the needles, which needed disinfecting, and sat down. “Alright, what do you want to talk about?”

Yuanjing thought to himself that if Jiang Qingshan didn’t speak honestly this time, he’d use a needle to silence him for good.

Jiang Qingshan didn’t know Yuanjing’s ruthless thoughts. Looking at his now sharper, less gentle features due to his weight loss, Jiang Qingshan’s face flushed. He couldn’t tear his eyes away, nor did he let go of Yuanjing’s hand, gripping it tightly until it hurt.

Summoning his courage, Jiang Qingshan said, “Yuanjing, I like you. The kind of like where I want to spend my life with you. Please don’t ignore me. When you do, it hurts.”

For the first time in two lifetimes, Yuanjing felt a shy emotion. He glared at the man. “If I ignore you, you won’t recover properly? Are you trying to guilt-trip me?”

“No, no!” Jiang Qingshan panicked, sweat beading on his forehead. It had taken immense courage to say those words, knowing they’d be seen as abnormal at the time. “I’ve followed your instructions. I’ve been recovering well. I want to get better soon.”

Yuanjing couldn’t help but chuckle. Seeing Yuanjing smile, Jiang Qingshan knew he wasn’t angry and grinned foolishly. Yuanjing glared again. “You idiot. Spending a lifetime together isn’t just talk. Let’s see how hard you work for it.”

Jiang Qingshan suddenly realized Yuanjing had agreed. His mouth split into a wide grin, and he nodded vigorously. “Yes, I’ll work very hard!”

Yuanjing quickly held Jiang Qingshan’s head, scolding, “Your head’s injured, and you’re shaking it like that? Do you want to die?”

Not only was Jiang Qingshan not upset, he seized the chance to hug Yuanjing, chuckling happily. Even being scolded felt joyful. He murmured, “Yuanjing, this is so nice. Yuanjing, my dear Yuanjing…”

He repeated the name many times, softening Yuanjing’s heart. Yuanjing happily indulged this fool.

Yuanjing thought he’d spend this lifetime with this fool in this world. As for the future, he’d deal with it later. He couldn’t bear to let this man feel sad or hurt.

When Tao Yongguo returned, he saw Yuanjing affectionately feeding Jiang Qingshan, spoon to mouth, while Jiang Qingshan looked blissful. Tao Yongguo felt blinded. He’d worried Ji Yuanjing had backed out and didn’t know how to console his brother without reopening wounds.

Damn it, this was clearly a lovers’ spat. Why did he interfere? Watching further would truly blind him. Tao Yongguo hurried away. Jiang Qingshan didn’t even call him back, probably eager for him to leave and not be a third wheel.

Tao Yongguo stroked his chin and sighed. Maybe he should find a wife too? He also wanted a life with a wife, kids, and a warm home.

Another month passed, and Yuanjing reluctantly saw off Jiang Qingshan and Tao Yongguo. Their injuries had healed, and they needed to return to their unit. The war wasn’t over. Though Yuanjing worried, he knew this was Jiang Qingshan’s cause, and without their protection, the nation’s future prosperity wouldn’t exist.

Besides Jiang Qingshan and Tao Yongguo, Liu Erdan was also sent off, honorably discharged as a wounded veteran and taken home by his family. He wasn’t the only one. This deeply moved Yuanjing. These men were once pillars of their families, strong laborers. But now, without suitable jobs, they might become burdens at home. Short-term, it was manageable, but over time, they could become depressed and unfulfilled.

Yuanjing thought perhaps he should do something to make his stay in this world more meaningful.

The self-defense counterattack war lasted one month. China won but paid a heavy price. Afterward, the China-Vietnam border entered a prolonged period of attrition, serving as a training ground. Yuanjing recalled some history; this phase would continue for years.

Due to his significant contributions, Jiang Qingshan was promoted from deputy to full battalion commander. Tao Yongguo remained his political instructor, and their teamwork was seamless. They stayed at the border. Yuanjing spent another six months there before returning to Beijing.

Those six months allowed his integrated Chinese-Western medicine to shine, spreading across all field hospitals. He earned the gratitude of many soldiers.

However, his studies still unfinished, he left behind valuable field treatment notes and parted with comrades.

Though he rarely reunited with Jiang Qingshan, each meeting was precious, making them cherish their hard-earned bond even more.

In Beijing, Father Ji, long separated from his son, nearly wept seeing him step off the train. He’d followed frontline news obsessively, fearing for his son’s safety. Thankfully, he returned safely with honors. “Dad, I’m back. Sorry for worrying you.”

“You’re back, that’s all that matters. I’m at ease now. Let’s go home.”

“Alright, home.”

Back at Beijing Medical University, Yuanjing was warmly welcomed. Other graduating students and faculty had gone to the front, but Yuanjing, despite being the least experienced before going, returned with the highest achievements and honors, the pride of the university.

Facing these accolades, Yuanjing remained calm. He knew this was just the beginning, with much more he wanted to accomplish.

He threw himself into studies, earning his degree by the end of 1979, then spending a year at the same university to earn a master’s degree. He studied under several Chinese and Western medicine experts. His humility and open-mindedness endeared him to leaders, who saw his potential to go far in medicine.

After graduating, he declined offers from multiple hospitals and unexpectedly joined Beijing Traditional Chinese Medicine Hospital, where his mentor worked. Except for essential surgeries, he seemed to fade into obscurity.

While continuing his studies—learning more only fueled his curiosity—he and his mentor developed proprietary Chinese medicines, aiming to bring them into homes.

That day, finishing a final lab experiment for clinical trials, he was told, “Dr. Ji, someone’s looking for you in your office.”

“Thanks, I’ll go now.”

Wearing a white coat, Yuanjing returned to his office. After returning from the battlefield, his doting father and mentor had nourished him with hearty meals, softening his sharp edges. His refined demeanor made him the hospital’s most popular bachelor, though he rejected suitors, claiming he already had someone, leaving others to admire him from afar.

At his office door, he saw a middle-aged woman inside. His gaze flickered. He recognized her, but compared to his memories, she’d aged greatly, her hair graying at the temples. This was his birth mother, Shen Huijuan.

When had they last met? After some thought, he recalled it was when the original Yuanjing left the Zheng family, with Shen seeing him off at the train. Nearly a decade had passed. Time flew. Yuanjing felt a faint mockery.

These years had been so busy he hadn’t spared thought for the Zheng family.

Seeing a refined young doctor enter, Shen Huijuan stood nervously. As he stood before her, studying her, she dared to look closely. After a long scrutiny, she realized this outstanding youth was her son, Ji Yuanjing.

Shen Huijuan felt uneasy. The more accomplished Yuanjing was, the more inferior she felt. Back then, Yuanjing had lived cautiously in the Zheng family, always mindful not to upset her or Father Zheng.

Now, Yuanjing exuded confidence, while she was the cautious one.

She wiped her hands on her clothes subconsciously. “Yuanjing, Mom came to see you. Are… are you doing alright?”

Yuanjing found it tedious, gesturing to a chair. “Sit.” He sat at his desk, arms crossed, looking at her coolly. “Whether I’m doing well or not, do you really care, Mom? Coming to see me now suggests you need something. What is it? Trouble with the Zheng family?”

He had no interest in playing the doting son. There was no bond, so better to speak plainly.

“Yuanjing, I’m your mother…” Shen Huijuan, hurt, hadn’t expected this attitude.

“I know. You’re a mother to Zheng Hua and Zheng Xi, too. You’re also the wife of our father’s enemy, Zheng Dali. So, what’s the matter?” Yuanjing’s tone grew impatient.

Shen Huijuan was taken aback. Looking again, she saw only impatience in his eyes, no trace of filial affection. Panic hit—when had her son stopped needing her?

Years ago, after Ji Changlin exposed Zheng Hua’s origins, forcing them to move, she’d resented Changlin and, by extension, Yuanjing. She’d never bothered to check on him.

But the Zheng family’s fortunes had worsened. Eldest brother Zheng, that ungrateful wretch, had kicked her and her two younger children out. Old Zheng, growing senile, believed her a jinx, convinced life would be better without her.

With her children still needing education, she’d had no choice but to seek her son. It wasn’t hard to track Yuanjing down, given his prominence in the war and his whereabouts after graduating from Beijing Medical University.

Thinking of her plight, Shen Huijuan’s tears fell. “Mom’s had it so hard. Your Uncle Zheng is paralyzed. Eldest brother Zheng kicked kicked the three of us out. I had no choice but to find you. Your siblings can’t stop studying…”

“What’s that to me?” Yuanjing cut off her sobs coldly. “They’re Zhengs, your and Zheng Dali’s responsibility. When you’re old, I’ll handle my share of your care, but I won’t take on what isn’t mine. I’m sure my father wouldn’t agree either. Don’t tell me you’re pitiful—I can’t forget that because of you, my father suffered for years on that farm. Is your suffering now greater than his was then?”

Shen Huijuan was speechless, stunned. She hadn’t expected her eldest to be as cold and unyielding as Ji Changlin. No wonder they were father and son.

“Dr. Ji, a patient’s family needs you.”

“Alright, I’m going. Mom, I’m busy. Let me know when you need me to provide for your care.”

Yuanjing stood and left, leaving Shen Huijuan behind. Her tears didn’t move him a bit.

In the original plot, the original Yuanjing had died in the countryside. Had Shen Huijuan ever shed a single tear for him? His body had remained at the Red Star Production Team.

Watching Yuanjing walk away, Shen Huijuan couldn’t chase after him, too proud. After waiting without his return, she left the hospital, heartbroken. At the entrance, thinking of her situation and her ex-husband, she crouched and wailed.

She regretted it. She truly did.



  

    Shen Huijuan’s appearance prompted Yuanjing to inquire about the current state of the Zheng family, and the results made him give a mocking smile.

After Zheng Dali suffered a stroke, treatment was, of course, necessary. Initially, Zheng Da, the eldest son, played the dutiful son, but as medical expenses piled up, resentment grew. Shen Huijuan, who had no job and relied on Father Zheng’s support, along with two younger siblings still in school, placed a heavy financial burden on the family. Over time, tensions erupted.

Previously, Zheng Dali had access to public healthcare, but his past misdeeds were exposed. Though spared imprisonment due to his condition, he lost his position and healthcare benefits. Not only was Zheng Da’s wife unwilling to bear the burden, but Zheng Da himself grew tired of it. So, Zheng Dali was brought back from the sanatorium. Since the two younger siblings weren’t his mother’s children, Zheng Da refused to support them and kicked them out, letting them live in the old Zheng family house. He felt he was generous enough not to leave them homeless, though his wife wouldn’t have even given them the house.

What could Shen Huijuan do? She gritted her teeth and took on manual labor to earn a little money to raise her two children, but it was increasingly unsustainable, so she turned her attention to Ji Yuanjing.

Yuanjing laughed. Neither his biological father nor his half-brother were supporting them, yet they expected him, a half-sibling, to step in? Did they think he was a pushover?

In the past, the original Yuanjing might have jumped at Shen Huijuan’s every request, but now even he wouldn’t have agreed to this.

After learning the situation, Yuanjing brushed it off and didn’t tell Father Ji. As long as Shen Huijuan didn’t bother him again, there was no need to worry or anger his father.

Unbeknownst to him, Father Ji had similar thoughts. He knew the Zheng family’s downfall but hid it from his son, fearing Yuanjing might soften toward his mother.

The new medicine passed clinical trials and was quickly put into production and market. Yuanjing gained recognition and increased income, but it was still too little for his ambitions. He continued developing new drugs, and several beneficial proprietary Chinese medicines entered the market, becoming familiar to the public. Additionally, the hemostatic agents he and his mentor developed caught the military’s attention. They handed over the formulas, letting higher-ups handle production.

Because of this, as long as Yuanjing’s endeavors didn’t violate principles, he received full support from above.

In 1985, Yuanjing established a new pharmaceutical factory and invested in several medicinal herb planting bases. When authorities learned he’d prioritize hiring disabled veterans for the factory and bases, they generously allocated land, handling all procedures and delivering them to Yuanjing.

In 1985, Jiang Qingshan finally returned from the border, promoted from battalion to regiment commander, and transferred to the Beijing Military District.

Though eager to reunite with Yuanjing, Jiang Qingshan had been unable to leave the border in recent years. Yuanjing had visited twice as an expert advising field hospitals. Before heading to Beijing, Jiang Qingshan first returned home to bring his mother, Niu Guilan, to live with him in the capital. She was getting older, and he didn’t want her staying in the countryside.

Niu Guilan packed her bags without hesitation and followed her son. When he wasn’t in Beijing, how could she have gone there and caused trouble? Now that he was stationed in the capital, she could enjoy a comfortable life.

Villagers from the former Star Production Production Team, now Laixi Village, were envious of Niu Guilan. A widow raising a son alone, she had only one child, but he was worth more than seven or eight others. Look at him now—a regiment commander! They weren’t sure what rank that was, but it sounded like a big deal.

Laixi Village had good climate and soil, rich in medicinal herbs. After Yuanjing expanded his operations, he sent people to discuss planting herbs to support the village’s development. Though he didn’t come this time, villagers seeing Jiang Qingshan and Niu Guilan off asked them to thank Yuanjing on their behalf.

They hadn’t expected that, years after leaving, Yuanjing still cared about them, helping Laixi Village prosper through sideline businesses.

Jiang Qingshan felt immense pride. This was the person he loved, and his beloved was truly outstanding.

---

Father Ji had been living comfortably these years. His son was highly successful, and his old friends and colleagues never stopped praising him. If there was any worry, it was his son’s marriage prospects.

Many wanted to play matchmaker—neighbors, colleagues, even Old Zhang mentioned it. Yuanjing had plenty of admirers at the hospital, and even the dean offered to mediate, but Yuanjing rejected them all, too busy for blind dates.

Nearing thirty, despite looking like a young man in his early twenties, Yuanjing remained single. Father Ji grew anxious. Wanting grandchildren was one thing, but he didn’t want his son to end up alone like him, without a partner.

That day, Yuanjing came home to dine with his father. They had a housekeeper who cooked and cleaned.

After dinner, Father Ji seized the chance to nag. Almost thirty, and the good girls were being snapped up by others. Couldn’t his son lower his standards, or did he really want to stay a bachelor forever?

Yuanjing paused, holding his teacup. Back at the front, he and Jiang Qingshan had committed to each other but hadn’t found the right moment to tell their parents. They never planned to hide it forever. In their letters, they discussed it, and if their parents worried about them having no heirs, Jiang Qingshan suggested adopting children of fallen comrades. Yuanjing was moved by the idea.

They couldn’t have children, so adopting a few would ease their parents’ concerns and let them enjoy grandparenthood.

Through years of correspondence and time together, Yuanjing genuinely loved and respected Father Ji as his father, feeling deep paternal love in return. He didn’t want to deceive him.

“Dad, I was going to bring this up. What do you think about me adopting some children of soldiers who died in battle?”

Father Ji blinked, confused. Weren’t they talking about marriage? How did this jump to adoption? Where was the children’s mother?

“You’re raising kids alone? Not finding them a mother?” Father Ji wasn’t narrow-minded and didn’t oppose adoption. Their family could afford it, and the house was big enough for kids to run around. If Yuanjing adopted, he’d retire to teach his grandchildren.

Yuanjing coughed awkwardly and said softly, “What about Qingshan as the kids’ mother?”

‘Crash!’ The cup hit the table, thankfully not breaking. Father Ji thought he’d misheard. “Who did you say the mother is?”

“You heard right, Dad. It’s Jiang Qingshan. We’ve discussed it and decided to adopt a few kids together, giving them a home. It doesn’t matter who’s the dad or mom.” Yuanjing dropped a bombshell.

“Nonsense!” Father Ji slammed the table, wishing he had a beard to puff out. “You think this is playing house?”

But a deeper suspicion crept in, one he instinctively wanted to avoid.

“Dad, we’re serious. I’ve thought it through. Qingshan and I will take care of you and Aunt Guilan. Sure, your daughter-in-law isn’t the delicate type but a tough guy. You know Qingshan—aside from not bearing kids, he can do anything. Those vests you got at the farm? Many were sewn by him. He even makes shoe soles.” Yuanjing shamelessly knelt by his father, tugging his arm, playing the cute son.

Father Ji coughed violently, struggling to picture the burly man sewing under a lamp. Was Jiang Qingshan good? He couldn’t say a bad word, no matter how picky. Except for the constant worry at the front—no, that wasn’t the point. “Two men? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Dad,” Yuanjing looked at him earnestly, “I’ve never been interested in a woman all these years. Do you think something’s wrong with me?”

Father Ji’s hand trembled. Oh no, how could he scold his son now? It must be that Jiang kid’s fault, corrupting his son when he was so young in the countryside.

He quickly reassured him, “It’s fine. Dad’s here. If you don’t want a wife, fine. If you want Jiang Qingshan as your ‘wife,’ he can join our Ji family.”

Yuanjing buried his face in his father’s arms, stifling laughter. He was taking advantage of his father’s love, which was unfilial. “Dad, I’m not a good son.”

“Nonsense. Who dares say my son isn’t filial? I know love can’t be forced. Look at me,” Father Ji said, recalling his own failed marriage. He didn’t force his son but feared he’d be lonely. Jiang Qingshan’s character was trustworthy, so it wasn’t a bad outcome.

But stealing his son like that? Unacceptable!

Meanwhile, Aunt Guilan was also worried about her son’s marriage. Past thirty, and still no wife? Knowing he’d become a regiment commander and returned to take her to Beijing, matchmakers had come knocking, proposing girls from the village, nearby villages, town, and county. But without her son’s return, how could she agree?

Now, just two days after arriving, he was taking her to Beijing, delaying marriage talks. On the train, Aunt Guilan couldn’t help nagging about when she’d hold grandchildren.

“Mom, don’t worry. Look at these photos—they’ll be your grandchildren. Once we settle in Beijing, I’ll bring them home to keep you company.”

Niu Guilan, in good spirits these years, took the photos. “What do you mean, my grandchildren?”

Jiang Qingshan explained the children’s situations. Their fathers had died in battle, their mothers either remarried or passed away in accidents. Though they had other relatives, their circumstances weren’t great. After thorough investigations, Jiang Qingshan decided to adopt them.

Hearing their plight, Niu Guilan’s heart ached. Her son had survived the war, and she couldn’t imagine losing him. Empathizing, she felt deep pity for these fatherless children.

Knowing her son was at the border during the war’s most intense phase, she later learned he’d been seriously injured and saved by Xiao Ji, his great benefactor, twice.

“But will your future wife agree?” Niu Guilan had no issue with it. If needed, she’d take the grandchildren back to the countryside to avoid burdening her son’s future family.

Jiang Qingshan coughed, his face reddening, though his tanned skin hid the blush. “We discussed it. It took years to convince him.”

“Really? Do I know her?” Niu Guilan asked excitedly.

“You know him, Mom. He saved my life,” Jiang Qingshan said earnestly.

Niu Guilan frowned, puzzled. “Besides little Ji, who else saved you? Another doctor with him?”

“Mom, it’s Yuanjing,” Jiang Qingshan blurted out. He’d planned to explain in Beijing, but the words slipped out on the train.

It took Niu Guilan a while to process. Alone in the compartment, she slapped her thigh. “What’s going on? You didn’t force Dr. Ji, did you? Just because he’s good-looking, you got improper ideas?”

Thinking of Yuanjing’s face, prettier than village girls, she feared her son saw him as a woman and acted improperly. She swatted him. “He saved your life, and you’re ruining him? We’re going to Beijing to apologize.”

Jiang Qingshan, caught between laughter and tears, took the hits. “Mom, easy! I didn’t force him. I pursued him for years, and he agreed. The adoption was our joint decision.”

Niu Guilan was still upset. How could someone as fine as Xiao Ji fall for her rough son? It felt unfair to Ji. She huffed, “When we get to Beijing, I’ll ask him myself. And his father—if he disagrees, you say nothing.”

“Alright, I’ll listen to you,” Jiang Qingshan replied gleefully. His “wife” was finally here.

At the station, Yuanjing drove to pick up Jiang Qingshan and his mother. At the exit, Jiang Qingshan spotted Yuanjing in the crowd, always the most striking figure.

Following her son’s gaze, Niu Guilan saw him too, marveling at how handsome Yuanjing had become. Looking at her son’s dark face, she genuinely thought Yuanjing must be blind to choose him, feeling inexplicably guilty.

“Auntie, Qingshan, you’re finally here. I’ve been waiting,” Yuanjing said, taking Niu Guilan’s luggage. She protested, but how could she outmaneuver him? Yuanjing smiled at Jiang Qingshan, and they flanked her, guiding her out.

Niu Guilan glanced between them. Though not the daughter-in-law she’d envisioned, she sensed their remarkable chemistry.

“Xiao Ji, did you wait long? Sorry for the trouble.”

“No trouble at all. You’ve had a harder time on the train. Let’s go home; the housekeeper’s got dinner ready.”

“Alright, alright, whatever you say, little Ji.” Nervous in the big city, Niu Guilan found Yuanjing’s words reassuring.

Out of her sight, Yuanjing mouthed to Jiang Qingshan: ‘You told her?’ Her reaction suggested she knew.

Jiang Qingshan mouthed back: ‘Told her. Did you?’

Yuanjing grinned: ‘Told him too, but Dad’s tougher to win over than Auntie.’

Jiang Qingshan straightened, ready for battle. It was another kind of battlefield—why would Father Ji let his outstanding son spend a lifetime with a rough guy like him?

Yuanjing’s eyes twinkled with amusement. Both parents were reasonable and, most importantly, loved their children too much to make things difficult.

Over the years, Yuanjing had bought the neighboring courtyard house. Living together might make Aunt Guilan uncomfortable, so when the adjacent property became available, he bought and renovated it. A connecting door made it easy for both families to visit. With children in the future, they could run freely between the two courtyards.

Yuanjing took them to the new house, where the housekeeper had cooked. Niu Guilan was amazed to live in such a spacious home in Beijing. She never imagined such comfort in her old age—her late husband hadn’t been so fortunate.

After eating and freshening up, Niu Guilan rested. Jiang Qingshan, after a brief break, obediently faced Father Ji’s scrutiny.

Father Ji had always liked the young man who helped his son greatly, but now he found him increasingly displeasing. So dark—how did he match his son? He couldn’t hit him or curse him, being too refined, so he just stewed in frustration.

“What did your mother say?” He couldn’t let his son suffer with this guy.

Jiang Qingshan answered honestly, “On the train, she scolded and hit me, saying I’m not worthy of Yuanjing.”

That eased Father Ji’s heart. Crucially, Jiang mother didn’t view the relationship as abnormal or judge them harshly. Otherwise, he’d have objected. If his son liked men, couldn’t he find someone better than Jiang Qingshan?

“Come, make tea and play a few chess rounds,” Father Ji ordered, determined to run the kid ragged and crush him on the board.



  

    After a day’s delay, Ji Changlin prepared to meet Niu Guilan. Knowing he couldn’t change reality—his son had been with Jiang Qingshan for years—he realized that causing a fuss would only trouble Yuanjing.

Moreover, when he grilled Jiang Qingshan, Yuanjing didn’t defend him but sat beside him with a teacup, smiling without saying a word on Jiang’s behalf. This comforted Ji Changlin; his son still sided with his old man.

Thus, the parents of both sides formally sat down to talk.

Upon seeing Father Ji, Niu Guilan thought, ‘No wonder he’s Xiao Ji's father—they look so alike.’ Despite his age, Father Ji was a refined, handsome older man. She hurriedly apologized, “Brother Ji, it’s all my good-for-nothing son’s fault. I’ve scolded and hit him, but he wouldn’t listen. Please don’t get upset—it’s bad for your health.”

What could Father Ji say? His earlier worries dissipated. He’d feared Jiang Qingshan’s mother, having spent most of her life in the countryside with limited exposure, might find the boys’ relationship abnormal. But Niu Guilan was surprisingly open-minded.

“No, no, my Xiao Ji is a handful too,” Father Ji said, poking at his son. “He’s good in every way except he’s too career-driven. If I didn’t call him back for meals, he’d stay in the lab for days, treating it like home. Probably only I, his dad, can put up with him. Sister Jiang, I think Qingshan’s a fine young man.”

Niu Guilan wouldn’t have that—Xiao Ji was perfect in her eyes. “Brother Ji, don’t say that. I may be a simple country woman with little experience, but I can say Xiao Ji is top-notch. You don’t know, the medicines he developed are staples in our village. He sent people to guide us in planting herbs, helping us prosper. Where can you find a better kid? He’s meant for big things. We can’t hold him back. If he’s too busy, I’ll cook and send food to his lab. No, wait—Ji loves Qingshan’s cooking. I’ll have Qingshan make it and deliver it.”

Father Ji’s brows relaxed further. He could tell her praise for Yuanjing was genuine. Though he knew Yuanjing and Director Cai had saved Jiang Qingshan’s life at the front, he didn’t mention it to Niu Guilan. He didn’t want the Jiangs to favor Yuanjing out of gratitude, as such debts could eventually fade.

So, they kept downplaying their own sons while praising the other’s. When they ran out of things to say, they sat in silence, then burst into laughter. The meeting was pleasant, and they decided to treat each other’s son as their own, both already familiar and trustworthy.

They moved on to discuss finalizing the boys’ commitment with a meal. It couldn’t be a grand affair, but it shouldn’t pass quietly either. They also discussed adopting children and how to share grandparenting duties, growing more congenial as they talked, each finding the other quite agreeable.

Niu Guilan knew about Yuanjing’s mother divorcing Father Ji and inwardly cursed her for being blind to let go of such a fine man.

Father Ji thought that, despite her rural roots, Sister Jiang was remarkably open-minded, rare even in the city. Future interactions between the families would likely be smooth.

Regarding the celebratory meal to formalize the boys’ relationship, Father Ji found it tricky. While they, as parents, accepted it for their children’s sake, others might not. They could face judgment or gossip behind their backs. Father Ji couldn’t bear his son being hurt.

Hearing his father’s concerns, Yuanjing brushed it off. “Dad, I’ll give you a guest list so it’s not just us few at the dinner.”

Yuanjing quickly wrote down names: his mentor Zhang Heliu, He Jingdong (with whom he stayed in touch), Director Cai and Director Jiang from work, lab assistants, and herb base managers. He excluded an elderly couple not in Beijing to avoid unnecessary fuss. He also listed former educated youths from the Red Star Production Team, Chen Jianhua and Ma Lili, now married and in Beijing, who occasionally met up and knew about his relationship with Jiang Qingshan. Lin Dong, another old friend, might not be free.

Yuanjing didn’t care about others’ opinions. The higher he climbed, the less they could say. Even if they thought him perverse behind his back, they’d respect him to his face. His mentor Zhang Heliu, unmarried and experienced, wouldn’t judge his disciple’s choices.

Yuanjing submitted a list, and Jiang Qingshan provided one too, including his comrades and former superiors. He never hid his relationship with Yuanjing and saw this as a chance to go public, unconcerned about promotion impacts.

If the country needed him, he’d return to the battlefield, but otherwise, his priorities had shifted. Yuanjing’s work benefited the nation and its people. Perhaps he could focus more on supporting Yuanjing, ensuring he didn’t overwork in the lab and neglect his health.

Their lists totaled five or six tables’ worth of guests. Father Ji, originally planning to host at the courtyard, realized it wouldn’t do. He booked a small hall at a new restaurant and sent formal invitations.

Zhang Heliu, receiving his disciple’s personally delivered invitation, laughed. “Finally tying the knot. I’ve been waiting to toast this for a while.”

Yuanjing smiled. “Master, please help Dad out that day. I’m worried he’ll be overwhelmed.”

“Go deliver the rest,” Zhang Heliu shooed him, smiling. Having watched Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan over the years, his sharp eyes saw through them. He’d seen such relationships end tragically and hoped his disciple wouldn’t suffer the same.

Others, upon receiving invitations and learning the details, had mixed feelings but congratulated them, promising to attend. Privately, some discussed it. Yuanjing hadn’t lied about having someone; the surprise was the partner’s gender. Some admired his boldness—given his looks and status, he could have any woman, yet he stayed true. Others sneered privately, calling him a pervert despite his upright appearance, but still attended with gifts and smiles, unable to deny his accomplishments.

Tao Yongguo was thrilled, eagerly awaiting the celebration. He brought his wife and child to the courtyard to head to the restaurant with the Ji and Jiang families. His wife, Song Aili, a military doctor he met at the front, had married in a group ceremony there. They had a little girl. Through Tao Yongguo, Song Aili was close to Yuanjing and knew about his relationship with Jiang Qingshan. Tao had grumbled to her about Jiang’s slow progress, so both their family and Pan Jianjun’s came with heartfelt congratulations.

Jiang Qingshan, shedding his uniform, wore a black suit Yuanjing picked out, while Yuanjing wore white. Together, they dazzled onlookers.

Song Aili whispered to Tao Yongguo, “Brother Ji looks too good for Jiang Qingshan. He’s prettier than Hong Kong and Taiwan stars.”

“Don’t say that. Jiang’s not bad either. That’s why they’re a match,” Tao Yongguo replied.

Song Aili disagreed—Jiang was too dark, while Ji’s skin was porcelain-white, enviable even to her. But if Ji was happy, she had no objections.

As the families prepared to leave, the phone rang. Father Ji answered it.

When he returned, his brows were slightly furrowed. Yuanjing noticed and asked, “Dad, what’s wrong?”

Father Ji said, conflicted, “Yuanjing, remember our overseas relatives?”

Yuanjing was astonished. Jiang Qingshan, overhearing, put an arm around Yuanjing and said, “Dad”—already using the term—“are they back? Is it the uncle Yuanjing mentioned or someone else?”

The Ji family’s previous generation had a complicated history. Father Ji had lived in Beijing with his mother, a studious young man who studied abroad briefly. His father was a businessman often away, accompanied by his younger son, with multiple concubines. Yuanjing’s grandmother stayed with her elder son, and outsiders thought they were a lone mother and son.

Before the founding of the People’s Republic, Yuanjing’s grandfather took his family to Hong Kong, then America, intending to bring Ji Changlin and his mother along, but circumstances prevented it, delaying their reunion.

Decades later, Yuanjing’s grandmother passed away, and his grandfather died in America, leaving a will for his younger son to find his elder brother and bequeath part of his estate to him or his descendants.

These later details were unknown to Ji Changlin and Yuanjing. The uncle’s return reminded Yuanjing of the original plot.

“Dad, Uncle’s back? In Beijing? If he’s here, why not invite him to the dinner?”

Father Ji’s feelings about his long-lost family were complex. Before their departure to America, the brothers rarely saw each other, their bond weak.

His overseas ties led to years of hardship on the farm. Though Zheng Dali’s betrayal played a role, those ties caused much suffering.

Blaming his brother was unfair—it was fate’s doing. Their separation lasted over thirty years. With their father gone and his brother starting a new family abroad, their connection was faint. Father Ji said, “Alright, Yuanjing, if they want to come, we’ll celebrate together. If not, so be it.”

A test of their intentions, perhaps.

“Whatever you say, Dad.”

Father Ji returned inside to call the provided contact number.

In a hotel, Ji Shuhua held the phone, hearing only a dial tone—the call had ended.

His eldest son stayed in America to manage affairs, while his youngest, Ji Mingyu, accompanied him to find his family. Seeing his father lost in thought, Mingyu asked, “Dad, what’s wrong? Didn’t you reach Big Brother?”

Ji Shuhua snapped back, murmuring, “Mingyu, your big brother invited us to a wedding banquet—your cousin’s, with another man.”

Father Ji’s blunt words stunned him, leaving him speechless.

Ji Mingyu jumped up. “Holy crap, my cousin’s that progressive? Marrying a guy, and Big Brother’s not only okay with it but hosting a banquet?”

Raised in America, Mingyu was open-minded. Such relationships weren’t new abroad, but he knew China’s conservative culture often deemed them abnormal.

“Nonsense! A man with a man—what’s that about?” Ji Shuhua scolded.

Mingyu didn’t care. The youngest and spoiled, he urged, “Dad, since Big Brother invited us, let’s go. You came to see him after all these years—this is perfect.”

Ji Shuhua couldn’t find a reason to object; he had no right. Sighing, he waved, “Change and let’s go.”

“Awesome!”

Excited for some drama, Ji Mingyu was disappointed when they arrived. They’d rushed to contact Father Ji, a university professor, but hadn’t investigated further.

Ji Shuhua’s keen eyes noted the guests’ significance—half in high-ranking military uniforms, the others exuding authority despite simple attire.

Father Ji was emotional seeing his brother after decades. At their age, past grievances seemed trivial, especially without deep grudges.

“Second Brother, you’re finally back.”

“Big Brother, we’ve grown old.”

The brothers teared up. Ji Mingyu felt little—Father Ji was a stranger. Ji Shuhua patted his son’s arm. “This is my youngest, Ji Mingyu. Mingyu, call your uncle.”

“Uncle,” Mingyu said obediently.

Father Ji smiled, handing him a red envelope. “Good boy, a welcome gift.” He called, “Yuanjing, Qingshan, meet your uncle and cousin.”

Greeting guests, Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan hurried over. “Uncle,” they said respectfully.

“This is your cousin, Ji Mingyu. This is my son, Ji Yuanjing, and son-in-law, Jiang Qingshan.”

“Hello, Cousin Mingyu,” Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan said.

Ji Mingyu, clutching the envelope, felt an odd vibe. His cousin’s looks were undeniable, but something felt off. Son-in-law? He wanted to quip but held back.

You don’t lose face in front of others. “Cousin Yuanjing, Brother Qingshan, good to meet you.”

Father Ji smiled. “Family reunited. Sit, eat, then come home with us. No need for a hotel.”

“Alright, Big Brother,” Ji Shuhua agreed, dazedly following his lead.

They sat at the banquet, congratulated by guests amazed at their decades-long reunion. Ji Shuhua was shocked by his brother and nephew’s connections.

Others’ opinions didn’t matter. Jiang Qingshan grinned foolishly all day, unrecognizable to his comrades as their stern regiment commander. “Tone it down,” they teased.

Without Yuanjing’s intervention, his comrades would’ve gotten him drunk to embarrass him, but Yuanjing’s word silenced them. Dr. Ji’s gentle demeanor belied his ability to wield acupuncture needles with fearsome precision.

Having been on battlefields and killed enemies, they still shuddered at the thought of Yuanjing’s scalpel slicing them open on the operating table.

After the banquet, Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan entrusted Tao Yongguo and Pan Jianjun to arrange transport for guests while they took Ji Shuhua and his son to the courtyard house.



  

    Arriving at the courtyard house, Ji Shuhua and his son realized that Father Ji’s family was far from struggling. Even though housing prices were still low, not just anyone could afford such a spacious courtyard.

Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan chatted with them briefly before Father Ji shooed them away. It was their wedding night, after all—why spend it with the elders?

Uncle Ji was curious about the couple’s status, so Father Ji proudly shared their story. Not only Ji Shuhua but Ji Mingyu listened with wide eyes.

When Ji Yuanjing was sent to the countryside, he began studying under an old Chinese medicine doctor. When the college entrance exams resumed, he got into the top medical university, mastering both Chinese and Western medicine. He gained experience in field hospitals, and upon returning, developed several proprietary Chinese medicines with his mentor. Now, he had established medicinal herb planting bases—all without any help from his father. Yuanjing had built everything himself.

Ji Shuhua felt a twinge of disdain for his own son. Someone like Yuanjing would succeed in any era. His son merely inherited the family business, while Yuanjing created his own substantial legacy.

The banquet included several medical luminaries, which Father Ji’s explanation made clear, earning their admiration.

As for Jiang Qingshan, his status as a decorated regiment commander spoke for itself.

This made Ji Shuhua stop underestimating his elder brother. He’d returned to China with his own agenda, knowing their father had left a significant inheritance for Father Ji, which had grown substantially over the years. The other branches of the family coveted it, and Ji Shuhua was reluctant to part with it. Assuming China was less developed, he thought a small sum could placate his brother’s family while earning their gratitude.

Now, he realized he was wrong. If he wanted to develop in China, he’d need his brother’s family’s influence. He had to rethink how to handle the inheritance.

Meanwhile, after helping Niu Guilan settle in, Jiang Qingshan and Yuanjing faced a moment of nervous excitement. Jiang Qingshan was so flustered he walked with his hands and feet moving in sync, making Yuanjing, initially nervous himself, burst into laughter.

With Auntie at the Ji household, the two were alone. Seeing Yuanjing laugh uncontrollably, Jiang Qingshan summoned his courage, grabbed him, and kissed him, pinning him against the door.

Though they’d been committed for years, they’d always been restrained, at most holding hands in private—utterly innocent. Now, in Jiang Qingshan’s mind, they were officially together, free to be as affectionate as they wanted behind closed doors. But after the kiss, he froze, at a loss. His helpless look, coupled with his warm breath on Yuanjing’s face, melted Yuanjing’s heart. He took the lead, wrapping his arms around Jiang Qingshan’s head, guiding their tongues to intertwine.

It was like a spark igniting a powder keg, setting Jiang Qingshan ablaze. All reservations gone, they clung to each other, kissing passionately, stumbling toward the bedroom.

The night was long.

The two novices tossed about for most of it but woke early due to their internal clocks. Waking in the arms of his beloved for the first time, seeing his loved one upon opening his eyes, Jiang Qingshan flashed his habitual goofy grin.

Seeing the marks he’d left on Yuanjing’s body, his breath hitched, desire stirring again. But knowing it would exhaust Yuanjing, he hurriedly got up to make breakfast for him, his mother, and Father Ji’s household.

As he got out of bed, Yuanjing woke up. Jiang Qingshan leaned down to kiss his cheek. “Sleep more. I’ll make breakfast and bring it to you.”

Yuanjing, fully awake, chuckled. “Think I’m made of glass? Go make breakfast, don’t worry about me.”

“Really?”

“Truer than pearls. Off you go.” Yuanjing swatted him.

Jiang Qingshan believed him and left. Unbeknownst to him, Yuanjing’s swat was too forceful, nearly revealing his discomfort. Once Jiang Qingshan was gone, Yuanjing grabbed the medicine he’d prepared, applying it with grimaces. He mused about making Jiang Qingshan experience this someday—but admitted last night was pretty enjoyable.

Patting his burning cheeks, Yuanjing hurried to wash up.

Newlywed life was blissful. Not just Yuanjing, but Jiang Qingshan felt like he was floating. He thought his first thirty years were wasted—life with a “wife” was this wonderful.

Though they occasionally saw Uncle Ji and his son, Yuanjing treated them as relatives visiting to reconnect, too preoccupied to focus on them.

With Jiang Qingshan’s one-month leave half over, he had to leave Yuanjing to pick up the adopted children. Only then did Yuanjing turn his attention to Uncle Ji and his son.

Ji Mingyu, young and energetic, dragged his father around with a map, needing no guide.

“Dad, are Uncle and Mingyu just here to reconnect?” Yuanjing asked directly.

Father Ji sighed. “I was going to talk to you about this. Your uncle wants to invest in your pharmaceutical factory to produce your drugs. I said it’s your call—I never interfere in your business.”

Yuanjing didn’t hesitate. “Dad, decline it. I don’t need help to run a factory—it’s just not the right time or opportunity. Plus, with Qingshan’s and my status, foreign investment, even from my uncle, could complicate things. It’s overseas capital, after all.”

Father Ji agreed. Jiang Qingshan, a military man, faced strict regulations, and since their relationship was known to his superiors, Yuanjing was likely seen as his partner. They had to be cautious.

“You’re right, Yuanjing. I’ll decline. We don’t need the money, and there’s no need to envy your uncle’s life in America,” Father Ji said. Money was fleeting, and Yuanjing had built his success from scratch.

This surprised Ji Shuhua and his son. Rejecting offered investment? Father Ji relayed Yuanjing’s reasons, and Ji Shuhua knew it was impossible.

He sighed. In America, the Ji family branches fought bitterly over the inheritance, yet here it was unwanted.

“Big Brother, you don’t know—before Dad passed, he always thought of you and Mom. His will left part of the estate to your branch,” Ji Shuhua said.

Though he admired Jiang Qingshan, he felt Father Ji shouldn’t have agreed to their relationship, as it ended his branch’s bloodline. Who would inherit the estate? What was the point of a lifetime’s work if not to leave a legacy?

Father Ji was stunned. His father remembered him and his mother before dying? He’d thought otherwise, as he, the studious eldest son, was overlooked for business, and his father had multiple concubines.

From his brother’s stories about their half-siblings, Father Ji sensed disunity. Knowing Yuanjing’s stance, he wanted no part in the estate disputes.

Claiming it would require a trip to America.

“Second Brother, you stayed by Father’s side, handling the business and filial duties. The estate should be yours. I don’t need it—look at my life now, it makes no difference. If you need me to sign anything, just say.”

Ji Mingyu, listening, was floored as Father Ji gave up a fortune. “Uncle, do you know how many dollars that is?”

Father Ji laughed. “It’s just a number. In China now, there’s nowhere to spend it. I’m old, Yuanjing earns his own money, and he’s not extravagant. So, that’s that.”

Ji Mingyu was speechless. His uncle truly didn’t care about the sum.

Ji Shuhua felt ashamed. He’d come with petty intentions to claim the inheritance, only to find his brother and nephew didn’t care for it.

Father Ji continued, “If you feel bad, invest in China instead. The country needs it more.”

“You don’t resent those years?” Ji Shuhua asked, shocked. He knew his brother suffered greatly, barely surviving, yet still cared for the nation—a sentiment he couldn’t grasp.

Father Ji said calmly, “It’s all fate, like your move to America separating us from Mother. Who’s to blame? This is my country, and I want it to soar. Second Brother, invest now, and the returns will be great. Our country will only get better.”

Ji Shuhua and Ji Mingyu were deeply moved.

After much thought, inspections, and discussions with his eldest son in America, Ji Shuhua followed Father Ji’s advice, starting with small investments to test the waters.

He left Ji Mingyu in China to manage them, traveling between China and America while he could. When he couldn’t, he’d return to retire with his brother. The courtyard life was appealing.

Most importantly, he saw Yuanjing’s medical prowess—his brother’s health was proof. Old age brought fears of illness and poor care, which Yuanjing could address.

The Ji family’s investments in China gained national attention, receiving many green lights to attract more funds and technology for development. Ji Mingyu was featured on state TV as a patriotic returning businessman, with his and his father’s ties to China highlighted.

Unfortunately, Shen Huijuan and Zheng Hua saw the broadcast. A clip showed Ji Mingyu at a factory ribbon-cutting, with Yuanjing and Father Ji briefly appearing. Though fleeting, Shen Huijuan recognized them instantly, stunned.

Zheng Hua, slower to react, had never met Father Ji and only vaguely recalled Yuanjing from before his countryside days. But the “Ji” surname was significant to their family, and seeing his mother’s reaction, he realized something, his face darkening. “Mom, is it them? My brother Ji Yuanjing and his family? Their overseas relatives are investing here?” His voice rose.

Though on a small black-and-white TV, the screen radiated the guests’ vibrant energy. Zheng Hua felt resentful, somehow believing that glory should’ve been his, so close yet out of reach.

Shen Huijuan’s regret gnawed at her. If she hadn’t been foolish, if she hadn’t betrayed Yuanjing and his father… She wiped her tears. “It’s them. Your brother was on TV.”

Confirmed, Zheng Hua’s rage grew at his own downfall compared to their success. He kicked over the table. Shen Huijuan, startled, stepped back cautiously. “Xiaohua, what’s wrong?”

Zheng Hua exploded. “You ask what’s wrong? Look at your other son’s success and then at me—am I any different from trash? Are you satisfied? If not for you, would I be in this mess? I could’ve been a Ji. Why am I a Zheng? If you hadn’t cheated, would I be this pathetic? It’s all your fault!”

Shen Huijuan knew her son resented her, but hearing him tear open her shameful past so bluntly was unbearable. She trembled as if struck by lightning.

The TV continued the report. Unable to stand the stark contrast, Zheng Hua grabbed a stool and smashed the 14-inch black-and-white TV.

‘Crash!’

Shen Huijuan, too scared to stop him, watched as he wrecked the house like a madman before storming out. Her daughter was nowhere to be found, rarely home. Compared to her ex-husband’s success, Shen Huijuan broke down sobbing.

The next morning, preparing breakfast, she waited until noon with no sign of her son. Entering his room, she found a note:

“I’m gone, heading south. Don’t look for me. You ruined me!”

Clutching the note, Shen Huijuan rushed out. “Xiaohua, come back! Mom’s sorry…”



  

    After settling down, Yuanjing didn’t slacken in his career, not just for himself but for Qingshan too.

Over the next few years, Tao Yongguo received promotions, while Jiang Qingshan remained in place. Though they never discussed it, both understood that their relationship had impacted Jiang Qingshan’s military advancement. This drove Yuanjing to prove his own worth, knowing that when his value became undeniable, obstacles would vanish.

Jiang Qingshan had mentally prepared for this. He took the time to further his studies, learning from foreign information that warfare was evolving, requiring him to keep pace.

By the 1990s, Yuanjing held patents for over a dozen proprietary Chinese medicines. His medicinal herb bases, spread across regions, greatly enriched local farmers and provided jobs for disabled veterans, easing national burdens.

His expertise in both Chinese and Western medicine, particularly his acupuncture skills surpassing his mentor’s, earned him frequent access to national leaders. Yet he remained humble, true to his original aspirations.

Due to his relationship with Jiang Qingshan, authorities had long observed them. Seeing their mutual support and deep bond—stronger than many marriages, yet discreetly maintained—only close friends knew of their connection.

A high-ranking official declared, “Comrade Jiang Qingshan is an excellent soldier. It’s time for his position to advance.”

This period had been a test, and the results satisfied the higher-ups.

The couple shared a smile. Jiang Qingshan knew this was due to Yuanjing’s achievements and contributions.

Hugging Yuanjing, he kissed his cheek. “Yuanjing, thank you.”

Yuanjing kissed him back. “We agreed to work hard together. The higher you rise, the stronger my support.”

“I’ll keep working,” Jiang Qingshan promised.

From then on, both achieved remarkable success. Jiang Qingshan, a farmer’s son, rose from major to lieutenant colonel, then major general and lieutenant general, becoming a regional military commander.

Yuanjing acquired a bankrupt pharmaceutical factory, entrusting its management to Pan Jianjun and Chen Jianhua. Immersed in the lab, he elevated the company to global fame. Profits funded further research or charities, while he continued practicing medicine, becoming a master of Chinese and Western medicine, resolving numerous complex cases.

Despite their demanding careers, they prioritized family and raising their four adopted children. Yuanjing chose the youngest, Zhou Tong, to inherit his mentor’s medical legacy, per his mentor’s wishes. The other three became successful professionals.

This fulfilling life left Yuanjing little time to think about the Zheng family. He occasionally heard updates from Pan Jianjun, who had kept tabs on them out of habit, even after Yuanjing lost interest.

“Zheng Hua dropped out of high school after a year?” Yuanjing asked, surprised. No path to university?

“Yeah, his grades were awful—continuing was a waste of money. His mom made him work to support the family. Their relationship’s bad; neighbors say they fought often. The last big fight, he smashed the house and ran south to work. No word since.”

Yuanjing felt dazed. Unknowingly, he’d derailed Zheng Hua’s path to becoming a CEO. The original plot had likely collapsed entirely. Without CEO Zheng, would there be a domineering CEO and Cinderella love-hate drama?

Yuanjing didn’t dwell on it. Whatever Zheng Hua’s fate in the south, it wouldn’t affect him, even if he became a CEO again.

“Forget it. Just send regular pension payments to Shen Huijuan’s account. Don’t bother with the rest.”

“Got it.”

“By the way, Yuanjing, remember Du Weiguo and Wang Ling from our educated youth days?” Chen Jianhua mentioned old acquaintances during a friend’s gathering.

“Of course. I probably knew their situation before you did,” Yuanjing said, amused. “I treated a patient for leg acupuncture—Shan Wenlu, nephew of Minister Wang’s wife, whose leg was broken by Du Weiguo’s orders.”

“That’s him!” Chen Jianhua exclaimed. “No wonder—the world’s small. But it’s your medical skill that brought him to you.”

Yuanjing nodded. Through that past connection, Minister Wang had sought him out. From Shan Wenlu, he learned Du Weiguo and Wang Ling married but became a resentful couple.

After the movement ended, the Du family fell. Du Weiguo, a burden, brought Wang Ling no happiness. The Du family blamed her for his broken leg, keeping her to care for him lifelong since he was crippled.

Wang Ling escaped the countryside to the city, but city life wasn’t as she’d dreamed.

The day Yuanjing fully healed Shan Wenlu, he wept, freed from his past to live normally. Now a modestly successful entrepreneur, he stayed in touch with Yuanjing.

Ji Mingyu, not part of those events, listened eagerly. He often joined these gatherings, feeling his greatest fortune was returning to China with his father and staying to manage the Ji family’s investments. China’s rapid growth had surpassed their American assets.

His uncle’s words proved true—investing in China brought immense returns.

Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan successively lost Father Ji, Aunt Guilan, and Yuanjing’s mentor. The passing of these cherished elders hit them hard, leaving them despondent. Jiang Qingshan recovered first, determined not to let his beloved sink further. Their lives had to go on.

Now old—Yuanjing seventy, Jiang Qingshan seventy-four—they retired. Jiang Qingshan took Yuanjing to travel across China, seeing its landscapes, and settled in a place to retire. Yuanjing gradually healed from his grief.

Though he’d taken over Ji Yuanjing’s life, Zhang Heliu was his chosen mentor, Father Ji’s love filled a past life’s void, and Niu Guilan was a vital mother figure.

Turning to Jiang Qingshan, his hair half-white but still a handsome old man, Yuanjing held his hand, resting his head on his shoulder, watching the sunset with a smile. “I’m so glad I have you, Qingshan.”

Jiang Qingshan kissed his forehead. “I’m grateful too. Meeting you, Yuanjing, ended my loneliness.”

---

Epilogue

Yuanjing thought he’d thoroughly disrupted the domineering CEO and Cinderella plot. After hearing Zheng Hua had left Beijing, he stopped thinking about the story. But he was wrong—the plot was tenacious, bringing its characters back to him.

Their four adopted children—two boys, two girls, close in age—included Zhou Tong, the youngest girl, whom Yuanjing trained in medicine. The eldest, Zuo Hao, had a keen business sense. Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan planned for him to take over the pharmaceutical company, but he used the startup fund they gave each child to strike out on his own. Despite his high starting point, his talent was undeniable. Within years, he founded a tech company that went public.

Though busy with his career, Zuo Hao was family-oriented, always returning to the courtyard when not traveling, keeping early mornings and late nights.

One weekend, with Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan home, Zuo Hao called from the airport, saying he’d be back soon and listing dishes for Jiang Qingshan to cook—everyone loved his cooking.

The food was ready, but Zuo Hao didn’t arrive. As Zhou Tong urged her dads to eat, he called, sounding exasperated: “Almost home, but I got caught in a scam. She ran into my car. Dads, eat first. I called the police and will return after it’s sorted.”

Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan were alarmed. They trusted Zuo Hao’s character—if he said he didn’t hit her, he didn’t. But sometimes, truth didn’t matter.

Learning the location, just a ten-minute walk from home, the family agreed his luck was awful. They delayed dinner to check the scene.

Leaving the elders at home, Yuanjing, Jiang Qingshan, and Zhou Tong went to the intersection. They saw a girl in a white dress sitting on the ground, her knee scraped and bleeding, tears on her face, a spilled thermos nearby. Next to her was Zuo Hao’s expensive black car, with him standing beside it in a suit, looking elite. Passersby instinctively sided with the girl.

They criticized Zuo Hao: a rich man bullying a poor girl whose family was hospitalized, now hit by him. It wasn’t about compensation—he was denying responsibility, acting superior.

Yuanjing noticed people filming, shaking his head. This could spark online outrage.

“Xiao Hao,” he called.

“Dads, why are you here? I said I’d handle it,” Zuo Hao said, his irritation softening at their arrival.

“Look, even his parents are here. This girl’s in for it now. Rich people’s consciences are rotten.”

“The traffic police are here. He can’t escape. Don’t worry, girl, we’ve got your back.”

“No, it’s my fault. I was rushing and didn’t look…” The girl, teary, tried to stand and explain, but to onlookers, she seemed intimidated by power.

Zuo Hao explained to his dads and sister. Yuanjing and Jiang Qingshan relaxed—the fault wasn’t his.

The police arrived, and the truth emerged quickly. A nearby camera and Zuo Hao’s dashcam showed the girl ran out, the car was slow, braked in time, and didn’t hit her. She fell from fright.

Zuo Hao left his assistant to handle the rest, prioritizing dinner with his dads and grandparents. He chalked it up to bad luck, unable to argue against public misjudgment.

Knowing he was fine, the family relaxed, and Yuanjing forgot the incident.

Though someone uploaded the video online, the police’s findings quelled any uproar. The uploader was mocked for paranoia, assuming the rich always bullied the poor. The girl’s vague explanations fueled suspicions she’d tried to scam, especially since the car’s driver was wealthy and handsome.

Days later, Zhou Tong returned with Zuo Hao, laughing hysterically while he looked exasperated. Yuanjing asked what happened.

“Dad, you won’t believe it. Big Brother’s being stalked by that girl from the incident—not hit, but almost scammed. She somehow found his company, showed up to apologize, then asked for a job, saying her family’s in hardship. Thank goodness I don’t deal with people like her.”

“What’s her name?” Yuanjing asked.

“Wei Lingling. She kept saying, ‘Lingling’s sorry,’ making her name hard to forget,” Zhou Tong said, laughing.

A bolt struck Yuanjing. That was the Cinderella from the original plot. Without CEO Zheng, there was now CEO Zuo, and Cinderella still appeared. He looked at Zuo Hao. “What do you think, Xiao Hao?”

Only family called the dignified CEO Zuo “Xiao Hao,” a sweet burden. Rubbing his temples, he said, “What can I think? Little Sister says she’s crazy—can’t join her, right? I’ll steer clear. There’s business abroad, so I’m leaving tomorrow.”

Seeing Zuo Hao’s avoidance, Yuanjing figured the plot wouldn’t touch him. But as Wei Lingling was the story’s heroine, he paid slight attention. With Zhou Tong, eager for gossip, he didn’t need to investigate.

Wei Lingling persisted for a week, lingering at Zuo Hao’s company to see him, but was told he was abroad indefinitely. Her resume was useless—his company wasn’t hiring, and he’d ordered against employing her to avoid entanglement.

A week later, Zhou Tong brought news: Wei Lingling was hit again, this time by the Zhang family’s young master, who’d pursued Zhou Tong but was rejected as an arrogant rich kid. He pitied Wei Lingling, and soon she became his girlfriend.

Yuanjing was relieved—she wouldn’t bother Zuo Hao. Let her trouble others; it wasn’t their concern. He awaited Pan Jianjun to discuss donating their collection of artifacts.



  

    Yuanjing collapsed onto the ground, clutching his chest. Though he was a soul without a physical body, it felt as if an invisible hand had gripped his heart, twisting it into a knot so painful it nearly suffocated him.

After seeing off ninety-year-old Jiang Qingshan, Yuanjing, who had been perfectly healthy just moments before, could no longer hold on. Not long after, he stopped breathing and was brought back by the system to this completely sealed room.

Qingshan had said he didn’t want to leave Yuanjing alone in this world, yet he still passed away before him.

Qingshan had also said that if there were a next life, he would still want to find Yuanjing, to love and protect him for a lifetime.

Yuanjing knew this wasn’t right. This was only the first world, and if he couldn’t persevere now, how would he continue down this path?

After calming himself for a long time, he buried his most precious memories deep in his mind. Finally, he looked up at the glowing orb in front of him, its eerie blue light flickering strangely.

“Hello, Host. This is our first meeting. Welcome to the System Space. I am System 520. Congratulations on passing the first assessment world. You may rest here for a while before heading to the next world.”

Assessment world? Yuanjing was slightly surprised. “You never mentioned what would happen if I failed the assessment.”

System 520’s mechanical voice responded, “If you had failed, I would have sent you to be reincarnated, with all your memories erased. Would you like to review your performance in the first world? Since it was an assessment, the points earned in the first world are doubled as a reward for passing.”

Yuanjing raised an eyebrow. That was decent news. “Review it.”

As soon as he spoke, a virtual screen appeared before him, displaying his personal data.

Name: Yuanjing  
Points: 1000 x 2 (Note: Points doubled)  
Soul Strength: 8 + 3  
Skills: Poison Ability (Beginner) (Note: Requires activation), Medicine (Introductory), Pharmacology (Introductory)  
Merit: 15,000  

Seeing this data, Yuanjing wasn’t dissatisfied with the 2,000 points—1,000 more than he’d expected. But the later details raised questions.

“What does soul strength represent? And are the extra 3 points from the previous world?”

System 520 explained, “Soul strength represents the resilience of your soul. A stronger soul is greatly beneficial to the host, as it prevents you from being swayed by the original body’s emotions or becoming trapped in the memories of past mission worlds. The additional 3 points of soul strength were gained because you excellently fulfilled the original body’s life. The original owner was very satisfied and gifted them to you.”

Yuanjing realized how crucial soul strength was. Points might allow him to return to his own world, but soul strength determined whether he could successfully complete mission after mission. Having just left the previous world, he’d already tasted the struggle the system described. If he hadn’t clung to his purpose, he might have recklessly followed Qingshan to the afterlife.

“What impact does this have on the original owner? Do they have a future?” Now that Yuanjing knew souls could reincarnate after death, and given how good the original owner was, with a father who loved him so deeply, Yuanjing hoped he could have a better next life.

System 520 reassured him, “Rest assured, Host. Soul strength doesn’t affect the soul’s essence, and no transaction comes without cost. After this world ended, the original owner will re-enter the cycle of reincarnation.”

Yuanjing felt some relief. “What does it mean that the poison ability requires activation? Could I have activated it in the previous world?”

System 520 replied, “Activation requires 100 points each time, and it cannot be activated in a non-spiritual world.”

Yuanjing reflected. One hundred points wasn’t a huge amount, but it wasn’t trivial either. Compared to the poison ability, he realized the skills he’d learned, like combat techniques from the apocalyptic world, could be acquired through further training, and the learning process was significantly shortened. In the previous world, the absence of the poison ability hadn’t made a difference.

Still, he remarked, “Medicine and pharmacology are only at the introductory level?”

The standards were high. In the previous world, he’d been a top-tier expert.

System 520 stated matter-of-factly, “As you experience more worlds, you’ll realize medicine has no limits, and there’s always a higher peak to climb.”

The system’s serious tone reminded Yuanjing of Qingshan from the beginning, making him smile faintly. But the smile quickly faded. He couldn’t let himself dwell like this. Only by keeping busy could he forget it all.

“520, send me to the next world.”

“Alright.”

---

“Qiao Yuanjing, come to the blackboard and solve this problem.”

“Qiao Yuanjing!” Seeing no response as Qiao Yuanjing kept his head down, the teacher on the podium raised their voice.

“Qiao Yuanjing, quick, the teacher’s calling you,” his deskmate Wei Hao whispered urgently, startled, giving him a nudge.

Having just entered this body, Yuanjing opened his eyes to this scene. He stood up, glanced around, and noted the school uniform he was wearing. It was clear—he’d transmigrated into a student still attending school, and he’d been called out by the teacher.

But he hadn’t yet received the body’s memories, nor had he caught what the teacher wanted him to do. With the soul of an “old cucumber” inside, Yuanjing’s face flushed slightly, but he could only brazen it out. “Sorry, Teacher, I zoned out. What did you…”

Wei Hao quickly whispered, “The teacher asked you to solve that problem on the board.”

Yuanjing looked at the blackboard. It was a math problem. He relaxed internally—he could handle it. Leaving his desk, he walked to the blackboard, picked up the chalk, thought for a moment, and began solving it.

Though he wasn’t a math major, helping his grandchildren with their homework had prepared him well enough.

The math teacher, stern-faced, watched as Qiao Yuanjing smoothly solved the problem and arrived at the correct answer. Only then did their expression soften, though they still lectured sternly, “Even if you know how to do it, you can’t be careless or complacent in class, understood?”

Yuanjing’s face was still warm with embarrassment. At his age, being scolded by a teacher! He adopted a respectful attitude and apologized, “Yes, Teacher, I’ll remember.”

His attitude satisfied the teacher, whose tone softened further. “Alright, go back to your seat and pay attention.”

Back at his desk, Wei Hao gave him a discreet thumbs-up. Impressive—solving a challenging problem under those circumstances wasn’t something just anyone could do.

Yuanjing shook his head inwardly and focused on the lesson. Recalling the pain of receiving memories in the previous world, he decided to wait until the break.

He listened attentively until the bell rang. Wei Hao seized the chance to talk, but Yuanjing apologized, “I didn’t sleep well last night. I’m going to rest my head for a bit. If I don’t wake up for the next class, give me a nudge.”

“Oh, sure, go ahead,” Wei Hao said understandingly.

Yuanjing laid his head on the desk, face down, and signaled the system to transmit the memories and plot. The familiar excruciating pain hit, and he bit his lip to keep from crying out. Once the pain subsided, he began reviewing the memories.

This body was named Qiao Yuanjing, born into an ordinary working-class family that was very harmonious. He was a second-year student at City No. 1 High School, with grades in the top ten of his class and around the top fifty in his grade. Barring any surprises, Qiao Yuanjing would likely get into a good university and, with his personality, lead a decent life in society.

But if that were the case, Yuanjing wouldn’t be here. In the year the original owner got into university, tragedies struck one after another. First, his father died in a car accident while protecting his mother on their way home from work. His mother was rushed to the hospital, but her injuries were too severe, and she didn’t make it.

The original owner, studying at a university in the capital, nearly collapsed upon receiving the phone call. Without even thinking to request leave, he rushed back home as quickly as possible.

However, he never expected that just after getting off the high-speed train and taking a taxi straight to the hospital, a truck would suddenly appear at the hospital entrance’s turn, charging toward him. He met the same fate as his parents—a car accident.

It was indeed a car accident, and the original owner clearly saw the truck driver glaring at him with malicious intent, deliberately aiming to kill him.

Perhaps because his death was so unjust, the original owner’s soul didn’t immediately move on to reincarnation. Instead, it lingered in the mortal world. He watched as resuscitation efforts failed and he was declared dead. But what followed left him stunned: his heart was removed and transplanted into another young man in the same hospital, a boy from a clearly wealthy or influential family. The woman from that family, looking at his corpse, had a crazed, gleeful expression in her eyes.

This scene led the original owner to suspect that not only he but also his parents had been deliberately murdered, all for the sake of harvesting his heart. How could he reincarnate peacefully? He couldn’t rest in peace. He wanted to uncover the true culprit and even prevent his parents’ deaths.

The original owner’s bond with his parents was extraordinarily deep, nearly broken by their deaths. There was a reason for this. Though his childhood memories were vague, he recalled rumors from his hometown: he wasn’t his parents’ biological child but was adopted. Yet, they treated him as their own, giving him their very best. He had only wanted to work hard, earn money, and care for them in their old age.

But he never got the chance. The entire family of three became victims under the wheels of tragedy.

Yuanjing touched his chest, where it ached and felt hollow. He thought, in his place, he too would be unable to rest in peace.

Looking at the plot, as expected, the original owner wasn’t a significant character. His name didn’t even appear in the storyline.

The plot’s protagonist was Wei Jiabai, whose father was a “phoenix man” who rose from humble beginnings. His mother was the daughter of a prominent family. Despite her parents’ objections, she insisted on marrying this man. Leveraging her family’s influence, the phoenix man started a company that grew steadily, defying stereotypes about such men abandoning their wives once successful. Their marriage remained loving, surprising those who expected otherwise.

Thanks to Wei’s father’s conduct, he earned the approval of the Jiang family. With their support, his company flourished further, and the Wei and Jiang families became the talk of the town. Their only imperfection was Wei Jiabai’s health. Diagnosed with a heart condition in childhood, he wouldn’t live long without a transplant.

Due to Wei Jiabai’s condition, he became the darling of both families, who ensured he never faced the slightest grievance, hoping only for his happiness. Both the Jiang and Wei families tirelessly searched for a compatible heart for transplant. At eighteen, Wei’s mother finally found a suitable heart for him. The surgery was a success, and Wei Jiabai gained a healthy body, eventually uniting with his lover and receiving blessings from both families.

Yes, the other protagonist was also a man—Wei Jiabai’s nominal uncle, the adopted son of the Jiang family, his mother’s sworn brother. In a family like the Jiangs, such a relationship—same-sex and uncle-nephew, even if by adoption—was unthinkable, as it was recorded in the household registry.

But because of Wei Jiabai’s fragile heart, both families had grown accustomed to spoiling him. Even after he gained a healthy heart, they couldn’t bear to make him suffer. Moreover, the other protagonist was a domineering CEO who had doted on his nephew since childhood and vowed to do so for life, making Wei Jiabai the envy of all.

The plot was all about indulgence and sweetness, with no mention of the heart’s origin or any trace of Qiao Yuanjing’s existence.

Comparing the original owner’s memories with the plot, Yuanjing knew that Wei Jiabai’s heart came from the original Qiao Yuanjing. After his death, the original owner’s soul saw Wei Jiabai’s mother, Jiang Yujin, the Jiang family’s daughter—a woman who radiated malice and satisfaction toward his corpse. A madwoman.

Yuanjing: “System, is the mission to prevent the Qiao couple’s deaths and protect my heart?”

System 520: “Yes, additionally, the original owner hopes the host can become someone his parents would be proud of, fulfilling the original owner’s life. Completing the mission rewards 1,000 points. Failure results in ten years in the dark room.”

Yuanjing: “Doesn’t the original owner want to uncover the truth about his birth?”

System 520: “The original owner deeply loves his adoptive parents and isn’t too concerned about his birth origins. However, he would be pleased if you could uncover it.”

Yuanjing nodded silently. He didn’t think he could easily escape this ordeal. The original owner didn’t know the plot, but he did. The Wei and Jiang families weren’t from Lincheng, a small city far from the capital. How had Jiang Yujin so conveniently targeted the original owner in Lincheng?

Her malice toward the original owner was too blatant. To protect the original owner’s heart, these were secrets he had to unravel.

The class bell rang again. Wei Hao was about to nudge his deskmate when Yuanjing lifted his head. Noticing his pale complexion, Wei Hao asked, “Yuanjing, are you unwell? Should you take leave and rest?”

Yuanjing shook his head. “I’m fine. Resting a bit helped.”

“Let me know if you feel off, alright?”

“Thanks, Haozi (Nickname).”

With the original owner’s memories, Yuanjing adapted to class much better. But to fully integrate, he needed to master them quickly. Since he was replacing the original owner and aiming to make his parents proud, the first step was studying diligently to excel academically and get into a good university.

He ate lunch at school. After afternoon classes, Yuanjing grabbed his backpack and left with Wei Hao, whose home was nearby.

At home, Mother Qiao was already back, preparing dinner. Father Qiao, busier with work, would return around mealtime.

“Yuanjing, you’re back! I bought some grapes. Wash your face and have some to tide you over.”

“Okay, Mom.” After mental preparation, Yuanjing naturally called Mother Qiao “Mom.”

After washing his face and eating a few grapes, he offered to help, but Mother Qiao shooed him out, telling him to eat grapes, read, or watch TV in his room until his dad returned for dinner.

Yuanjing scratched his cheek and complied. Acting too out of character might make Mother Qiao suspicious.

The Qiao family lived in a two-bedroom, one-living-room apartment. Though modest compared to his previous life, it was warmly decorated. His room was tidy, with posters on the wall, showing he was a typical teenager, undeserving of the tragedies that befell the Qiao family.

The original owner was diligent, attending the city’s best high school. His parents never pressured him about studying or restricted TV time. There was a desktop computer in his room, which Yuanjing noted was convenient. As a student with little pocket money, it would be hard to accomplish much without it.

Opening the computer, Yuanjing researched. Having lived two lives, he’d never stopped learning. In his original life, before the apocalypse, he worked in an AI-related field, giving him above-average computer skills for this era.

He investigated the Wei and Jiang families. The Wei family was straightforward, as described in the plot: a family of three—Father Wei, Mother Wei, and the frail Wei Jiabai. Father Wei ran Wei Enterprises, with considerable assets.

The Jiang family was more complex. They were involved in politics, though the patriarch had retired. He had a son and a daughter. The daughter was Jiang Yujin, and the eldest son, Jiang Hong, was a provincial governor, poised for a central government role. The patriarch later adopted a son—Wei Jiabai’s uncle, who, despite no blood ties, founded a company during university that rivaled Wei Enterprises.

Digging deeper, Yuanjing found that Jiang Hong and the patriarch had decent reputations. He couldn’t fathom how the Jiang family raised a daughter like Jiang Yujin, whose actions were tied to the original owner’s accident. Did the Jiang family know they’d raised someone who treated lives so callously?

The data showed Jiang Hong and his wife had no children, meaning Wei Jiabai was the only third-generation heir of both families. No wonder he was spoiled to the heavens—a true winner in life.

With such powerful backing, Yuanjing realized this mission was daunting. If Jiang Yujin had targeted the original owner’s heart early on, avoiding death wouldn’t be as simple as in his first world. Could he, alone, take on the colossal Wei and Jiang families? Even if Jiang Hong had a good reputation, would he choose his nephew’s life over a stranger’s?

Fighting them was like an egg striking a rock.

Looking at a photo of Jiang Hong and his wife on the computer, Yuanjing raised an eyebrow. Their features seemed faintly familiar.



  

    “I’m back,” Father Qiao’s voice called from outside. Having finished his research, Yuanjing shut down the computer and went to greet his dad.

“Dad, you’re back! Mom bought some grapes. Have one, and pass the bag to me.”

“Hey, hey.” Father Qiao grinned, eyes crinkling, enjoying his son’s attentiveness. After a tiring day at work, this was the most relaxing moment. He popped a grape in his mouth, slipped on his slippers, and headed to the bathroom to wash his hands.

Unlike Father Ji from the previous world, Father Qiao wasn’t tall and had a slight paunch at his age. When he smiled, his eyes narrowed into slits, giving him a particularly warm and approachable air.

Neither Father nor Mother Qiao had high levels of education. In a crowd, they wouldn’t stand out. But in the original owner’s eyes, they were the best parents in the world.

When Father Qiao settled onto the sofa and casually turned on the TV, Yuanjing stood behind him and gave him a brief massage. Skilled in acupressure and knowing how to make it most comfortable, Yuanjing left Father Qiao feeling utterly relaxed. Seeing Mother Qiao emerge from the kitchen, he bragged, “You should let our son give you a massage later. His skills are amazing. Xiao Jing, where’d you learn this?”

Yuanjing made up an excuse on the spot. “I saw the school doctor doing it in the infirmary.”

“See, our son’s so smart. He picks things up just by watching!”

Mother Qiao beamed. “Of course! Look who his mom is. He takes after me.”

“Alright, alright, all after you,” Father Qiao said good-naturedly.

With Father Qiao home, dinner was served. The family sat in the living room with the TV on, eating and chatting about neighbors, work, and school life. Like countless ordinary families, it was warm and cozy—a time to bond after a busy day.

After dinner, Yuanjing took the initiative to wash the dishes. Once done, he watched TV with his parents for a bit before heading to his room to do homework and study. In the living room, Father and Mother Qiao turned the TV volume to its lowest, mindful not to disturb their son, even with his door closed.

With a monthly exam coming up the next week, Yuanjing focused entirely on studying, planning to think about other matters—like earning money—after the exam.

Time flew by, and soon the final subject of the monthly exam was over. Wei Hao invited Yuanjing to the internet café to play games and unwind, but Yuanjing declined, saying he had things to do at home and would join them next time.

The exam ended early, and Yuanjing was alone at home. He washed and prepped the vegetables for that evening’s dinner so Mother Qiao could cook right away when she got back. Then he returned to his room and opened the computer, which he hadn’t touched during the exam period.

Though he hadn’t used it, he’d been thinking about how to earn money. He couldn’t just follow the routine of studying and attending university—it would do nothing to change the family’s doomed fate. He needed to act proactively to avoid the tragedy awaiting them.

Money was essential for any plan. In his previous life, after the initial struggles, he never worried about money. Even early on, the mountains offered abundant resources for him to exploit, making earning easy. But now, as a high school sophomore, what could he do? Hunt in the mountains? Gather herbs? Sell prescriptions? None of those were feasible.

Eventually, Yuanjing found a translation website where he could translate professional medical articles, from Chinese to English or vice versa—skills he was well-versed in.

When Mother Qiao returned, Yuanjing had just submitted a short, terminology-heavy article as a test. He went to help her, grabbing her slippers.

“I knew you’d be back early today. I got some braised pig ears on the way home—your favorite. We’ll slice them up for you and your dad tonight. Oh, you’ve already washed and prepped the vegetables? That saves me some work. I’ll cook when your dad’s back,” Mother Qiao said happily, peeking into the kitchen. Her son was always more thoughtful than other kids. “Go play on the computer. You deserve a break after the exam.”

“Alright.” Yuanjing returned to his room to search for more translation jobs. The original owner was diligent, so Father and Mother Qiao never worried about having a computer in his room or him playing on it. Unlike other kids who got hooked on games, that was never an issue in their household.

Even after the exam, Mother Qiao’s first thought was to buy something her son loved to reward his hard work, not to ask about his grades or how he performed.

The short article Yuanjing had submitted already received a reply by the time he sat back at the computer. The client praised his work and offered to hire him for more, quoting a price. Yuanjing accepted without haggling, aiming to build his reputation first. More jobs would follow naturally.

His translations were not only accurate but efficient. That evening, he completed and sent a lengthy article. The client, expecting it the next day at the earliest, checked their email out of habit before bed and was stunned to find the finished translation waiting. Reviewing it, they were thrilled—they’d found a translation expert. They promptly transferred payment to the account Yuanjing provided.

From that day, Yuanjing worked like a diligent bee, translating nonstop. Soon, word spread in niche circles about this translator who was not only knowledgeable in medicine but also fluent in English, French, and German, handling all three with ease. People jokingly wondered where this master came from, taking on such small gigs.

Beyond speed and precision, Yuanjing habitually pointed out errors in the original texts, letting clients decide whether to revise them. When clients consulted others, they found Yuanjing’s corrections were always accurate.

One client, a medical graduate student with weaker English skills, sent a paper to Yuanjing for translation into English. Yuanjing identified four issues in it. Shocked, the student showed the original annotated translation to their advisor, who confirmed the translator’s skill surpassed the student’s.

Yuanjing didn’t care about others’ speculations. By the time the second monthly exam results came out, he had earned over 30,000 yuan in a little over a month, including his usual allowance—a significant sum for an ordinary high schooler.

Entering the classroom that day, Yuanjing noticed many classmates staring at him. Wei Hao waved him over.

“What’s going on?” Yuanjing touched his face, wondering if he hadn’t washed it properly that morning.

“You’re the man!” Wei Hao gave him a thumbs-up, full of admiration. “Last month, you ranked seventh in class and forty-seventh in the grade. This time, you shot up to first in class and third in the grade. Keep this up, and you might snag the top spot in the grade!”

“Yeah, Qiao Yuanjing, you’re amazing! The red list will be posted today. The class monitor heard it from the teacher. You study the same as before, so do you stay up late cramming?” A classmate in front turned around, impressed but fishing for Yuanjing’s study methods.

Seeing the mix of envy and subtle jealousy on his classmates’ faces, Yuanjing felt a bit like he was bullying kids with his two lifetimes of experience. If he hadn’t improved his grades, he’d be too embarrassed to step into the classroom.

The diligent students in the class were competitive, always striving to outdo each other. Seeing Yuanjing’s rapid progress, they were both envious and eager to learn his methods.

With so many eyes on him, Yuanjing, an “old cucumber” in a young body, felt a bit shy. He scratched his nose and said, “I’ve tweaked my study methods recently. I can share them if you want.”

“Really?” Over a dozen classmates crowded around.

“Of course. I reorganized my notes recently. You can take a look, but my methods might not suit everyone.”

“I want them!”

“Me too! Qiao Yuanjing, can I borrow your notes to copy?”

“Sure, just return them when you’re done.”

The class monitor and study committee member watched enviously. They had always traded the top two spots in class, but this time, Qiao Yuanjing surpassed them both.

Seeing others scramble for his notes, they felt sour. Maybe this was a fluke. Could he hold first place next time? They vowed to study an extra hour—no, an hour and a half—each night. They refused to let Qiao Yuanjing beat them again.

After morning reading, Wei Hao dragged Yuanjing to see the red list downstairs. Sure enough, Yuanjing’s name was third. His rapid rise sparked chatter about who this Qiao Yuanjing was. Wei Hao, listening nearby, felt proud. It wasn’t him, but it was his good friend and deskmate—he shared in the glory.

The first period was Teacher Yang’s math class, the homeroom teacher known for her stern demeanor. This time, her expression was noticeably softer. Not only had Qiao Yuanjing made significant progress, but the class’s overall performance had improved as well. She singled out Yuanjing for praise, urging everyone to learn from him.

During the break after the second period, before the subject teacher had left, Teacher Yang returned, taking up a bit of the students’ rest time.

“Class, we have a new transfer student joining us. Let’s have them come up and introduce themselves.”

Yuanjing blinked, sifting through the original owner’s memories. Right, there was a transfer student who joined the class during sophomore year. The original owner was close with his deskmate and a few studious friends but wasn’t particularly outgoing. Logically, he wouldn’t have had much interaction with the transfer student or left a deep impression. Yet, oddly, the original owner remembered this person vividly.

As soon as Teacher Yang finished speaking, she gestured outside, and in walked a teenager with… purple hair and a distinctly nonconformist style. Yuanjing noticed Teacher Yang’s disapproving glance at the purple hair. For her to tolerate it without immediately ordering the student to dye it back suggested this transfer student had a significant background.

The transfer student stepped onto the podium, casting a glance over the class with an air of arrogance.

“I’m Zhou Hengjun. That’s it. Teacher, where do I sit?”

His bold tone set the tone, and Teacher Yang’s brows furrowed into a deep “川” shape. She had been managing this class smoothly, and now this rebellious-looking student was thrust upon her. She could already imagine the trouble he’d cause, but with the principal’s orders, she had no choice but to accept him.

“You’re tall, so take a seat at the back.”

Indeed, standing next to the 1.6-meter-tall Teacher Yang, he seemed almost two heads taller, forcing her to look up to meet his eyes.

This suited Zhou Hengjun just fine. He slung his backpack over his shoulder and strode to the back with long legs, reaching his seat in a few steps.

“Wow, this Zhou guy is so handsome! Cool and stylish,” Yuanjing overheard a female classmate whisper excitedly.

Wei Hao joined in the buzz. “That guy’s got some attitude, huh? Yuanjing, what do you think of the purple hair? Should I dye mine too?”

Yuanjing glanced at Zhou Hengjun, already seated at the back. His legs were so long they stretched into the aisle. Lingering on the purple hair for a moment, Yuanjing said, “Trust me, if you dye it tomorrow, Teacher Yang will shave your head bald by tomorrow afternoon.”

“No way! She wouldn’t play favorites like that, would she?”

Yuanjing patted Wei Hao’s head, amused. Teacher Yang absolutely would play favorites—no use hoping otherwise.

During class, the usually disciplined classroom was disrupted as several students kept sneaking glances backward. Yuanjing looked too and saw the new student sprawled on his desk, either sleeping or something else. The textbooks he’d been given remained untouched in his bag.

The teacher was visibly annoyed and decided to mention it to Teacher Yang after class, as it was distracting others.

Yuanjing narrowed his eyes. This transfer student had indeed brought a wave of fresh gossip to Class 2 of Sophomore Year. But by the end of the year, it all came to an abrupt halt. No one expected that this student, who gave teachers headaches, would die saving a child who fell into icy water during winter.

When the news broke, both teachers and classmates were shocked and heartbroken. They couldn’t even send him off, as his family wasn’t local and took his body back for the funeral.

The original owner, a well-behaved student, had little contact with Zhou Hengjun and even disapproved of his reckless behavior. So, when the news hit, he was stunned, realizing for the first time how fragile life was. It also prompted him to reflect on his prejudice against others.

It was indeed a pity. Yuanjing carefully reviewed the memories, noting the date and location of the incident. Saving Zhou Hengjun would be a small effort for him—why not do it?

Soon, the class discovered that Zhou Hengjun wasn’t just handsome; his purple hair was seen as uniquely cool and full of personality. He also had an impressive background. At lunch in the cafeteria, Zhou Hengjun entered surrounded by several students, yet he maintained a aloof, indifferent attitude toward them.

Yuanjing and Wei Hao were also eating in the cafeteria, having rushed there right after class. Zhou Hengjun appeared halfway through their meal.

Wei Hao’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yuanjing, look! Isn’t that Hou Xurui? That guy’s usually so stuck-up, but now he’s fetching food for our class’s transfer student?”

Yuanjing looked up. Hou Xurui was well-known at their school because his father was the city’s secretary-general. Though the school environment was simpler than the outside world and high schoolers were relatively innocent, some students understood social dynamics. Their parents encouraged them to get close to Hou Xurui, so he had a few lackeys. Rumor had it he was dating the school’s beauty queen.

“Besides Hou Xurui, the others are big names at our school too. Just who is this transfer student to be this impressive?” Wei Hao said, awestruck.

Yuanjing smiled and lowered his head to eat. “It means Zhou Hengjun’s background is even bigger than Hou Xurui’s. Come on, finish your food.”

Wei Hao agreed but, after a few bites, kept sneaking glances at the scene. He wasn’t alone—most students were curious, except for Yuanjing, who remained unfazed.

By the end of lunch, Zhou Hengjun had become a celebrity at the school. After lunch, students from other classes even lingered outside their classroom, hoping to catch a glimpse of him. Unfortunately, Zhou Hengjun didn’t show up until just before the bell for the first afternoon class. He kicked open the back door, his clothes loose and casual, and sauntered to his seat in a few steps.

On anyone else, such attire would look sloppy, but Zhou Hengjun’s tall, well-built frame made it seem rebellious and charismatic—strikingly handsome.

Yuanjing worked on his homework while listening to the chatter, especially from the girls, and couldn’t help but chuckle. Forgive him, with his “old cucumber core” in a young body, he couldn’t appreciate this style, though he didn’t dislike it either. After all, knowing Zhou Hengjun’s selfless act of saving a child in his previous life showed his inherently kind nature.

After the first period, Yuanjing, needing to use the restroom, hurried there and saw Zhou Hengjun and Hou Xurui inside. Zhou Hengjun looked visibly irritated.

Yuanjing ignored them, focused on relieving himself. After washing his hands and preparing to leave, a hand suddenly grabbed his shoulder, pulling him back two steps. If he hadn’t experienced a peaceful era in his previous life, Yuanjing might have instinctively thrown the person over his shoulder the moment they touched him.

Turning around, he was surprised to see it was Zhou Hengjun. What did he want?

Zhou Hengjun snapped at Hou Xurui, “Stop bothering me. Aren’t you guys annoying? Let’s go!”

With that, he pushed Yuanjing out, hand still on his shoulder, acting like they were buddies. Yuanjing initially wanted no part in their drama, but in a moment of distraction, he was already outside. Blinking, he looked up at Zhou Hengjun. Why did he catch a familiar scent? One that reminded him solely of Jiang Qingshan.

The thought of Qingshan sent a pang through his heart. He had tried to bury his longing by keeping busy, but this scent stirred memories he’d hidden deep within. Staring at Zhou Hengjun’s face, he found himself lost in thought.



  

    “What are you staring at?” Yuanjing stumbled, nearly falling, but finally snapped back to reality. He saw Zhou Hengjun glaring at him like a cat with its fur standing on end, eyes wide and wary. “I know I’m good-looking, but I’m straight, alright?”

“Pfft!” Yuanjing hadn’t sorted out his emotions yet, but Zhou’s reaction cracked him up first, sparking a mischievous urge to tease him.

Yuanjing deliberately smirked, eyeing him up and down. “Weren’t you the one who got all close? Who grabbed who in the bathroom? Wait—did you even wash your hands after?”

He glanced at his shoulder with a mock-disgusted expression, then back at Zhou Hengjun, whose face turned beet red. Holy crap, had he really not washed his hands? Yuanjing was stunned too.

That look infuriated Zhou Hengjun, who jumped in frustration. “What’s it to you if I washed my hands? You sissy!” Then he bolted off.

Yuanjing kept blinking, the sting in his eyes fading with each blink. His expression slowly turned neutral as he lowered his head and walked back to the classroom, mentally calling for System 520.

Yuanjing: “System, could Zhou Hengjun be Jiang Qingshan’s reincarnation? Is that possible?”

System 520: “Beep! Based on system analysis, Zhou Hengjun’s soul fluctuations are very similar to Jiang Qingshan’s. Whether they’re the same person is for the host to determine.”

Yuanjing’s heart raced. When Zhou Hengjun had grabbed his shoulder and pushed him out, the motion had nearly pulled him into an embrace. In that moment, a familiar scent enveloped him—one unique to a single person.

So, it really could be Qingshan’s reincarnation.

The emotions he’d buried deep erupted like a wildfire. Yuanjing almost couldn’t stop himself from chasing after Zhou Hengjun to demand answers. But reason held him back. Even if Zhou was a reincarnation, he wouldn’t have any memories of his past life. In this life, he was a completely different person. Just now, hadn’t Zhou Hengjun fled in a panic over Yuanjing’s teasing, even declaring his straightness?

Maybe he’d had similar encounters before, making him so sensitive.

Yuanjing had initially planned to treat Zhou as an ordinary classmate, only stepping in to save him on the day of the accident. But now, he changed his mind. He wanted to get close to Zhou Hengjun, to find out if he truly was Qingshan.

Locking his intense emotions back in his heart, Yuanjing returned to the classroom, opened his textbook as if nothing had happened, and previewed the next lesson’s content.

Just before class started, Zhou Hengjun, with his purple hair, stormed in through the front door. Yuanjing glanced up. Zhou, usually indifferent to everyone, froze as he passed the aisle near Yuanjing and Wei Hao, his eyes wide with shock. Clearly, he hadn’t expected the random guy he’d grabbed in the bathroom to be his classmate. A giant “WTF” was written all over his face.

Yuanjing chuckled and deliberately flashed him a wide grin. Zhou nearly bristled again, whipped his head away, and stomped to his seat, making a racket as he slammed his things down.

Wei Hao peeked back curiously. “What’s up with Zhou Hengjun? He seems pretty pissed.”

Yuanjing smiled. “Nothing, just spooked.”

When the final bell rang after the last class, Zhou Hengjun was the first to bolt out, not even grabbing a single book.

Yuanjing leisurely packed his bag, taking the books and homework he’d need for the evening, then left with Wei Hao.

At the school gate, there was no sign of Zhou Hengjun. Yuanjing hadn’t expected such a strong reaction from him.

Knowing Zhou was around eased his urgency. There’d be plenty of chances to figure things out.

As the chemistry class representative, Yuanjing wasn’t surprised when Zhou Hengjun didn’t turn in his homework. Other subject reps asked, but Zhou just lay face-down on his desk, ignoring everyone. They had no choice but to report it to the teachers.

Once the others left, Yuanjing approached. Wei Hao half-turned to watch the drama, and the rest of the class shared the same curiosity. Everyone knew Zhou never brought his homework—it was left scattered in the classroom. How could Qiao Yuanjing possibly collect it?

“Zhou Hengjun, chemistry homework.”

No response. Yuanjing nudged him. “Zhou Hengjun, I know you’re not asleep. You can hear me. Where’s your chemistry homework? You’re the only one left.”

The buzzing irritated Zhou Hengjun, who jerked upright, glaring menacingly to scare him off. “I didn’t do it, and I’m not turning it in. So what?”

Yuanjing raised an eyebrow. He’d faced gunfire and chaos—Zhou Hengjun’s act was more like a hissing kitten.

“If you didn’t do it, start now. As the chemistry rep, it’s my job to make sure you do.” Yuanjing reached for Zhou’s notebook.

Zhou Hengjun flinched, dodging backward, nearly toppling over. Realizing he’d almost embarrassed himself, his face flushed again. Gritting his teeth and noticing the class watching, he shot up, grabbed Yuanjing’s arm, and dragged him outside. Yuanjing, grinning, didn’t resist and followed compliantly.

Once outside, Zhou slammed the back door shut, blocking any prying eyes or ears.

“Wow, what’s Zhou Hengjun dragging Qiao Yuanjing out for? Is he gonna bully him?”

“No way. Qiao Yuanjing’s just collecting homework. Besides, they’re right outside—if he tries anything, we’ll hear Yuanjing yell.”

Zhou pulled Yuanjing to a corner, releasing his arm like it burned, and hissed, “What’s your deal? You’re doing this on purpose. Don’t think I can’t tell.”

Yuanjing laughed so hard tears welled up. Zhou stomped his foot. “You are doing it on purpose! What’s the point of pissing me off? Fine, I shouldn’t have grabbed you yesterday.”

Yuanjing couldn’t stop grinning, wiping a tear. “Zhou, don’t be so sensitive, okay? The more you act like this, the more I can’t resist teasing you. Relax, I’m focused on school right now—no time for dating. You don’t have to freak out over every guy.”

Zhou Hengjun realized Yuanjing was just messing with him. This guy looked like a goody-two-shoes student, but who knew he had this side? Sure, Zhou had misunderstood him, but being toyed with like this? He wasn’t about to back down.

Seeing Zhou still refusing to talk, Yuanjing knew not to push too far. “We should head back, or the others will worry and come check what we’re up to.”

“I didn’t do anything! Fine, let’s go!” Zhou huffed, striding ahead.

He said that, but he snuck a glance back, relieved to see Yuanjing following.

Actually… this guy didn’t really look sissy. Zhou had just blurted it out in a panic.

Compared to himself, though, Yuanjing wasn’t as ruggedly handsome. That’s why Zhou had misunderstood.

They re-entered the classroom, Yuanjing smiling. The class relaxed, seeing he was fine. As Zhou sat down, Yuanjing passed by and tapped his desk. Zhou instantly went on guard.

“I’ll let you off today, but not tomorrow. Otherwise, I’ll stick around after school every day to watch you do your homework.”

Yuanjing walked off. Zhou glared at his back, grinding his teeth. Why was this guy so annoying? What did it matter if he did his homework or not? Such a busybody!

But the thought of Yuanjing actually following through, hovering daily to enforce homework, made Zhou’s scalp tingle. Maybe… he’d just do the chemistry homework?

No teacher received Zhou Hengjun’s homework, and they reported it to Teacher Yang.

She sighed, frustrated. “I can’t do much. The principal personally placed him here—he must have a big background.”

“So what? Just let him drag the class down?”

“I’ll think of something. Midterms are coming up soon. Let’s see how he does,” Teacher Yang said.

“Fine, that’s all we can do,” the other teachers agreed. These days, students couldn’t be disciplined harshly, and they were harder to manage. With the principal’s backing and that purple hair—clearly untouchable—Zhou’s presence was an eyesore.

To avoid trouble, Zhou used one class period to, for once, ask someone what the chemistry homework was. The classmate, shocked, told him. When they saw Zhou working on chemistry during another class, they were floored and spread the word after class.

“Wow, Qiao Yuanjing’s a miracle worker! He got Zhou Hengjun to do homework. The other subjects? Not a single word.”

When Wei Hao heard, he returned to his seat, eyeing Yuanjing up and down. Yuanjing nodded for him to speak.

“Yuanjing, how’d you do it? Getting Zhou Hengjun to do homework?” Wei Hao asked, curious.

Yuanjing glanced back. By some coincidence, Zhou was looking their way. Their eyes met, and Zhou smugly tilted his chin, signaling he’d done the homework—let’s see what Yuanjing could do now.

Yuanjing chuckled, looking away. “Didn’t do much. Just told him to do it. Zhou’s pretty reasonable, isn’t he?”

Only Qiao Yuanjing would say that. Didn’t Zhou ignore even the teachers?

Over the next few days, other teachers still got nothing from Zhou, but the chemistry teacher received his homework. Most of it was wrong, scribbled carelessly, but at least it was submitted. That was progress.

“How’d it happen? He only does chemistry?”

Even Teacher Yang was curious. After asking around, she learned it was because of Yuanjing, the chemistry rep. She started forming a plan but decided to wait until after midterms.

Midterms arrived as scheduled, and everyone took them seriously. Per school rules, a parent-teacher conference would follow the results. No one wanted their parents hearing complaints—some might face a “bamboo shoot stir-fry” at home.

Yuanjing, increasingly adjusted to student life, wasn’t nervous at all. Meanwhile, Father and Mother Qiao went all out during the exam period, serving nutritious meals with fish and eggs, saying they boosted brainpower. Look how smart their son was getting—his grades kept climbing!

Three days later, the final subject ended. Yuanjing submitted his paper fifteen minutes early. Since he and Wei Hao weren’t in the same exam room, they agreed to meet at the school gate. Yuanjing bought a water bottle, sipping as he walked, when he spotted a flash of purple. Who else in this school could keep dyed hair without getting caught? Only Zhou Hengjun.

Yuanjing quickened his pace and saw Zhou, clothes as loose and carefree as ever, looking laid-back. Though few students were at the gate, Zhou stood out.

Besides Zhou, Hou Xurui and a few other unnamed followers were there. Hou was talking to Zhou, who looked thoroughly annoyed.

“I’m not going, and that’s final. Stop nagging me!” Zhou Hengjun turned to walk away, but his eyes caught Qiao Yuanjing stepping out of the school gate. Hesitating briefly, he strode toward Yuanjing, pointing at him and addressing Hou Xurui and his group. “I’ve got business with him. You guys do your own thing.”

Yuanjing was stunned. Zhou Hengjun was voluntarily approaching him? He glanced at Hou Xurui. Last time in the bathroom, Zhou had used him as a shield to escape Hou’s pestering. Now it was Hou again. Should he thank Hou Xurui for this assist?

Zhou Hengjun reached Yuanjing in a few steps, a flicker of unease in his eyes. Still, he grabbed Yuanjing’s arm and pulled him along. “Come with me.”

“Hey, hey!” Yuanjing protested. “I promised to meet my deskmate at the gate. If I leave, he won’t find me.”

Zhou Hengjun turned, frowning. “Don’t you have a phone? Text him.”

“Fine, I’ll send it. But where are you dragging me to?” Yuanjing asked, fishing his phone from his bag. His parents didn’t restrict his phone use, and he’d been using this one since starting high school.

Zhou Hengjun stopped abruptly, causing Yuanjing to nearly crash into his back. Turning to face him, Zhou pursed his lips and said, “Got any good spots? I’m not familiar with this place.”

“Since you’re not familiar, why not let Hou Xurui and those local snakes show you around?” Yuanjing teased, pocketing his phone after sending the text.

Zhou Hengjun’s temper flared. “Are you coming or not? Otherwise, I’m going alone.”

“Alright, alright, I’m coming.” Yuanjing soothed him, amused by his prickly demeanor. How had this guy’s personality become so different? Still, being alone with him was perfect—a chance to learn more about Zhou.

In the original owner’s memories, he and Wei Hao mostly hung out at internet cafés playing games. But with Zhou Hengjun, that didn’t feel right. Yuanjing didn’t want to waste time in a café. After some thought, he decided to head to the city center square and hailed a cab, pulling Zhou Hengjun along.

Their departure left Hou Xurui and his group dumbfounded.

One of Hou’s lackeys kicked a nearby tree, grumbling, “This guy really thinks he’s some big shot? Brother Rui, what’s his deal? Why do you keep putting up with his attitude?”

“Quit whining. His background’s no joke. Otherwise, why would I keep trying? But this guy’s impossible—doesn’t give an inch. You saw how pissed I was,” another said.

“Who’s the guy he left with?”

“That’s Qiao Yuanjing, his new classmate,” Hou Xurui answered. After Zhou ditched him in the bathroom last time, he’d looked into it. To think Zhou Hengjun, who didn’t even seem like a good student, would hang out with a goody-two-shoes like Qiao Yuanjing?

“Forget it. I’m done. No mood to hang out. Let’s head home,” Hou Xurui said, planning to complain to his parents. He was fed up with dealing with this insufferable rich kid.

In the cab, Zhou Hengjun stared out the window, avoiding Yuanjing’s gaze. Why had he impulsively dragged Qiao Yuanjing along? Sure, it was to ditch Hou Xurui and his crew, but did he really need to go this far? If he didn’t like them, no one could force him to hang out.

Still, compared to Hou Xurui’s group, Yuanjing—annoying as he was with his chemistry homework nagging—was easier to deal with. Zhou wasn’t blind; he knew Hou Xurui and the others were cozying up to him because of his uncle.

At the square, Yuanjing tugged Zhou Hengjun’s arm to get out of the cab. Zhou stiffened awkwardly but didn’t shake him off. Towering over Yuanjing, he smugly noted the swirl on Yuanjing’s head. ‘Shorty.’

“Hey, a good student like you knows fun places? Where are you taking me? Wait—no way you’re a good student. You’re two-faced,” Zhou Hengjun said, recalling Yuanjing’s teasing antics.

Yuanjing turned, smiling. “You’re right. I don’t know any fun spots. I’ve only been here with my parents. But I heard there’s an arcade in that building, with a skating rink too. There’s a movie theater upstairs. Your call—what do you want to do? How about a movie? After that, we can hit the alley nearby for some skewers.”

Yuanjing was genuinely trying to plan something fun. Zhou Hengjun scoffed but didn’t seem annoyed, so Yuanjing kept smiling, letting him decide. To him, Zhou’s nature wasn’t bad. If it were, he’d have spread rumors about Yuanjing possibly being gay by now. Zhou’s awkward, haughty attitude? Yuanjing found it oddly endearing.

In his previous life, Qingshan could be stubborn too, but never to Zhou Hengjun’s level. How had this personality formed?

“You skate?” Zhou Hengjun asked, hoping to see Yuanjing make a fool of himself.

Yuanjing shrugged. “Never tried, but it shouldn’t be too hard, right?”

It seemed like a test of balance. With his physical skills, Yuanjing figured it wouldn’t be tough. Like in his previous life, he’d prioritized training his body since arriving here. Though there was no immediate danger, he hadn’t forgotten that someone was targeting his family’s lives—and his heart.

Never skated? Perfect. Zhou Hengjun smirked, tilting his chin. “Let’s skate. Lead the way.”

“Alright.” Yuanjing could tell Zhou wanted to see him fail. Let him watch—who’d be laughing in the end?

At the skating rink, they paid and grabbed two pairs of skates. The rink already had twenty or thirty people gliding around.

Zhou Hengjun leaned back on a bench, arms crossed, watching Yuanjing, who held the skates. Unfazed, Yuanjing observed someone nearby putting theirs on, studying the process with the same focus he’d once used for surgeries in his previous life.



  

    The person ahead was clearly experienced, slipping on the skates and standing steadily before gliding off with a slight push. A hint of disappointment flickered in Yuanjing’s eyes. Zhou Hengjun snickered, his shoulders shaking with amusement.

Though this guy was two-faced, it was obvious he rarely went out to have fun. Who studied skating with the same intensity as solving math problems? And still, he hadn’t learned a thing before the person skated away.

“Call me ‘big brother,’ and I’ll teach you to skate,” Zhou Hengjun offered.

“Alright, Brother Zhou,” Yuanjing replied promptly, unfazed by any loss of face, and handed him his skates. “Your shoes, Brother Zhou.”

He actually called him “big brother.” Zhou Hengjun felt a pang of disappointment. Yuanjing’s quick compliance robbed him of any sense of triumph. This guy had no pride—was he secretly eyeing his “charm” all along?

But since he’d called him that, Zhou couldn’t back out. Grumbling, he put on his skates and extended a hand to Yuanjing, who had also put his on. “Grab my hand. I’ll lead you.”

Yuanjing placed his hand in Zhou’s without hesitation, earning another mental label from Zhou: ’no shame’

But Zhou didn’t move, glaring at Yuanjing with dead-fish eyes. Yuanjing looked back, puzzled. Zhou snapped, “Let go of the railing with your other hand. How am I supposed to lead you like that?”

“Oh? Oh, sorry, forgot.” Yuanjing quickly released the railing, apologizing.

‘Coward’, Zhou Hengjun mentally tagged him with a second label.

As soon as Yuanjing let go, he wobbled, yelping as he pitched forward—right into Zhou Hengjun, knocking them both down. Yuanjing landed in Zhou’s arms, cushioned by him, unharmed.

Onlookers gathered, laughing at the tangled heap. Zhou’s forehead veins pulsed as he growled, “Get up already!” What was he doing, sprawled on him like that?

Yuanjing admitted to himself he’d miscalculated. Skating looked easy when others did it, but now he realized the challenge. Balancing required practice.

Still, Zhou had wanted to see him embarrass himself, only to end up humiliated alongside him—an unexpected bonus.

Chuckling inwardly, Yuanjing looked up with an innocent expression. “Sorry, sorry, I dragged you down. Brother Zhou, what should I do? I’ll fall again if I stand.”

“Grab the railing and stand up slowly,” Zhou barked, his face flushed. Yuanjing looked slim and shorter, but his weight wasn’t light. Did he think Zhou was comfortable being crushed?

“Alright, Brother Zhou, bear with me. I’ll try.” Yuanjing found this version of Zhou Hengjun far more entertaining, sparking an urge to tease him further.

With effort, he gripped the railing and stood. Free of Yuanjing’s weight, Zhou Hengjun sprang up effortlessly without help. This time, he didn’t dare tell Yuanjing to let go of the railing. Instead, he held one of Yuanjing’s hands, letting him keep the other on the railing, guiding him to skate slowly along the edge to find his balance.

As he taught, Zhou couldn’t help grumbling about how clumsy Yuanjing was.

Yuanjing, focused on his feet, retorted, “Clumsy? This is the first time anyone’s called me that. Think you’ll outscore me in the midterms?”

Zhou Hengjun froze. Yuanjing wasn’t just the chemistry rep—he’d ranked first in the class in the last monthly exam. Don’t ask how Zhou, who acted like he didn’t care about anything, knew that. Someone told him, okay? He didn’t go digging.

He quickly found a comeback. “Nerd, can you skate? Play basketball or soccer? How about video games? Look at you, scrawny as a chicken.”

Ouch, that was harsh. But Yuanjing felt he’d provoked it. Taking two steps forward, he said, “Oh, so you’re all brawn and no brain?”

“Ha! The nerd’s got a mouth now, huh? Don’t think I can’t tell you’re insulting me. I choose not to study. If I did, you think you’d still be first? I’m an all-rounder, got it?” Zhou sneered.

Yuanjing rolled his eyes, unconvinced. “Sure, you say that. Talk big when you actually beat me. Anyone can boast.”

Zhou Hengjun was livid. This nerd was sharp-tongued! No, from the moment they met, Yuanjing had shown his true colors only to him, acting all proper in front of others like some model student.

If looks could kill, Zhou’s glare would’ve bored holes through Yuanjing. Yuanjing laughed to himself. “I thought you’d say you’d prove it with your grades, slap them in my face.”

“I’ll do it, and we’ll see what you say then. Skate on your own—you’re so capable.” Zhou let go of Yuanjing and glided off. He came to have fun, not babysit a nerd. Time to show him what a real skater looked like and make him jealous.

Yuanjing stopped, gripping the railing, and watched Zhou’s performance. Though Zhou griped, he’d shared some tips, and Yuanjing was slowly getting the hang of it.

Undeniably, Zhou was the best skater on the rink, zooming past everyone. His purple hair wasn’t even that noticeable—there were yellow and red heads too.

As Zhou sped by, relishing the near-flying sensation, he shot Yuanjing a provocative, disdainful look each time he passed, brimming with childish bravado.

Yuanjing, usually calm and steady, watched Zhou and felt a sudden urge to join in. He focused on learning, leveraging his agility and balance. With his boldness, it wasn’t long before he let go of the railing and skated slowly along the edge.

Someone stopped beside him. Yuanjing didn’t need to look to know it was Zhou Hengjun. Sure enough, that grating, smug voice rang out. “Not bad, little nerd. Learned fast, huh? Not that hopeless. Want me to take you to the middle?”

Trying to see him fall again, huh? Yuanjing skated cautiously and said, “As long as you’re not afraid I’ll drag you down again, go ahead and lead.”

Zhou snorted through his nose, then grabbed Yuanjing’s hand and pulled him along, expecting a scream. But there was none. Glancing back, he saw Yuanjing smiling at him. Zhou gritted his teeth—this guy had a knack for getting under his skin.

That afternoon, Yuanjing finally learned to skate, though he fell twice more in the process. As expected, Zhou Hengjun couldn’t escape and ended up as his human cushion both times, grimacing in pain.

Yuanjing saw through him. Zhou talked tough, but he’d voluntarily taken the falls for him.

Leaving the skating rink, Yuanjing grinned. “You taught me to skate, so how about I treat you to skewers next?”

“Dragging me down three times and you think one meal of skewers will settle it?” Zhou Hengjun grumbled, his face sour.

“Three meals, then?”

“Well… I’ll think about it. Can’t let you off that easy.” Zhou had almost agreed on instinct but stopped himself. He didn’t want to let Qiao Yuanjing off cheaply. Then again, Yuanjing’s family didn’t seem well-off—where would he get the money to treat him? So he held back.

“Alright, let me know when you decide. I still owe you two, right?”

“Right.” Zhou Hengjun perked up. The little nerd owing him was satisfying enough.

Honestly, the nerd picked up skating pretty fast. Zhou had seen plenty of beginners, but none who could glide smoothly on their own after an hour. This nerd wasn’t the clumsy, bookish type he’d assumed.

Over skewers and a bit of beer, Zhou Hengjun decided he didn’t entirely dislike Qiao Yuanjing.

A phone rang. Yuanjing, holding a skewer of grilled chicken wings, nodded at Zhou. “That’s your phone, isn’t it? Not gonna answer?”

Zhou set down his skewer, pulled out his phone, and frowned slightly at the caller ID before answering. “Uncle, I’m eating out with a classmate. I’ll head back after.”

“No need. Why are you so annoying? I can get home myself. Just a classmate—you don’t know him.”

“Alright, alright, I get it. Stop nagging. Hanging up.”

Yuanjing grew curious about Zhou’s situation. From his behavior at school, it seemed his family had moved to the city for a high-ranking government job—otherwise, why would Hou Xurui suck up to him? Zhou likely transferred to their class after coming with his family. But who was this “uncle” calling him? Was it his uncle who took the job here? Where were his parents?

“I’m about done eating. Let’s head home. Your family’s probably waiting,” Yuanjing said, wiping his mouth with a tissue and handing one to Zhou.

Zhou took it casually and stood. “Let’s go. No one’s waiting for me.”

Respecting the teen’s pride, Yuanjing didn’t press further. They’d only just met, after all. There’d be time to figure things out later.

Perhaps mentioning family dampened Zhou’s mood. He walked ahead silently, kicking pebbles along the way.

A black car pulled up beside them, the window rolling down to reveal a face. “Hengjun, there you are! Is this your classmate?”

Zhou walked over, peering inside. “What are you doing here?”

The man stepped out. “I was passing by and thought I saw you, so I stopped. It is you.” The young, polished man, about thirty, smiled at Yuanjing. “You must be Hengjun’s classmate. I’m his uncle, Yao Qiongming. This is Hengjun’s first time hanging out with a classmate here.”

Seeing Yuanjing’s appearance, Yao Qiongming relaxed. The boy clearly wasn’t like his nephew—a good student, which pleased him. His nephew was finally making friends. On first impression, Yao found Yuanjing vaguely familiar, but maybe all good students had that well-behaved look, unlike his “bad boy” nephew.

“Hello, Uncle Yao. I’m Qiao Yuanjing, Zhou Hengjun’s classmate,” Yuanjing said politely.

Zhou snorted, annoyed at both his uncle and Yuanjing’s “good boy” act. Elders always fell for it. Two-faced little fox.

In Zhou’s mind, Yuanjing had upgraded from “little nerd” to “little fox.”

“Uncle, don’t you have work to do? Go handle it. We’ll walk,” Zhou said, pulling Yuanjing to leave.

“Wait,” Yao Qiongming called. “I’m done for the day. Where’s Xiao Qiao’s home? We’ll drop you off first, then I’ll take Hengjun home.”

“No, no, I can take a cab.”

“Come on, you called me Uncle Yao—you can’t do that for free. Get in. It won’t take long. Hengjun wants to hang out with Xiao Qiao a bit more, right?” Yao enthusiastically ushered Yuanjing into the car. Zhou snorted again but reluctantly followed.

Yuanjing gave an address, and Yao, in the front passenger seat, told the driver to head there.

Lincheng was a small, quaint ancient city, so it didn’t take long to reach Yuanjing’s neighborhood. He got out, waved goodbye, and watched the car drive off before heading inside.

Yao noticed his nephew’s sulky silence and held off asking about Yuanjing. As long as Hengjun was making friends, that was good enough. The kid seemed like a positive influence.

“How’d the midterms go? Do well, and I’ll reward you.”

Zhou stared out the window, ignoring him.

Yao sighed inwardly. He’d expected as much—Hengjun probably didn’t do well or simply refused to study. He decided to call the homeroom teacher in a couple of days to check on his nephew’s grades and ask about Qiao Yuanjing. If Yuanjing was a top student, maybe he could arrange for Hengjun to sit with him.

Since Yuanjing had told his parents he’d be eating out, they weren’t worried about his late return. As for his grades, they were confident he’d done well. Asking now would only stress him out.

When the midterm results came out and the rankings were posted, Wei Hao rushed back, exclaiming dramatically, “You beast! First in the class and the grade!”

“Pfft! Qiao Yuanjing’s a scholar, not a beast!” someone teased.

“Thanks for lending me your notes, Qiao Yuanjing. My grades improved too!”

“Same here!”

Wei Hao grinned. Being Yuanjing’s deskmate gave him an edge, and his ranking had climbed too. Catching Yuanjing’s sidelong glance, he pounced. “Yuanjing, my bad! You’re not a beast—you’re a scholar, a study god! Take me with you!”

How had he forgotten? Qiao Yuanjing was a golden ticket—can’t afford to offend him.

Yuanjing laughed, pushing Wei Hao’s head away. Wei Hao dramatically flopped over, milking the moment.

From the back, Zhou Hengjun scoffed. The little nerd got first in the grade—living up to his title.

But seeing Wei Hao playfully roughhousing with Yuanjing irritated him. Hmph, so shameless, especially after eyeing his body before…

Wait, what was he thinking? Zhou smacked his head, shaking off the ridiculous thought. This little fox was rubbing off on him.

Yuanjing’s results proved his earlier progress wasn’t a fluke but a result of finding the right study method. Teacher Yang was thrilled—Qiao Yuanjing was her pride. If he aced the college entrance exams, it could boost her career.

Yao Qiongming, concerned about his nephew, called Teacher Yang that day to check on his grades. As expected, Zhou Hengjun ranked dead last in the class. But Qiao Yuanjing? First in the grade. Yao was surprised and delighted.

“Teacher Yang, could you move Hengjun to sit with Qiao Yuanjing? He’s reluctant to study, but a good role model might help.”

Teacher Yang hesitated. Influence went both ways—she worried Zhou might drag Yuanjing down. “I’ll need to ask Qiao Yuanjing’s opinion.”

“Of course. I know it’s a big ask. Sorry for the trouble.”

Her politeness eased Teacher Yang’s concerns. She called Yuanjing over, explained the seating change, and subtly hoped he’d decline. Yuanjing, guessing Uncle Yao’s influence, said, “I don’t mind. Don’t worry, Teacher, I won’t let my grades slip.”

“Alright. If your ranking drops next month, I’ll move you back.”

“Thank you, Teacher Yang.”

Before the parent-teacher conference, Teacher Yang reshuffled the seating. Yuanjing moved to the back—Zhou’s height made it impractical to move him forward without blocking others’ view of the blackboard. Wei Hao, now with a new deskmate, sulked as Yuanjing relocated. “I was gonna cling to my golden ticket, and now it’s gone to someone else!”

“What’s the big deal? We still go to and from school together. Same class. You’re acting like it’s a life-or-death parting,” Yuanjing teased.

“Right, right! The golden ticket’s still here!” Wei Hao’s mood flipped, ready to meet his new deskmate.

Zhou Hengjun was secretly pleased but kept a sour face, as if he resented sharing a desk. He knew it was his uncle’s doing—meddling as usual.

Yuanjing settled at his new desk and spotted Zhou’s exam papers. Flipping through them, he chuckled. Zhou, sprawled on the desk, recalled their skating rink banter and shot up, snatching the papers back, face red. “This doesn’t count! The exam was already over when we talked.”

“Fair enough. I’ll wait for next time. Or how about the finals?” Yuanjing grinned.

Zhou huffed haughtily. Lose to this little fox? No way.



  

    The parent-teacher conference went ahead as planned. Father and Mother Qiao bickered over who would attend, and in the end, Father Qiao relented. Mother Qiao dressed up in new clothes, applied a touch of lipstick, and headed out proudly.

“Not working today? Where are you off to?” a neighbor asked.

“My son’s school is holding a parent-teacher conference. I’m heading there now.”

“Oh, Yuanjing, right? How’d he do this time? You and your husband never have to worry about him.”

Mother Qiao feigned modesty. “We couldn’t help even if we wanted to. With our education level, we’re no use. Thankfully, this kid’s been sensible since he was little. This time, he got first in his class and the grade.”

“Wow, Yuanjing’s that good? Hurry along, then. They’ll definitely be praising him!”

“Alright, I’m off.”

As Mother Qiao left, the neighbors started chatting, expressing envy and admiration for the Qiao couple. No. 1 High School was Lincheng’s best, and being first in the grade meant Yuanjing could pick any top university. The Qiaos’ good fortune was just beginning.

Word spread quickly in the neighborhood, especially among families with school-aged kids. Qiao Yuanjing became the model parents used to motivate their children. Once barely noticeable, he was now the quintessential “other people’s kid,” especially avoided by some underperforming students.

Mother Qiao returned from the conference beaming. Though Yuanjing’s grades had always been solid, being the center of attention and fielding questions from other parents about her parenting methods filled her with pride.

“Oh, Yuanjing, your new deskmate’s parent didn’t show up. I asked around—it was their secretary instead. Is sitting with him affecting you?” Mother Qiao had learned Zhou Hengjun’s grades were abysmal. The secretary had even asked her to encourage Yuanjing to tutor Zhou. She kept it in mind.

After learning Zhou’s uncle’s name, Yuanjing had looked him up. Yao Qiongming was the newly appointed mayor of Lincheng, which explained Hou Xurui’s fawning attitude. If Yao attended the conference, he’d likely be recognized, derailing its purpose.

Yuanjing thought for a moment. “You mean Zhou Hengjun, Mom? He lives with his uncle, who just transferred here. He’s probably too busy to attend, so he sent his secretary. Zhou’s not a bad guy, and he doesn’t affect me. The teacher wants me to help him improve his grades. If it impacts me, I’ll ask to switch seats.”

“Good. As long as you’ve got it under control,” Mother Qiao said, reassured. Father Qiao, more carefree, chuckled through dinner, piling Yuanjing’s favorite dishes on his plate and declaring, “Next parent-teacher conference is my turn.”

“Got it, you nag,” Mother Qiao teased.

Though Yuanjing respected Zhou’s feelings and didn’t judge solely by grades, he saw Zhou was in a rebellious phase, likely tied to family issues. His attitude toward studying mattered. So, Yuanjing took on the role of pushing Zhou to study.

He often used provocation, knowing Zhou would bristle and react. Yuanjing made sure Zhou finished his homework daily before leaving school. With his uncle’s high position, Zhou likely had no one at home to monitor his studies.

Zhou Hengjun chewed his pen, glaring at Yuanjing, who was diligently working beside him. How had he fallen into this little fox’s trap? Good habits took daily effort, not instant results. For someone who hated homework, sitting there felt like pins under his butt.

“Brother Zhou, there’s a new bar opening tonight. I’ve got a group ready—just waiting for you,” Hou Xurui said, poking his head through the window toward Zhou at the back.

Compared to bar-hopping with Hou Xurui’s crew, Zhou preferred staying in the classroom under the little fox’s watch. Without looking up, he said, “I’m doing homework. No time.”

“Come on, Brother Zhou. Homework? Just pay someone to do it. How about your deskmate? I’ll give him a hundred yuan.”

Yuanjing overheard, ignored Hou, and smiled at Zhou. Zhou, flustered and annoyed, snapped, “Can’t you understand? I said I’m busy. Stop bothering me!”

“Alright, alright, Brother Zhou’s busy. I’ll come back next time,” Hou said placatingly, but shot Yuanjing a glare as he left. This kid had ruined his plans twice now and somehow kept Zhou in the classroom.

As Hou left, Yuanjing twirled his pen and grinned. “Bars fun? I’ve never been.”

Zhou frowned, serious. “Not fun. Total mess. Smoky and loud. Plus, you’re underage.”

“You and Hou Xurui aren’t exactly adults either.”

“That’s why I didn’t agree to go. That guy’s annoying, buzzing around like a fly. Think I don’t see through him?” Zhou knew Hou was after his uncle’s influence. After a couple of outings, he found them boring. Hanging with the little fox was better.

Seeing Zhou’s disdain for Hou’s crowd, Yuanjing’s eyes gleamed. He tapped Zhou’s homework. “This problem’s wrong.”

Zhou regretted praising the fox. Always finding fault! He glared, grumbling as he checked his work, too proud to ask Yuanjing where he’d messed up.

As he stewed, a paper slid over. Zhou glanced at it—detailed steps for the problem. Since it was handed to him, he’d graciously let the fox off. Snatching it, he huffed.

Yuanjing’s eyes sparkled with amusement.

After some observation, Yuanjing gauged Zhou’s foundation. He needed to review middle school material to keep up with high school content. His English, though, was solid—115 out of 120 on the midterm, quite impressive for a serious attempt.

Yuanjing compiled key notes for each subject and picked out practice books. During morning self-study, he placed them on Zhou’s desk. When Zhou saw Yuanjing’s neat handwriting, his usual irritation gave way to an unfamiliar warmth, his eyes stinging.

It had been years since anyone cared this much. His uncle, though keeping him close, was swamped with work and could only ask about his studies briefly before leaving it to teachers.

His father? Obsessed with his illegitimate son, he called Zhou disobedient, always causing trouble. When Zhou upset that effeminate Wei kid, triggering his heart condition, his father nearly sent him to the Wei family to apologize. If his uncle hadn’t been transferred, Zhou wouldn’t have left the capital for this small city.

He’d been furious, fighting back. Why should he be punished? What had he done? Just because the Zhou family couldn’t cross the Weis, everything he did was wrong? Being sent from the capital felt like exile. To others, he was always in the wrong.

Yet, strangely, the usually hot-tempered Zhou felt calm around the little fox, despite thinking he should dislike him.

Unwilling to study, he recalled his boasts and the effort Yuanjing put into these notes. Not studying would be letting him down. The fox would be crushed.

Clutching the notebook, Zhou awkwardly said, “I know you’re crazy about me, but I’m straight. I like women.”

“Got it. You like women. I’ll keep that in mind,” Yuanjing teased, noting Zhou’s red ears despite his stubbornness.

Zhou snorted, stashing the notes and books, unaware of the slight smile tugging at his lips.

---

Yao Qiongming got home past 10 p.m. Only he, his nephew, and a daytime housekeeper lived in the house.
Seeing light from Zhou’s room, Yao relaxed. At least he wasn’t out causing trouble. Yao worried endlessly about his nephew but could only provide a good environment. Too much discipline might push him further into rebellion.

What a mess, thanks to Zhou Haiyuan. After Yao’s sister died, Haiyuan brought his mistress and illegitimate son home. No wonder Zhou grew up troubled. This latest incident wasn’t his fault—how was he to blame for the Wei kid with the heart condition taking a liking to him? Was Zhou supposed to indulge him? Was it his fault for being too good-looking?

Yao poured a glass of water and tiptoed upstairs to check on Zhou. Was he gaming again?

The door wasn’t locked. Pushing it open, Yao’s jaw nearly dropped. His nephew was scratching his head over homework. Was it raining red? He glanced out the window—only stars twinkled in the night sky.

Zhou, irritated, turned and saw his uncle’s stunned look. Dropping his pen, he snapped, “What are you doing? No sound when you come back? You’ll scare people!”

Yao laughed—this was his nephew alright. “I was being quiet not to disturb you. You get scared? Doing homework? Not done yet? Wait, that’s practice problems.”

Caught, Zhou slammed his book shut. “Mind your business! I feel like doing problems. I want to study.”

Yao almost checked for red rain again, thrilled. “Good, good! I’m happy too. Want a tutor?”

“No way.” Zhou scoffed. A tutor smarter than the fox? He’d noticed the fox studied less than the class monitor or committee member but still aced exams—grade first. Next time, he’d widen the gap with second place.

“Really no?” Yao pressed.

Zhou hesitated. If he didn’t improve next exam, wouldn’t he lose face in front of the fox? He wasn’t dumb, but studying was tough. “Maybe… try one?”

“Great! I’ll find a good tutor right away.” Yao hurried off to arrange it before Zhou changed his mind. The tutor couldn’t be too strict—Zhou’s personality wouldn’t tolerate it. Better get one for each subject.

The next evening, the tutor arrived. Zhou listened, unimpressed—nowhere near the fox’s level. But to see the fox’s shocked face, he endured. He’d study secretly, and maybe next exam, he’d surprise him. One day, he’d catch up.

Motivated, Zhou studied hard. Yao, returning early, saw his nephew focused with the tutor, a rare sight. As his uncle, Yao was deeply relieved.

Zhou’s progress was clear from his homework. Yuanjing guessed he was working hard at home, maybe with a tutor, but didn’t call it out. Occasionally, he’d act surprised, chuckling at Zhou’s smug looks, and kept pretending to encourage him.

---

Finals arrived. Zhou, once carefree, approached them with unprecedented seriousness. Even if he couldn’t fulfill his boasts, he aimed to improve significantly from midterms to prove he wasn’t dumber than the fox.

Three days passed. Yuanjing, finishing early, waited outside for Zhou. Usually impatient, Zhou had turned in blank papers early before. This time, he stayed until the bell, exiting with the others.

“Yuanjing!”

Hearing shouts and the fox’s reply, Zhou followed the voice and spotted Qiao Yuanjing. Striding over, his long legs beat Wei Hao to Yuanjing. He grabbed his arm and pulled him along.

“Hey, Wei Hao’s back there,” Yuanjing said.

“Wait for me!” Wei Hao chased, seeing Zhou drag Yuanjing off.

“Why wait for that chubby guy? We said we’d celebrate after exams. You backing out?” Zhou glared.

“No way. Can’t we celebrate with Haozi?” Yuanjing teased.

No way it’s the same! Zhou didn’t want the chubby guy tagging along, but Wei Hao caught up, panting. “Why run so fast? I’m dying here.”

“You’re too fat. Run more to get in shape,” Zhou spat, his sharp tongue at work.

Wei Hao didn’t care. He’d been roasted by Zhou before while chasing Yuanjing for homework help. Could he afford to mess with Zhou? With his easygoing nature, he grinned. “Where to? Exams are over—freedom! How about an internet café for a gaming session?”

It was chilly, and Zhou, about to suggest something outdoors, saw Yuanjing huddle against the cold. An internet café’s vibe wasn’t great for the fox, so he said, “My place. We can game there. I’ll grab my uncle’s laptop—three of us can play.”

“Really? Your place is that nice? They let you game?”

“Of course.” Zhou sneered at Wei Hao. No one controlled him.

“Alright, your place it is,” Yuanjing agreed.

The trio took a cab to Zhou’s house. The AC was already on, cozy and warm. Yuanjing sighed in relief. Wei Hao marveled at the spacious two-story house, though it felt empty, lacking liveliness.

Zhou had called ahead, and soon someone delivered food and drinks for their gaming session. With a desktop, a laptop, and his uncle’s laptop, the three could play together.

Zhou was the best gamer, while Yuanjing and Wei Hao were terrible. Yuanjing didn’t care, but Wei Hao, despite being roasted by Zhou, kept trying to keep up, awestruck by Zhou’s skill and half-joking about apprenticing. Zhou wouldn’t take him—too bad a player. Glancing at Yuanjing, he thought if he asked, Zhou would agree instantly.

“Why’re you staring?” Yuanjing touched his face, catching Zhou’s look.

Zhou’s face heated, and he turned away, gruffly saying, “Your skills suck. You’re dragging me down. So dumb.”

“Then teach me,” Yuanjing said, smiling.

Zhou acted reluctant. “Fine, so you don’t tank me again. I’ll teach you.”

He focused on guiding Yuanjing, sidelining Wei Hao. Wei Hao, feeling left out, sulked but soon joined them to watch, his loud cheers filling the room. This time, Zhou didn’t complain.



  

    The three-day break passed quickly, and it was time to return to school to check exam results. Father and Mother Qiao, busy at work, frequently checked their phones. Before heading out, they’d reminded Yuanjing to call or text with his grades immediately—not out of worry that he’d slip, but because they couldn’t wait to share in his success.

Yao Qiongming also kept glancing at his phone, hesitating over a number. He wanted to call but pocketed it, wary of pushing his nephew into rebellion. By noon, he couldn’t resist and dialed Teacher Yang to ask about Zhou Hengjun’s performance.

Teacher Yang was delighted. “Mr. Yao, rest assured, Zhou Hengjun made huge progress this time. He was 58th in the class for midterms, but now he’s 25th, and he’s climbed over 200 spots in the grade ranking.”

Yao Qiongming was thrilled. “Thank you, Teacher Yang, and all the other teachers for your efforts.”

“Not at all. Zhou’s progress is due to his own hard work and the help of his deskmate, Qiao Yuanjing. We teachers did the least,” Teacher Yang said, smiling.

“Oh, how did Qiao do this time?”

Teacher Yang’s smile widened. “Qiao Yuanjing held first in the class and grade, and he widened the gap with second place even more than last time.”

Yao thanked her profusely before hanging up, his joy unmasked. Even his secretary noticed—the mayor’s nephew did well in the finals, easing Yao’s worries.

As Yao prepared for lunch, he remembered Zhou’s progress was tied to Yuanjing. “Clear a slot in my schedule. I want to treat Hengjun’s classmate to dinner. As his uncle, I should properly thank him.”

“Got it,” the secretary replied.

A similar scene unfolded at Father and Mother Qiao’s workplaces. Yuanjing sent them a photo of his report card, and they casually let slip his stellar results, earning a wave of praise. Though not overly vain, they swelled with pride.

That evening at home, Yuanjing was rewarded with a lavish dinner and 2,000 yuan to spend as he pleased—whether on fun or shopping.

Holding the money, Yuanjing gave a wry smile. The feeling was different from his past life. With his account now at 50,000 yuan from translations, he accepted the money, not wanting to waste his parents’ affection.

Having traveled extensively in his previous life, Yuanjing had no urge to vacation. Glancing at the desk calendar, he noted the approaching date of Zhou’s accident. To prevent it, he needed to stick close to Zhou Hengjun.

What excuse could he use? His gaze landed on the stack of winter break homework. Perfect.

His phone rang—speak of the devil, it was Zhou Hengjun.

Zhou had grown used to seeing the little fox daily. Not seeing him or hearing his nagging felt odd. Without thinking, he’d dialed. Hearing Yuanjing’s familiar voice, his initial nervousness turned to confidence.

“Uh, Qiao, I’m stuck on some winter break homework problems. Come over and help me out.”

No need for an excuse—Zhou handed him one. Packing his homework, Yuanjing said, “Got it. Give me some time; it’s a bit of a trip to your place. Should we invite Wei Hao? Doing homework together might be faster.”

“No way!” Zhou rejected instantly, then added, “He’s too noisy. It’ll slow us down.”

“Alright, I’m on my way. Wait for me.”

“Cool.” Zhou smirked, pleased. Compared to Wei Hao, the former deskmate, he, the current one, was clearly more important.

Hmph, the little fox was definitely drawn to his charm—no, his ‘coolness’.

After hanging up, Zhou sprang into action. He changed into an outfit he thought highlighted his coolness, fixed his hair in the mirror, tidied his messy room, and told the housekeeper to buy fruits and snacks—ones Yuanjing liked.

When the doorbell rang, Zhou rushed to open it, heart pounding, cheeks warm. Before he could dwell on it, he yanked the door open, only to deflate. “Uncle? Why’re you back? Weren’t you at work?”

Yao Qiongming raised an eyebrow at his overdressed nephew. Why the disappointment? “Not happy to see your uncle? Who’re you waiting for? A girl?”

Yao didn’t mind Zhou dating—could he even stop him? But prioritizing someone over his uncle? That stung.

Zhou slumped. “I see you every day. What’s to be excited about? It’s not a girl. I’m waiting for Qiao Yuanjing to do homework.”

“Qiao Yuanjing? Haha, that’s great! My mistake.” Yao’s mood lifted. His nephew was friends with Yuanjing and doing homework together? Perfect.

Zhou snorted. “Why’re you back? Just to chat at the door?”

“How’s that tone for your uncle? I forgot something and came to grab it.”

“Uncle Yao’s home too? Not working? Why’re you at the door?” Yuanjing arrived, puzzled by the uncle-nephew doorstep chat.

Zhou, who’d been crossing his arms and sassing his uncle, quickly dropped them, grabbed Yuanjing’s bag with one hand, his arm with the other, and pulled him inside. “He forgot something. Ignore him. Let’s go upstairs and study.”

Yuanjing, dragged along, could only smile back at Yao. Yao shook his head at his nephew and headed to his study. “Xiao Qiao, have fun with Hengjun. Call me if you need anything. Oh, free tomorrow evening? I’d like to treat you and Hengjun to dinner.”

“You treat? I’ll handle it,” Zhou grumbled, annoyed at his uncle’s interruptions.

Yuanjing smiled. “I’m free anytime.”

Zhou shot him a displeased glance but didn’t object. Yao set the plan, grabbed his forgotten files, and left. With no one to interrupt, Zhou’s mood soared. Even the dreaded homework seemed delightful.

The next evening, Yao’s secretary sent Zhou the restaurant details, instructing him to bring Yuanjing.

Halfway there, Zhou’s phone rang. “What now? We’re almost there. You can order the food.”

He’d listed Yuanjing’s favorite dishes the night before for his uncle to note.

Yao, good-natured, said, “Pass the phone to Xiao Qiao. I need to talk to him.”

“Not bailing on us, are you? If you are, just order the food and pay. We’ll eat ourselves.”

“It’s not that. Hurry up.”

“Fine.” Zhou handed the phone to Yuanjing. “Uncle wants you.”

Puzzled, Yuanjing took it. “Uncle Yao, what’s up?”

“Xiao Qiao, here’s the thing. I planned to treat you and Hengjun, but an acquaintance showed up—someone Hengjun knows. I thought we could all eat together. What’s your take?”

No big deal. “That’s fine, Uncle Yao. Your call.”

In Yao’s eyes, Yuanjing was so understanding, far better than his prickly, sharp-tongued nephew. “Thanks, Xiao Qiao. See you soon.”

Returning the phone, Yuanjing explained. Zhou frowned. If Yao had asked him, he’d have taken Yuanjing elsewhere. Someone he knew from the capital? Who could it be?

At the restaurant, they entered Yao’s reserved private room. Soon, Yao arrived with a woman Zhou didn’t immediately recognize.

Yao introduced her. “Hengjun, don’t you remember? This is Aunt Xia from the Jiang family, though she’s rarely in the capital. Sister Xia, this is Hengjun, and his classmate and deskmate, Qiao Yuanjing. He’s helped Hengjun a lot this semester, so I planned to treat Xiao Qiao to dinner.”

Xia Mingfeng smiled. “Hengjun’s so tall now, I barely recognized him. Last time I saw him, he was this high,” she gestured to her shoulder. “Looking good—handsomer than your uncle.”

Zhou perked up, glancing at the fox. Hear that? Praising his looks.

“Xiao Qiao, sorry for crashing your dinner,” Xia said.

“No problem. I see Uncle Yao plenty. You’re the rare visitor,” Yuanjing replied. Hearing Yao’s introduction, he was inwardly shocked but kept it hidden, his gaze lingering on Xia Mingfeng’s face.

“All family here, no need to be formal. Sit,” Yao urged. “You know, I thought Xiao Qiao looked familiar when we met. Now, with you and Sister Xia side by side, I see why. Don’t you think Xiao Qiao resembles you a bit?”

Xia Mingfeng’s teacup crashed onto the table, spilling tea. Yao quickly grabbed tissues to mop it up. Xia, still dazed, stared intently at Yuanjing.

Yao paused, realizing something. No way. Seeing Yuanjing’s unease and Zhou’s frown, he knew this needed careful handling. He patted Xia’s hand. “Sister Xia, you must be exhausted. Let’s eat first, rest tonight, and talk tomorrow.”

Whether it was his words or touch, Xia snapped back, her eyes pleading and helpless as she looked at Yao. He sighed, understanding her past. “Don’t scare the kids. Eat first.”

He signaled to Xia that they needed to investigate before concluding anything. People could look alike, and Yuanjing had both parents—maybe no connection to Xia.

Xia caught the “don’t scare the kids” cue and nodded. “Right, eat first. Hengjun, Xiao Qiao—can I call you that?—eat up. Pick what you like.”

Zhou, still frowning, noticed Xia’s lingering glances at the fox despite her efforts to stay composed. As a junior, he said nothing, just eagerly served Yuanjing his favorite dishes. “Eat more. You’re so skinny, it’s ugly.”

Yuanjing smiled good-naturedly at him, then to the others. “Uncle Yao, Aunt Xia, you eat too.”

“Yes, yes, we’re eating,” Xia said quickly, shoving food in her mouth, barely holding back tears.

Yao sighed again. No wonder he’d found Yuanjing familiar. His features and outline resembled Xia’s, with hints of Jiang Hong. Could he be Xia’s long-lost son?

But what about the Qiaos?

The dinner wasn’t as lively as expected. Zhou and Yuanjing finished quickly, said goodbye to the elders, and left, leaving Xia watching longingly.

Alone in the room, Yao spoke. “Sister Xia, I’ll have someone look into this. Stay calm until we know more. From what I know, Xiao Qiao is very close to his parents, their only child.”

Xia covered her mouth to stifle a sob, her other hand shielding her eyes’ vulnerability. After a while, she said, “I feel he’s my child. I’ve seen kids who look like me before, but none gave me this gut feeling.”

“I know you’re right. I’ve waited fifteen years—what’s a few more days? My child…” She choked up.

Yao’s eyes stung. Xia, a strong woman, had been broken by losing her child, straining her marriage and ties with the Jiangs, leading her to wander outside the capital, searching while working.

He hoped she’d find her child, but thinking of the Qiaos, it could hit them hard too.

Meanwhile, Zhou clumsily tried to explain the awkward dinner to Yuanjing. “I brought you for a fun meal, but Xia Mingfeng’s reaction ruined it.”

Yuanjing cut him off. “I’m not upset. I’m actually stuffed. Aunt Xia’s reaction makes sense. Did she lose a child years ago? Does she think I might be him?”

Relieved Yuanjing wasn’t bothered, Zhou shared what he knew about the Jiangs. “Xia Mingfeng is the Jiang family’s eldest daughter-in-law, married to Jiang Hong, a big provincial official. I only have a decent impression of them in that family. Their daughter’s a mess—not worth mentioning. Old Man Jiang also adopted a son, Jiang Bo, who’s hard to describe.”

“When I was little, I overheard adults say Jiang Hong and Xia Mingfeng had a child around my age, kidnapped at one. It caused a big rift in the family. They didn’t divorce, but they’re barely a couple. Jiang Hong’s busy with work, and Xia’s been traveling, doing business and searching for her child ever since.”

“Don’t worry. You have your parents. Even if you look a bit like Aunt Xia, it doesn’t mean you’re related. Plenty of people look alike.”

Yuanjing smiled faintly, saying nothing. When he’d researched the Jiangs and seen Jiang Hong and Xia Mingfeng’s photos, he’d had suspicions but didn’t dig deeper. The records didn’t mention a lost child, so he’d dropped it. Meeting Xia tonight, he suspected he might indeed be their child.

Looking at the crescent moon, he wondered if Jiang Yujin knew. If she did and still wanted to harvest the original owner’s heart, he pitied the original owner and the Jiang couple. They might’ve been deceived until the end.

Pitiful and tragic.

Yuanjing lowered his gaze to Zhou Hengjun, who looked concerned. The more time they spent together, the surer he was—Zhou was Qingshan’s reincarnation, memory or not. He smiled. As long as it was him, Yuanjing wasn’t alone.

“Brother Zhou, tell me about the rest of the Jiangs. Like their daughter—you really dislike her? Is she that bad?”

Zhou didn’t want to talk about that family, but since the fox asked, he’d indulge him. Poor guy, begging like that.

“Ahem, that woman’s story could take three days and nights. She’s done some awful things. But being the Jiangs’ only daughter, she’s spoiled rotten. She wanted to marry her current husband, but the family opposed it. She went as far as a hunger strike and threatened suicide. What could the Jiangs do? They let her marry. Her husband’s what you’d call a ‘phoenix man.’ You get it.”



  

    Yuanjing nodded. The Wei family came from a rural background, utterly impoverished, truly a phoenix rising from the mountains. Back then, for Wei Jiabai to win over the daughter of the Jiang family, the marriage seemed mismatched to everyone. Yet Jiang Yujin was utterly devoted to him, and still is, which must have shocked those expecting drama.

Zhou Hengjun looked down on the Wei family. “If it weren’t for the Jiang family’s influence back then, how could the Wei family have risen? Even now, when the Wei family’s doing well, they’re still no match for the Jiangs. That woman was pampered in the Jiang family, but after the incident with Aunt Xia and Uncle Jiang, the Jiangs had no other children. She often sent her son to the Jiangs, so that Wei kid continued her favored status there—getting whatever he wanted. Good thing he was born with a weak heart, or who knows how arrogant he’d be.”

“Anyway, I think the rest of the Jiangs are brain-dead. What’s so great about that kid? They’re all blind, unable to see his true colors. The only reasonable ones in the Jiang family are Jiang Hong and his wife. Sometimes I really hope they’d find their lost child, just to see how that kid would act so smug then.”

Hearing Zhou Hengjun’s complaints about Wei Jiabai, Yuanjing asked curiously, “Brother Zhou, could it be because you crossed that Jiang grandson in the capital that you got sent here?”

Yuanjing kept his eyes on Zhou Hengjun. As soon as he finished speaking, Zhou Hengjun’s face turned bright red—whether from anger or embarrassment, or perhaps both.

Zhou Hengjun sputtered for a while, unable to speak. Seeing his reaction, Yuanjing knew he’d guessed right. Zhou Hengjun’s presence here was indeed tied to the Wei and Jiang families. Given how tongue-tied he was, and recalling his earlier explosive temper, Yuanjing had an unbelievable guess.

“Could it be that the Jiang grandson took a fancy to your Looks?” Yuanjing blurted out, nearly biting his tongue.

This made Zhou Hengjun even more flustered and annoyed. He looked everywhere but at Yuanjing. “Nonsense! Who’s Wei Jiabai to dare covet my… beauty? No, I mean, I’m handsome! Everyone else pities him because of his heart condition, but why should I? I’m not convinced. So what if he has a heart attack? I’m still standing! Next time I see him, I’ll give him a beating and see if he dares try again!”

Watching Zhou Hengjun’s animated outburst, Yuanjing pieced together the whole story. The plot hadn’t mentioned this, but it was disgusting enough. The Wei family alone couldn’t touch Zhou Hengjun; they likely used the Jiangs’ influence to force him out of the capital. No, the Zhou family’s attitude was also questionable.

Yuanjing felt some sympathy for Zhou Hengjun. Being bullied by someone with a heart condition and unable to fight back—nothing could be more frustrating.

“Mm-hmm, Brother Zhou’s the handsomest.”

“Of course, look who I am!” Zhou Hengjun puffed up proudly, tossing his purple hair. Yuanjing couldn’t help but laugh. This youthful, vibrant Zhou Hengjun was truly great.

***

Yuanjing pondered his own origins. How likely was he to be a Jiang family child? If he truly was, the events of his previous life would seem even more ironic and laughable, but it could also work to his advantage. He didn’t believe Jiang Yujin would dare target his heart once his identity was revealed. Xia Mingfeng had been searching for her son for years; if she learned the truth, she’d probably tear Jiang Yujin and her son apart.

His original plan was to establish himself firmly before Jiang Yujin and the Wei family came for him, making it impossible for them to touch him.

The Qiao family was ordinary. Standing up to the Wei family would only lead to the same tragic outcome as in his past life. It was also tough to elevate the Qiao family to surpass the Wei family in a few years, especially with the Jiangs—a politically influential family—backing them. The Qiao family’s strength was too weak to compete.

So Yuanjing hadn’t planned to take that path. But he wasn’t without advantages: the vast medical knowledge he’d accumulated in his previous life. What kind of faces would the Wei family and Wei Jiabai show when they realized only he could save that failing heart?

The Wei and Jiang families might be powerful, but could they outweigh the state? With the state as his backing, no schemes or tricks could touch him. If they dared reach out, they’d lose their hands.

In his previous life, after early hardships, cooperating with the state and having its support simplified everything. The state handled all his affairs, keeping scheming and infighting at bay. Plus, with Qingshan as his protector, life was straightforward.

If he was a Jiang—no, Xia Mingfeng’s—child, things would be much simpler. But thinking of Father and Mother Qiao, Yuanjing felt reluctant.

Since growing up, Father and Mother Qiao rarely took him back to their hometown, fearing he’d overhear villagers saying he wasn’t their biological child. They didn’t know he’d learned the truth early on from those villagers and kept it buried in his heart.

But no matter how reluctant, this couldn’t stay hidden forever. Doing nothing would lead to the Qiao family of three dying under a car’s wheels, with Qiao Yuanjing’s heart dug out.

For now, Yuanjing could only help Father and Mother Qiao with chores and ensure dinner was ready when they returned late. For this, Zhou Hengjun became his shadow, following him to the Qiao house, clumsily helping pick and wash vegetables. When had a young master like him ever done such things?

Even if Zhou Hengjun didn’t want to come, Yuanjing found ways to goad him over. These days, he kept a close eye on him, ensuring he didn’t unknowingly risk his life. Of course, when the time came, he wouldn’t stop Zhou Hengjun from saving someone—that was a life, too.

A splash sounded, followed by shouts: “Oh no, a kid fell into the water!”

Zhou Hengjun rushed to the riverbank, spotting a child flailing in the water. Without thinking, he shed his jacket and jumped in. “Little Fox, I’m saving that kid. Wait here.”

Yuanjing had no time to stop him—everything happened too fast. Not that he intended to; the child would be in grave danger if not rescued promptly. He only managed to say, “Be careful.”

He quickly pulled a rope from his backpack, prepared for this moment, and ran to the shore closest to the drowning child. It was cold, and few people were around. Some were calling the police, others searching for tools, and some running for help.

“Young man, what are you doing?” an auntie asked, concerned by Yuanjing’s actions.

Yuanjing was preparing to throw the rope for Zhou Hengjun to grab, so he could pull them up. While watching Zhou Hengjun swim toward the child, he explained to the auntie. She slapped her thigh. “That’s a good idea! I’ll help pull them up.”

“He’s reached the kid! Throw the rope, but can it reach that far?” the auntie asked.

“Hengjun, catch!” Yuanjing didn’t hesitate, tossing the rope high. If it didn’t reach, he’d jump in himself—he couldn’t let Zhou Hengjun fight alone.

Zhou Hengjun had grabbed the child, but the drowning kid thrashed wildly. The icy water was freezing him stiff, and one calf began to cramp, though he barely noticed in his numbed state. As he prepared to swim back with the child, Yuanjing’s voice rang like a heavenly sound. A shadow fell from above, and he reached out, catching the thrown rope.

“Grab the rope! We’ll pull you back.”

“Yes, hold on tight, young man!”

More passersby arrived, joining the rope-pulling team. Zhou Hengjun cleverly wrapped the rope around himself and the child several times. Just then, his cramping calf worsened, and he started sinking.

“Oh no, they’re sinking! Pull fast!”

With many hands, they didn’t let Zhou Hengjun sink. They quickly pulled him to shore. Yuanjing jumped into the water, helping others drag the child and Zhou Hengjun ashore. Fear flashed in Zhou Hengjun’s eyes. “My leg, it’s cramping.”

“Don’t worry, it’ll ease soon.” Yuanjing pressed specific acupoints, massaging them, and the cramp subsided quickly.

“The police are here.”

Amid the chaos, the child and Zhou Hengjun were sent to the hospital for checks, with Yuanjing following. Some bystanders and police stayed to find the child’s parents.

Meanwhile, Xia Mingfeng visited Yao Qiongming, her eyes shadowed but burning with hope. She’d been obsessed lately, secretly following that boy, taking photos, and staring at them greedily when alone. She had a strong feeling this teenager was the child she’d carried for ten months.

Yao Qiongming patted her hand, asking her to sit and pouring tea to warm her.

“Sister Xia, I know what’s on your mind. I sent someone to the Qiao family’s hometown. From talking with locals, it’s confirmed that Xiao Qiao was adopted by the Qiao couple.”

Xia Mingfeng stood excitedly, ready to rush out. “I’ll find him for a paternity test.”

“Sister Xia, wait. I’ve already done the test.” Yao Qiongming’s words stopped her. He pulled a report from a folder. “Xiao Qiao often studies with Hengjun. I found some hair in Hengjun’s room and compared it with yours. The results are in there.”

Xia Mingfeng flipped through the report, bursting into tears at first glance. The paternity test showed a 99.9999% probability of a parent-child relationship.

Yao Qiongming understood her emotions, saying nothing, letting her vent. After fifteen years, she’d finally found her lost child. He knew how hard these years had been for her, the pressures she’d endured—others might have collapsed.

He hadn’t expected her child to be Hengjun’s classmate, Qiao Yuanjing, a boy he admired. Compared to his nephew, Qiao Yuanjing had a calm maturity beyond his years. The changes in his nephew over the past half-year were due to Yuanjing’s deliberate guidance.

Back when Sister Xia’s child was born, he’d held him. Years later, he hadn’t recognized him at first sight.

His phone rang. “This is Yao Qiongming. What? They’re in the hospital? I’m coming!”

Yao Qiongming stood abruptly. “Sister Xia, Hengjun and Xiao Qiao are at the hospital.”

“I’m going with you. What happened to my child?” Xia Mingfeng panicked.

“He’s fine. It’s Hengjun who’s in trouble.”

In a flurry, they rushed to the hospital. Yao Qiongming remembered to call home, asking the housekeeper to bring two sets of clothes.

Xia Mingfeng feared for Qiao Yuanjing. Despite Yao Qiongming’s reassurances, she couldn’t relax until she saw him. About to reunite with her child, any mishap now would drive her mad.

At the hospital, they saw Zhou Hengjun standing grimly behind Qiao Yuanjing, who was smiling and talking to others. A couple held Yuanjing’s hands gratefully, while a child lay on a nearby bed. Yao Qiongming understood—the child must be the one his nephew saved from the river. Seeing Hengjun safe, he sighed in relief.

“Hengjun, you and Xiao Qiao okay?”

“Uncle!” Zhou Hengjun’s eyes lit up, glad to escape the situation—he hated handling such things. “Did you bring clothes? We can leave after changing.”

“Oh, you’re the young man’s family! Thank you so much. Without you, my child might not have made it,” the child’s parents said, grabbing Yao Qiongming’s hands.

“No, no, it’s what my nephew should do,” Yao Qiongming said politely. Yuanjing relaxed, stepping behind Uncle Yao to let him handle it.

Behind Uncle Yao, he saw Xia Mingfeng, her eyes red and fixed on him with unconcealed excitement and longing. Yuanjing had sensed someone watching him lately. Knowing it was her and feeling no malice, he’d pretended not to notice.

Did this mean there was a result? He must be Xia Mingfeng’s child. But this realization sparked intense anger in Yuanjing, directed at Jiang Yujin and the Wei family. He felt the injustice for his original self—the Qiao family’s tragic, unexplained deaths.

“Ch… child…” Xia Mingfeng’s eyes were red, her lips trembling.

Zhou Hengjun, usually unapproachable, suddenly pulled Yuanjing behind him, fearing Xia Mingfeng’s state would scare Little Fox. “Aunt Xia, what’s wrong?”

Seeing Yuanjing’s confused expression, Xia Mingfeng realized her lapse. A mother’s strength kicked in; she wiped her tears, controlling her emotions. “I’m fine. Just got some sand in my eyes on the way.”

Once the housekeeper brought clean clothes, Zhou Hengjun and Yuanjing changed and left with Yao Qiongming, Xia Mingfeng following, her gaze never leaving Yuanjing, as if making up for the lost years. Her child had grown even more remarkable than she’d imagined.

Yao Qiongming brought everyone home. Zhou Hengjun stayed wary of Xia Mingfeng, making Yao Qiongming chuckle. “Sister Xia, I’ll take Xiao Qiao to the study upstairs to talk.”

Xia Mingfeng wanted to follow but understood Yao Qiongming’s intent. She stood, then sat back down, telling herself not to rush. Qiao Yuanjing likely thought he was a Qiao. Would he accept the sudden news?

“Alright, you talk. I’ll wait downstairs.” She reluctantly watched Yuanjing and Yao Qiongming go upstairs. Zhou Hengjun gave her a wary glance and followed. No one could hide Little Fox’s matters from him—he was on his side.

In the study, Yao Qiongming apologized to Qiao Yuanjing for using his hair for a paternity test with Ms. Xia without consent.

Yuanjing was unexpectedly calm. “So, I’m Ms. Xia’s child?”

Yao Qiongming was surprised. “Xiao Qiao, you knew about your origins?”

Yuanjing pursed his lips. “I have early memories. I overheard people in the hometown saying I was adopted. My parents stopped taking me back, but I’ve kept it in my heart. I was prepared.”

Yao Qiongming relaxed but found the boy’s rationality almost unnerving. “What’s your stance, Xiao Qiao? Sister Xia lost her child early on and hasn’t had peace for years, always searching.”

Yuanjing lowered his eyes. “How was I lost? I asked Brother Zhou—the Jiangs aren’t an ordinary family. Losing a child should be hard, and they should’ve searched immediately. Yet I ended up in a remote village. My parents love me dearly. I’m worried they can’t accept this. Even if I’m adopted, I won’t leave them. They raised me through hardship. Without them, there’d be no Qiao Yuanjing.”

“You…” Yao Qiongming was moved.

Yuanjing looked up calmly. “Uncle Yao, was Ms. Xia the only one searching all these years? What about the rest of the Jiangs?”

Yao Qiongming smiled bitterly. “Sister Xia’s husband couldn’t leave his duties but cared deeply and supported her. I know some details. Back then, both she and Brother Jiang were working, so they left the child with a nanny. One moment of inattention while the nanny was out with the child, and he was taken. By the time Sister Xia was notified, it was too late. They couldn’t find anyone. The nanny, feeling guilty, quit and returned to her hometown.”

“Was it really the nanny’s negligence? Did the Jiangs thoroughly investigate her background afterward?”

Yao Qiongming was stunned. “Xiao Qiao, are you suggesting the nanny lost the child on purpose? Why would she?”

Yuanjing smiled. “Just a hunch. From what Brother Zhou said about the Jiangs, I don’t like them and don’t want to get involved. Can we keep this from anyone besides Ms. Xia for now? I’ll tell my parents myself.”

“That… I need to ask Sister Xia.”



  

    Yao Qiongming went to find Xia Mingfeng, leaving Zhou Hengjun in the study. Suddenly, Zhou Hengjun grew excited, looking at Yuanjing. “Say, did we meet when we were kids? If so, we must be pretty fated, huh?”

Yuanjing chuckled. It made sense, but in his original life, their “fate” was more like a tragic bond—both dying young in a foreign place during their prime. This time, though, things were different. The drowning child was saved, and Zhou Hengjun was alive and well.

“Yeah, pretty fated.”

Zhou Hengjun grinned foolishly, thinking, ‘No wonder I find Little Fox so likable. There’s a reason for it!’

Downstairs, Xia Mingfeng was stunned to learn that Qiao Yuanjing already knew he wasn’t a Qiao by birth. Her heart ached, yet she felt proud of his rationality and gratitude at such a young age. Truly, he was her son—calm and principled.

After the initial rush of emotions, Xia Mingfeng calmed down as she sat downstairs. Her child was found. Even if they couldn’t reunite officially, she knew he was alive, thriving, and exceptional. If he chose not to return to her, she’d stay nearby, watching him grow, marry, and build a life.

“He mentioned the nanny from back then?” Xia Mingfeng’s heart jolted as she recalled the past. The nanny’s face was a blur in her memory. The loss of her child had been so sudden. Jiang Yujin had rushed to blame her, saying her neglect as a mother—prioritizing work over her child—was the cause. The old lady sided with her daughter, leaving Xia Mingfeng devastated. Between her emotional turmoil and frantic search for her child, investigating the nanny never crossed her mind.

“Xiao Qiao—no, Xiao Jing—is right. I should look into it. The loss was too abrupt. And I want to meet the Qiao couple someday, to understand how they adopted Xiao Jing. Of course, I’ll need Xiao Jing’s permission. I won’t show up unannounced.”

Yao Qiongming was also curious about the Jiang family’s past. He nodded. “I’ll talk to Yuanjing.”

He understood why Sister Xia switched from calling him Xiao Qiao to Xiao Jing. The surname Qiao, tied to his adoptive parents, likely reminded her of her loss every time she said it.

After chatting with Sister Xia, Yao Qiongming returned to the study. As he opened the door, he caught his nephew smiling at Qiao Yuanjing—a bright, unclouded smile with a softness in his eyes Yao hadn’t seen in years. His heart stirred. Coming to Lincheng was the right move for his nephew. Staying in the capital, facing the Zhou family daily, would’ve only made him more resentful and rebellious.

Thinking of how his nephew was forced out of the capital because of the Jiangs’ grandson, Yao Qiongming felt that Xia Mingfeng reclaiming Yuanjing into the Jiang family was perfect. With Yuanjing, the true grandson, present, he doubted the Jiang elders would still dote on an outsider. Though he held no strong prejudice, that kid bore the Wei surname. Surely, Old Master Jiang would prefer an outstanding biological grandson.

Without the Jiangs’ backing, the Wei family wouldn’t even qualify as a rival to his Yao family. Like his nephew, Yao Qiongming had no fondness for the Weis, including Jiang Yujin.

“Uncle.”

“Uncle Yao.”

Yao Qiongming closed the door and relayed Xia Mingfeng’s intentions to Qiao Yuanjing, amused at playing messenger between people all in the same house.

Yuanjing had no memory of how Father and Mother Qiao adopted his original self. He’d only heard villagers say he was brought home by his parents. He nodded. “I’ll find the right time to talk to my parents.”

He sighed inwardly. Father and Mother Qiao surely didn’t want him to know, but it would come out eventually. Rather than through someone else, he preferred to tell them himself.

Zhou Hengjun glared at his uncle, slapping Yuanjing’s shoulder. “I’ll go with you to talk.”

Yuanjing smiled. “No need. I have to discuss this with my parents alone.”

Uncle Yao chuckled at his nephew’s antics. “Stay out of this. What would it look like if you got involved?”

Both objected, and Zhou Hengjun knew he wasn’t suited for it, showing a hint of dejection, which amused Yao Qiongming.

Back in the capital, his nephew never had such a heartfelt friend. Coming here, he clicked with Qiao Yuanjing. Friendship really depended on chemistry.

Thus, Yuanjing and Xia Mingfeng reached a silent understanding. Until Yuanjing spoke to his parents, Xia Mingfeng wouldn’t press him.

Yuanjing didn’t stop coming to the Yao house to study or read because of this. He continued as usual, and Xia Mingfeng showed up daily at the Yao house.

At the Yao house, she didn’t disturb their studies. She quietly brought fruits she’d personally selected and the best pastries from a local restaurant. On the first day, she handed Yuanjing a bank card she’d prepared.

Though Yuanjing didn’t need the money, seeing the unease and overwhelming, unspoken maternal love in Xia Mingfeng’s eyes, he hesitated before accepting it.

As expected, Xia Mingfeng’s face lit up with joy. To her, though her son hadn’t acknowledged her, he wasn’t rejecting her outreach.

Yuanjing hadn’t touched the money in the card yet. Instead, he used Zhou Hengjun to learn about Xia Mingfeng’s business ventures and researched more about his birth mother and father online.

True to her word, Xia Mingfeng hadn’t told anyone in the Jiang family about finding him, not even Jiang Hong. This showed that, in her heart, her son outweighed the Jiangs and even her husband.

Xia Mingfeng also took time to learn cooking from the housekeeper. When bringing fruits, Yuanjing noticed small blisters on her hands from hot oil. This gesture tugged at his heart. Looking at her, he said, “Don’t just focus on us. I’ll be here. If you have things to handle, go take care of them.”

Xia Mingfeng had dark circles under her eyes for days, clearly not sleeping well. Yuanjing knew she was juggling him and her external affairs, yet still made time to cook for him. He was someone who softened to kindness, and Xia Mingfeng’s actions touched him deeply.

Hearing her son’s concern, Xia Mingfeng’s heart swelled with sweetness. She waved it off. “It’s fine. Those matters can be handled online. You study. I won’t disturb you.”

With a joyful glance at Yuanjing, she left Zhou Hengjun’s room.

Once the door closed, Zhou Hengjun made a sour face, whispering curiously, “Are you really going to acknowledge her?”

Yuanjing popped a piece of cut fruit into his mouth, giving Zhou Hengjun a curious look. “Blood ties can’t be changed, so I might as well go with it.”

Besides, from what he’d learned, Xia Mingfeng, his birth mother, was as innocent as his original self and Father and Mother Qiao. He couldn’t bear to hurt her loving heart.

Zhou Hengjun snickered. “If you return to the Jiangs, it’ll be fun. That Wei kid relies on the Jiangs having no kids this generation, acting like their grandson, thinking he’s some treasure. If you go back, it’ll be like avenging me. Let’s see how he struts around then.”

Yuanjing laughed silently but wasn’t optimistic about the Jiangs. Though Wei Jiabai had a heart condition, didn’t the Jiangs bear responsibility for spoiling him to the point of lacking morals?

“From what you’ve said, I don’t like the Jiangs much. If I go back and clash with Wei Jiabai, and he has a heart attack out of nowhere, whose side will the Jiangs take—his or mine?”

Zhou Hengjun pictured the scene and grimaced in disgust. He couldn’t guarantee the Jiangs would side with Little Fox. Some people were unreasonably domineering, exploiting their health.

“You’re right. Don’t acknowledge them then. Aunt Xia’s been fine without the Jiangs these years. She’ll definitely back you.” Zhou Hengjun was certain, though he was less sure about Uncle Jiang. He recalled him as stern, someone even Wei Jiabai didn’t dare act up around.

Past three in the afternoon, Zhou Hengjun rode his bike to drop Yuanjing home. Xia Mingfeng would see them to the door, reluctantly watching them ride off until they vanished, then turn to her own tasks.

After days of searching, she finally tracked down the nanny. Seeing the information on her computer, Xia Mingfeng’s face turned cold.

The nanny, Wang Zhaodi, clearly came from a patriarchal family. When she worked for the Jiangs, she was in her thirties. Her husband had broken his leg, so she worked to support a family of five, a village hardship case.

Yet now, Wang Zhaodi’s family was among the village’s wealthiest. Villagers said she’d made a fortune working outside. Upon returning, she not only paid for her husband’s treatment but built a new house.

The timing pierced Xia Mingfeng’s eyes. Where did Wang Zhaodi’s wealth come from? Her son went missing, and right after, the nanny struck it rich? If there wasn’t something fishy, she’d renounce her surname.

Who was behind it? Was it the nanny acting alone, or was someone deliberately targeting her child? Fury surged within Xia Mingfeng.

If she confirmed someone intentionally harmed her child, she’d never forgive them, no matter the cost.

Another suspicious detail: Wang Zhaodi’s hometown was in the same province and city as the Qiao couple’s, though one was in the south, the other in the north, separated by mountains.

Xia Mingfeng wanted to call the police immediately but held back, recalling Yuanjing’s words. Even if she sought revenge on Wang Zhaodi, she needed to consult Qiao Yuanjing first and learn how the Qiao couple adopted him.

By now, Zhou Hengjun had dropped Yuanjing off at his building. Yuanjing grabbed his bag to head upstairs, but Zhou Hengjun locked his bike, clearly intending to follow.

“Go home. Why come up with me?”

Zhou Hengjun said confidently, “I’ll help out—pick and wash vegetables.”

Yuanjing laughed. “Alright, why not stay for dinner before you go?”

“Awesome, awesome!” Zhou Hengjun grinned widely, thinking he was cool, unaware he’d already shown his true colors to Yuanjing.

“Tell your family.”

“Right, I’ll call now.” Zhou Hengjun followed Yuanjing upstairs, dialing home to say they didn’t need to make his dinner. His grin was smug, thrilled.

Dinner was made by Little Fox—meaning Little Fox was cooking for him!

Father and Mother Qiao were familiar with Zhou Hengjun, knowing he was Yuanjing’s deskmate and that Yuanjing studied at his house during the day. They warmly welcomed him staying for dinner, and Father Qiao even bought some braised dishes.

Yuanjing’s cooking was honestly average. Despite his dedication, honed from his past life’s pharmaceutical precision, he paled compared to Jiang Qingshan. Unfortunately, Zhou Hengjun, a young master, had never cooked. Even his vegetable prep was sloppy, so no help there.

Still, no matter how ordinary the food, Father and Mother Qiao ate happily, and Zhou Hengjun dug in enthusiastically.

After dinner, Zhou Hengjun tactfully left. Yuanjing saw him off downstairs, watching him ride away before returning.

Father and Mother Qiao cleaned the dishes and sat in the living room, chatting over the TV about trivial matters. The warmth of their family of three was palpable, yet Yuanjing felt conflicted, hesitating to speak several times.

Father Qiao cracked a small pile of walnuts with a hammer, pushing them to Yuanjing. “Son, these are good for the brain. Eat up.”

“Dad, Mom, you eat too.” Yuanjing’s throat felt tight.

Mother Qiao, perceptive, noticed his unease and checked his forehead—no fever. “What’s wrong, Xiao Jing? Out of money? I’ll transfer some.”

She reached for her phone to send a big red packet, but Yuanjing stopped her. “Mom, I’ve got plenty of money, really. Mom, Dad, there’s something I don’t know how to say.”

Father Qiao paused his walnut-cracking, concerned. “What’s up? Someone bullying you? Tell Dad, I’ll talk to their parents.”

“Don’t interrupt. Let Xiao Jing speak,” Mother Qiao chided, swatting Father Qiao.

Yuanjing scratched his head, facing the hardest task ever. Finally, he gave up resisting, squatting before his parents and grabbing their hands. “Dad, Mom, I remember what the villagers said about me when I was little.”

Father and Mother Qiao were shocked, exchanging glances. They avoided the hometown to shield him from his origins, yet he’d heard and remembered. Father Qiao panicked. “Xiao Jing, that’s just village gossip. You were so small—we raised you.”

“Xiao Jing, did you hear something again?” Mother Qiao asked anxiously.

Yuanjing buried his face in their palms. “Dad, Mom, I know I’m not your biological son, but you’re my real parents. Don’t try to send me away. I’ll always stay with you.”

Mother Qiao’s eyes reddened instantly, and Father Qiao wasn’t far behind, patting his son’s head. “Good, good. Don’t cry, Xiao Jing. We love you most. We’d leave before sending you away. You’re our precious treasure.”

Mother Qiao wiped her tears. “Xiao Jing, has someone found you?”

Father Qiao panicked. “No way, after all these years. Besides, back then…”

“Back then, what?” Yuanjing looked up at his father, then his mother. “Dad, Mom, how did you bring me home?”

Seeing their son’s red eyes, Father Qiao’s heart ached. Glancing at Mother Qiao, he said, “No point hiding it anymore. We didn’t plan to keep it from you forever, just that you were young. Back then…”

Father and Mother Qiao recalled the past. They hadn’t left the village to work yet. Mother Qiao couldn’t conceive, but the couple remained loving, planning to adopt a child and raise them as their own.

Father Qiao remembered it was a cold day. He and some village youths went into the mountains to chop trees for a wedding needing wood. They could take a few trees but had to replant in spring, for personal use only.

In the mountains, Father Qiao heard a child crying. Following the sound, he found a toddler, barely able to walk or talk, face red from the cold, forehead feverish. The youths abandoned tree-cutting, rushing the child to the village, sending him to the hospital, and reporting to the police.

The next day, snow fell. Mother Qiao, staying with the child in the hospital, and Father Qiao felt lingering fear. Had they found him a day later, with fewer people entering the snowy mountains, the child might not have survived.

After days with the child, Mother Qiao grew attached. The police found no trace of the child’s origins or missing child reports nearby. When discussing the child’s future, Father and Mother Qiao felt a tug. The mountain-found child became their son, Qiao Yuanjing.

“The police suspected you were trafficked from elsewhere and kept investigating. They let us foster you for over a month before approving the adoption. It’s a pity they never found who left you in those mountains. Though fate brought you to us, we still curse that trafficker—it was nearly a life lost.”

“We stayed in touch with the officer on the case for nearly a year, but no results. Later, we disliked the villagers always mentioning you were adopted, and the village conditions were poor, so we brought you out. We kept contact with the officer for a while, asking for updates, but it eventually fizzled out.”

Yuanjing’s final worry dissolved. He’d feared Father and Mother Qiao were involved in trafficking. Instead, they’d saved him from the mountains—a debt of life and nurture, profound as any birth parents.

“Thank you, Dad, Mom. Without you, I might not exist.”

“Don’t talk nonsense. Fate made you our son,” Mother Qiao said, swatting his back, forbidding such talk.



  

    “Xiao Jing, have your biological parents found you?” Father Qiao asked his son.

Yuanjing explained how he met Xia Mingfeng through Yao Qiongming. Because he resembled her and she’d been searching for her lost son, she took his hair for a paternity test.

Yuanjing didn’t mention the test results, but Father and Mother Qiao guessed it must confirm a parent-child relationship, or he wouldn’t have brought up the past.

Mother Qiao felt deep reluctance. Her son’s birth mother had searched for him for over a decade and finally found him. Could she selfishly keep him from reuniting with his birth mother?

Mother Qiao couldn’t do it, yet she couldn’t push him away either.

“What about your birth father?” Father Qiao’s voice was hoarse.

Yuanjing gripped their hands tightly, reassuring them. “He doesn’t know yet. He’s not here. I’ve agreed with Ms. Xia to keep this from the others for now. Only she knows. After hearing how you found me, I’m even more convinced that my being left in the mountains wasn’t simple. The Jiang family—my birth father’s family—isn’t ordinary.”

Yuanjing shared Old Master Jiang’s status and what his birth father, Jiang Hong, currently did. Father and Mother Qiao were stunned. They never imagined their son came from such a prominent family. They’d seen Old Master Jiang on TV, and Jiang Hong was a provincial official, likely to rise further—worlds apart from common folk like them.

Their son deserved better than staying with them, but Yuanjing’s claim that his abandonment wasn’t simple alarmed Father Qiao. He grabbed his son’s hand. “Did someone in the Jiang family want to harm you? Can we not return to them? Our family’s modest, but we’ll never lack food.”

Anything was better than losing his life. Thinking back, if Father Qiao hadn’t gone into the mountains, or if they’d encountered a wild animal, could a toddler have survived?

Suddenly, the Jiang family seemed like a den of wolves to Father and Mother Qiao, a place that could claim lives.

“Don’t worry. If someone did harm me, Ms. Xia won’t let them off. We’re just unsure of what happened back then. She’s investigating now,” Yuanjing quickly reassured them.

Mother Qiao caught on, glaring at Father Qiao. “Didn’t you hear Xiao Jing? His birth mother searched for him for years. She’s protective. If she learns someone hurt Xiao Jing, would she ignore it?” The more she spoke, the more she felt the birth mother was good. “Xiao Jing, has your birth mother had other children since?”

Yuanjing shook his head. “No. From what Ms. Xia said, she only wanted to find this child and didn’t want others.”

Because of this, the Jiang elders disapproved of Xia Mingfeng. She proposed divorce, but Jiang Hong refused, dragging it out till now.

Mother Qiao felt even more sympathy for Xia Mingfeng. “Your birth mother’s a good woman. Xiao Jing, why keep calling her Ms. Xia? How sad she’d be to hear that.”

Just moments ago, she feared losing her son; now she spoke for his birth mother. Yuanjing found it both funny and touching.

He scratched his head. “Mom, I’m not used to suddenly calling a stranger ‘Mom.’ Give me some time.”

Her son agreed, and Mother Qiao’s heart ached. The son she raised was returning to another family—no, he was theirs to begin with.

Despite the ache, Mother Qiao was reasonable. “Your birth mother’s still here, right? Let’s meet her soon and talk about what happened back then.”

“Absolutely. It was dangerous,” Father Qiao agreed. If someone harmed their son, could over a decade erase it? If they found him again, would they try again? They lacked the means, but maybe his birth mother could handle it.

“Thank you, Dad. Thank you, Mom.”

“Silly child.”

That night, Yuanjing did nothing but stay with his parents, chatting and watching TV, which comforted Father and Mother Qiao greatly.

But when it was time to rest, the couple didn’t fall asleep quickly as usual. They tossed and sighed in bed.

Father Qiao patted Mother Qiao’s back. “Sleep. Tomorrow’s a rest day. Xiao Jing said he might arrange a meeting. If you don’t sleep, you’ll look tired. From what he said, he won’t return until this is resolved. We raised Xiao Jing—he’s not ungrateful.”

Father Qiao’s heart ached too, but he comforted his wife. After all, a grown son would eventually leave their side. Only his spouse would stay by him.

Mother Qiao said, “I never said Xiao Jing’s ungrateful. I’m just worried. He said his birth mother’s a big businesswoman. What if we meet her and embarrass ourselves? Should I check what to wear tomorrow?”

Mother Qiao fretted. How would his birth mother view them? Would she think they hadn’t given him enough? They had little education, but they’d worked hard to buy a city home and save for his college—better than many in their hometown. Still, the gap with his birth mother was vast.

Wealthy families sent kids to endless classes, investing heavily. Their family was poor back then, unable to afford extras. Thankfully, Xiao Jing was sensible, excelling in studies without their worry, avoiding any setbacks.

Mother Qiao moved to get up, but Father Qiao pulled her back. “Enough, pick tomorrow. No matter our conditions, Xiao Jing values us. That’s what matters.”

Mother Qiao agreed. Her son hadn’t called his birth mother “Mom,” which, though she felt sorry for Xia Mingfeng, eased her heart. “Alright, let’s sleep. No dark circles.”

The couple finally slept. Yuanjing was at his computer, rushing a translation article someone needed urgently.

Besides translation work, Yuanjing reviewed medical knowledge and studied biology further. He didn’t plan to pursue medicine or pharmaceuticals this life, but Wei Jiabai’s heart condition inspired him. When medicine declared such conditions untreatable, beyond transplanting a matching heart, there was another path.

In his past life, research in this area had progressed significantly. Yuanjing followed it closely, though it lacked the final breakthrough. This life, he might achieve it early, saving many lives.

The next day, Mother Qiao urged Yuanjing to contact Ms. Xia Mingfeng to arrange a meeting. Sooner was better.

That noon, they met in a private room at a restaurant. Xia Mingfeng arrived early, waiting. When she saw Yuanjing enter with a plain middle-aged couple, she stood excitedly.

“You must be Brother Qiao and Sister-in-law Qiao. I’m Xia Mingfeng. Call me Sister Xia.” This couple raised her son for over a decade. Xia Mingfeng lowered her stance, deeply grateful. Meeting Qiao Yuanjing showed they’d raised her child well.

Seeing Xia Mingfeng, Father and Mother Qiao felt somewhat inferior, but glancing at Yuanjing, who stayed by their side, they instinctively straightened up. Mother Qiao spoke first. “Sister Xia, hello. We only learned about this last night. You’ve worked hard all these years.”

Xia Mingfeng’s tears nearly spilled. She shook her head. “Not hard, not hard. You’re the ones who worked hard. Raising a child isn’t easy.”

“Raising a child’s tough, but our Xiao Jing’s been sensible since young, easier than other kids. We never had to worry,” Mother Qiao boasted about her son.

“Really? Sister-in-law, can you tell me more about Xiao Jing?”

“Of course.”

The two women left the men behind, holding hands, asking and answering warmly. Yuanjing and Father Qiao exchanged glances—were they sidelined?

When the waiter knocked to ask about serving food, the women stopped, urging the dishes to be brought. They could skip eating, but their son mustn’t go hungry—a shared sentiment.

As dishes arrived and they ate quietly, Mother Qiao brought up the past, describing with Father Qiao how they found Yuanjing. When Xia Mingfeng heard Father Qiao found him in the mountains, she nearly snapped her chopsticks.

She’d suspected before, but this confirmed it—someone deliberately harmed her child. Who? Who could be so cruel to a child? If they had a grudge, target her or Jiang Hong!

Her heart overflowed with gratitude for the Qiao couple. Without them, she might never have found her son.

Xia Mingfeng didn’t hide anything from the Qiaos, sharing her findings about the nanny, Wang Zhaodi, and her suspicions. The Qiaos were shocked. The nanny was highly suspicious, and her hometown being in the same city as theirs—what were the odds?

“Brother, Sister-in-law, I won’t let any suspect go. If it’s her, it’s human trafficking.”

“Sister Xia, what’s your plan?” Mother Qiao shared her anger. “After so many years, will the police still care?”

“They will. With evidence, the police will act.”

“Good. We’ll follow your lead, Sister Xia. Whoever dared harm our Xiao Jing must face justice!” Mother Qiao gritted her teeth. Though they raised their son healthy, she and Father Qiao couldn’t forget his frail state when first brought home, hospitalized for days.

“What’s your opinion, Xiao Jing?” Xia Mingfeng asked Yuanjing.

Yuanjing smiled. “I’ve no objections. But if the nanny did it, who directed her? If this comes out now, will it alert the culprit?”

“Don’t worry. Unless someone’s watching Wang Zhaodi daily, with me here, news won’t reach the capital quickly,” Xia Mingfeng said confidently.

“Good. I also want to know who did it.”

“I’ll give you an answer, Xiao Jing.” Xia Mingfeng knew that without resolving this, Yuanjing would remain wary of the Jiangs and hesitant to return. She couldn’t let him face danger. The risks had to be cleared first.

Though she resented the Jiang elders’ attitude and had clashed with her husband over the child, she never considered keeping Yuanjing from the Jiangs. Why should she? Her son was the Jiangs’ only third-generation heir. They owed him over a decade. Their resources should pave his way forward. Everything she had would be his, too.

Before, searching for her son limited her business focus. Now, with him found, she’d grow her empire to give him the best, making up for the lost years when she failed to protect him, letting him wander.

Reluctantly, Xia Mingfeng parted with the Qiaos, exchanging contacts. She had to deal with Wang Zhaodi.

As she left, Yuanjing hugged this deeply wounded yet warrior-like mother. Xia Mingfeng’s eyes reddened instantly. This was her son’s first embrace—he was accepting her.

“I’m off to handle things. Stay with Brother and Sister-in-law Qiao. I’ll call with updates.”

“Okay. Take care of yourself, too.”

“Yes, yes.” Xia Mingfeng let go and left quickly, or she’d cry on the spot.

Father and Mother Qiao sighed, hugging their son. They saw Xia Mingfeng’s pain and couldn’t bear to keep Yuanjing from her.

Once Xia Mingfeng left, Zhou Hengjun rushed to the Qiao house. If Yuanjing wouldn’t come to his place, he’d go to theirs.

Yuanjing didn’t hide anything, telling him Xia Mingfeng’s plans. Zhou Hengjun cursed, outraged at such a vicious woman.

“Will my uncle help? I should call him.”

Yuanjing stopped him. “I think Uncle Yao already knows. Ms. Xia’s smart—she wouldn’t miss a chance to leverage support.”

Zhou Hengjun, still uneasy, called Yao Qiongming from the balcony. Yao Qiongming laughed, touched by his nephew’s rare call, even if for someone else—though Qiao Yuanjing wasn’t exactly an outsider. “Don’t worry. Your Aunt Xia told me. I’ll keep an eye on it.”

Little Fox was right. Zhou Hengjun relaxed.

***

Wang Zhaodi’s life was both satisfying and frustrating. Satisfying because the money she brought back years ago built a house and fixed her husband’s leg. Villagers envied her, and even her natal family, who once scorned her, came calling. Her sister-in-law, who never spared kind words, now flattered her. Wang Zhaodi was smug.

But money didn’t change her. Over a decade, even a fortune dwindled. With two sons needing homes and dowries, expenses piled up. Her eldest son’s wife was settled, but the younger son’s fiancée competed with her, refusing anything less. Even her younger son complained she favored the elder. Wang Zhaodi felt bitter.

Recalling the past, she wished for another chance to strike it rich. Sometimes, she considered returning to the capital to find that person but quickly dismissed it. She knew such powerful figures were beyond a rural woman like her, now a grandmother, even more fearful of risks.

After another fight with her younger son, Wang Zhaodi sat fuming. Her eldest daughter-in-law eyed her money. Then, a knock came.

“Is this Wang Zhaodi’s home? Is Wang Zhaodi in?”

“Coming! Who is it?” Wang Zhaodi snapped, brushing off her clothes to open the door. Her three-story house with a big yard, built back then, was the envy of the village.

Opening the door, she saw uniformed police with peaked caps. Instinctively, she tried to slam it shut, but an officer held it open.

Police in their village drew a crowd of curious villagers.

Since that deed years ago, Wang Zhaodi feared uniforms, explaining her reflex. She told herself it was over a decade ago—no one could know. Forcing a smile, she said, “I’m Wang Zhaodi. What do you want?”

“We’ve got the right person. Come with us. We need your assistance in a child trafficking case from fifteen years ago. Let’s go,” the officer said sternly.

Wang Zhaodi’s legs buckled. “I don’t know anything! Why me? I’m not going!”

Neighbors whispered: “Fifteen years ago? Wasn’t that when Wang Zhaodi returned? She was a nanny in the capital, right? Did a child go missing?”

“She came back rich. What nanny job pays that much?”

“Maybe it’s that missing child? She never mentioned it.”

“Look at her guilty face and weak legs. Maybe she did something shameful and made dirty money.”

As the complainant claimed, Wang Zhaodi gained suspicious wealth fifteen years ago. Seeing her try to retreat, the police hardened. “Cooperate with our investigation. If you’re cleared, we’ll bring you back.”

“No, I’m not going!”

But Wang Zhaodi was taken away. After the police car left, the village buzzed. Families discussed it. Wang Zhaodi’s husband’s family, surnamed Tian, was informed and panicked.

A villager taunted, “Did Wang Zhaodi do something shameful for that money? She was always secretive about how she got rich. Must be dirty.”

“Get lost! The police said it’s just assistance. My wife might be back soon,” a Tian retorted.

Villagers laughed and moved on to gossip elsewhere. The Tians huddled, then rushed to pull strings.

Having been a nanny in the capital for less than a year, Wang Zhaodi lacked sophistication or cunning. Intimidated by the police, she spilled everything like beans.

“It wasn’t my idea! Someone paid me to do it. Go arrest her! I was forced!”



  

    Wang Zhaodi was an ordinary woman, terrified of dealing with authorities. Knowing leniency came with confession, she spilled everything about the past.

The child trafficking case quickly became clear. Captain Jiang, handling the case, deeply sympathized with the abducted child’s mother, Xia Mingfeng. Even without Yao Qiongming’s cross-city connections, they would have pursued the truth relentlessly.

“Any results?” Xia Mingfeng stood, excited yet nervous, as Captain Jiang entered.

Captain Jiang softened his voice. “Ms. Xia, please sit. Wang Zhaodi has confessed everything. But before I share the truth, I hope you’ll stay calm, as this case involves someone close to you.”

As expected! Xia Mingfeng’s chest heaved. “I’m prepared. Please, Captain Jiang, tell me who bribed Wang Zhaodi.”

A sharp woman, Captain Jiang knew Xia Mingfeng had suspicions before reporting the case. Looking at her, he said, “It’s Jiang Yujin. She’s the one who bribed Wang Zhaodi.”

Xia Mingfeng stood abruptly, knocking over her teacup. Tea splashed on her, but she didn’t notice, overwhelmed by disbelief, anger, and realization. Emotions surged, turning into blazing fury. Each word seemed laced with blood: “It was her! What a Jiang Yujin! What a Jiang family!”

She’d considered if Jiang family rivals did it to disrupt their focus, but never suspected her sister-in-law, no matter how much she disliked her. She hadn’t thought her malicious enough.

Captain Jiang understood Xia Mingfeng’s emotions. Wang Zhaodi had revealed the relationship between Jiang Yujin and Xia Mingfeng. Despite seeing many shocking cases, a sister-in-law this vicious was a first. Just because she disliked her brother’s wife, she maliciously bribed the nanny to take the child, then acted as if nothing happened for over a decade, leaving her brother and sister-in-law in unending pain.

What bad luck to have such a sibling. He wondered what Xia Mingfeng’s husband would think.

“Ms. Xia, this is only Wang Zhaodi’s confession. Whether Jiang Yujin was the mastermind requires further investigation with the capital’s police.”

Xia Mingfeng forced herself to calm down. She hadn’t suspected Jiang Yujin before, but now, with everything laid bare, she was certain it was her. Jiang Yujin always looked at her with disdain, sowed discord at home, and never hid her malice. It all started because Xia Mingfeng spoke ill of the man Jiang Yujin fancied. Obsessed with him, Jiang Yujin grew to hate her, enough to destroy her family. Did she ever consider that the child was her brother’s son, her blood nephew?

She was utterly mad—a lunatic!

“You need evidence, right? I’ll find it! She didn’t even hide her identity from Wang Zhaodi, so brazen, knowing no one would suspect her. She probably even cleaned up after Wang Zhaodi. If we trace the money transferred to her, can’t that convict her?”

Captain Jiang knew this bent protocol, but seeing Xia Mingfeng’s pained, near-mad eyes, he nodded. “Correct.”

“I’ll find it. Give me two days. I want Jiang Yujin ruined and punished!”

“Alright. Two days. If we don’t receive new evidence, we’ll coordinate with the capital’s police.”

“Good.” Xia Mingfeng initially wanted to confront Wang Zhaodi herself but lost the urge. She acted immediately.

Yao Qiongming followed the case closely. Learning the mastermind’s identity, he was stunned, his phone slipping to the floor.

Jiang Yujin was well-known in their capital circle. As a Jiang daughter, her arrogance wasn’t surprising—many girls in their circle were similar. But her later actions stunned everyone: she fell for a rural “phoenix man,” dropping jaws, and married him.

Though Wei Xiangrong later achieved success, everyone knew without the Jiangs’ backing, could he have risen so fast?

Some thought Jiang Yujin was clever. With the Jiangs’ support, the Wei family thrived, and Wei Xiangrong remained devoted, despite their son’s congenital heart condition, never wavering.

Yao Qiongming saw Jiang Yujin as merely spoiled, never imagining her cruelty in selling her own nephew. Thinking of what she and her son did to Hengjun, he saw the apple didn’t fall far from the tree—both mother and son were selfish, disregarding others’ feelings.

“Sister Xia, I’ll help. I have connections in the capital. But are you still not telling Brother Jiang?”

Xia Mingfeng once only resented the Jiangs, but now she hated them. Their indulgence made Jiang Yujin bolder, and she even blamed Jiang Hong.

“No. Once Jiang Yujin’s crimes are confirmed, I’ll throw the evidence in his face, let him see what his dear sister did. This is the fine daughter and sister the Jiangs pampered. They’re all accomplices!”

Yao Qiongming paused, then said, “Alright, I’ll help keep it quiet.”

He knew Jiang Hong was innocent, but Xia Mingfeng’s anger was justified. In his place, he’d resent Jiang Hong too. Jiang Yujin’s recklessness made the Jiangs partly responsible, leaving Xia Mingfeng and Qiao Yuanjing to suffer.

Thankfully, Qiao Yuanjing met the kind Qiao couple. Had he not survived, the case might never have seen light.

Back then, Jiang Yujin’s calculated move succeeded because no one suspected her. Now, Xia Mingfeng and Yao Qiongming mirrored her stealth. Jiang Yujin, focused on her husband and frail son, had long forgotten the past, unaware Xia Mingfeng returned to the capital or investigated.

Thus, Xia Mingfeng easily obtained evidence and delivered it to Captain Jiang, who promptly brought Wang Zhaodi to the capital.

On the phone, Xia Mingfeng sobbed, blaming her own incompetence and lack of caution with the Jiangs, allowing Jiang Yujin’s malice to bribe the nanny and steal Yuanjing.

Jiang Yujin was at fault, but so was she—for marrying into the Jiangs, for treating Jiang Yujin as a sister-in-law and saying things that sparked her hatred. She wished Jiang Yujin had targeted her, not her child.

Her actions left Xia Mingfeng in unbearable pain, unable to move on for over a decade.

Yuanjing studied his palm lines. It was indeed Jiang Yujin. After his original self’s death, her smile gave him a hunch—she was tied to his abduction.

Even in an apocalyptic world, people like Jiang Yujin chilled him.

Now, with the truth settled, Yuanjing pitied his original self’s fate and the woman on the phone hating herself. “You’re not at fault. It’s all Jiang Yujin. We’re the victims. She’s narrow-minded, vengeful, and vicious.”

“Prison and ruin aren’t enough to punish her. Didn’t she hate you for doubting Wei Xiangrong’s character? I trust your judgment. Why not investigate Wei Xiangrong? The Wei family’s thriving—do they really want only a son with a heart condition, doomed to a short life?”

“Xiao Jing, you mean…”

“I think those punishments aren’t her biggest blow. She trusts Wei Xiangrong’s devotion. Shattering that belief would hit her hardest, showing her what a joke her life is.”

“Yes, Xiao Jing, you’re right. I don’t believe Wei Xiangrong’s been so devoted all these years. Leave it to me. You focus on studying. I’ll handle everything.”

“Mm.” Yuanjing knew, in this moment, Xia Mingfeng was the fiercest maternal warrior.

“Xiao Jing, do you hate the Jiangs? Do you hate… Jiang Hong? Do you want to return to them?” Her voice trembled.

Yuanjing raised an eyebrow. “As long as they don’t harm me, I don’t care about resentment or hatred. They’re just strangers.”

Xia Mingfeng’s heart shook. The Jiangs’ place in Yuanjing’s heart depended on their stance moving forward. She felt fortunate for going to Lincheng and meeting Yao Qiongming, or she might have missed her son, leaving no mark in his heart.

Hanging up, Xia Mingfeng wiped her tears, washed her face, and, aside from red eyes, showed no fragility.

With solid evidence, the police arrested Jiang Yujin. Xia Mingfeng sent a copy of the evidence to Jiang Hong’s phone, needing to see his stance, which would decide their future.

Simultaneously, she hired an army of online influencers. She’d give the Jiangs and Weis no chance. She’d fuel public outrage to make Jiang Yujin universally condemned. This was just the start of her revenge.

She launched a thorough investigation into Wei Xiangrong.

What was Jiang Yujin doing? She was at a charity auction, basking in other women’s flattery.

Despite her husband’s rural roots and her son’s heart condition, who dared look down on her? The Weis were in business, but the Jiangs’ third generation had only her son as a grandson. All resources would be his. Even Jiang Hong would pave the way for him.

Jiang Yujin relished her life, only worried about her son’s heart. But with the Jiangs’ power and the Weis’ wealth, finding a matching heart was only a matter of time.

A commotion arose at the entrance. Jiang Yujin and her group ignored it—such trifles were beneath them; someone would handle it.

But soon, someone gasped, “What’s going on? Why are the police here? Who called them? If reporters see this, it’ll be news!”

“They’re coming this way.”

Jiang Yujin looked impatiently at the uniformed officers, noticing reporters trailing. She hoped it’d end quickly, her mood already soured, ready to leave.

The police stopped before her. “Are you Jiang Yujin? You’re involved in a child trafficking case from fifteen years ago with the Jiang family. Please come with us for investigation.”

Their presence made the room the event’s focus, including eager reporters. The police’s words caused an uproar.

The Jiang child trafficking case? Those familiar with the Jiangs recalled the incident. Many didn’t know, and eager voices recounted the story, shocking listeners. How could Jiang Yujin be involved?

Did she orchestrate her own nephew’s abduction? What a joke.

Unlike Wang Zhaodi, Jiang Yujin wasn’t easily rattled. She’d seen big scenes. Her eyes flickered, but she stood tall. “This is slander. I’m calling my lawyer.”

“Fine, no problem. Please come with us to cooperate.”

The police were polite, escorting her to the car. No lawyer could help.

The police car waited at the venue’s entrance. Even in this situation, Jiang Yujin’s arrogance remained, as if she were being escorted out grandly, not investigated.

Then, a plain black sedan’s door opened. An older-looking woman stepped out. Seeing her, someone in the crowd shouted, “Xia Mingfeng! It’s her who reported the case!”

“She hasn’t been back to the capital in years. What a stir she’s caused.”

Jiang Yujin, ducking into the police car, glanced over at the commotion. It was that wretch Xia Mingfeng, daring to return.

Wearing sunglasses, Xia Mingfeng removed them, staring coldly at Jiang Yujin. It took immense restraint not to tear her apart.

“Xia Mingfeng, well done. Back to have me arrested? Watch, I’ll walk out as I walked in. Think you can touch me? I’m the Jiangs’ true daughter.”

Xia Mingfeng sneered, unsurprised by her arrogance. “So, Jiang Yujin, you think you’re above the law, and the Jiangs can manipulate it? The Qing dynasty’s long gone. You really think you’re a princess everyone must flatter?”

“Hmph, I told Brother to ditch you long ago. He was blind to pick you. You’ll ruin his future, and now you are. He’ll see your true face soon.”

“Ruin Jiang Hong’s future? That’s you, his dear sister, who disregards lives and acts recklessly. I’m the one divorcing him now. You Jiangs disgust me!”

“You wretch, you slut…” Jiang Yujin cursed wildly, but an officer pushed her into the car, slamming the door. The car drove off. They’d seen Yucheng’s evidence—irrefutable. They had no sympathy for her.

Xia Mingfeng came to witness Jiang Yujin’s downfall. She glanced at the gawking crowd, then returned to her car, instructing, “Upload what we just filmed online.”

“Yes, Ms. Xia.”

The auction’s order collapsed, with everyone discussing Jiang Yujin and the Jiangs. The old case resurfaced, but no one expected the Jiang daughter’s involvement.

“Xia Mingfeng’s back! She’s targeting Jiang Yujin?”

“Sisters-in-law often clash, especially with Jiang Yujin’s temper…” someone chuckled. “But Xia Mingfeng’s not unreasonable. Did she really find evidence against her?”

“No way. Jiang Yujin’s domineering, but would she do that? It’s the Jiangs’ grandson, her nephew, her brother’s son. The Jiangs rely on Jiang Hong now. Old Master’s retired.”

Would Jiang Yujin be foolish enough to cross her brother?

The auction organizers urged reporters not to cover it, fearing the Jiangs’ wrath.

“Too late. It’s not about us reporting. Check online—Jiang Yujin trafficking her nephew is trending. Look at the evidence. It’s really her.”

“What? Where’s my phone? Let me see what’s online.”

“My God, this evidence…”

“There’s a video of Jiang Yujin being taken away.”

“Definitely Xia Mingfeng’s doing.”

Reporters seized the moment, uploading photos of Jiang Yujin’s arrest, riding the wave of attention, drawing countless netizens to gawk at the woman cruel enough to harm her nephew.

Common folk, unfamiliar with Jiang Yujin, flocked to see her. Others dug into the Jiangs’ and Weis’ backgrounds, shocking netizens. This was true elite drama—not the glamorous kind they imagined.

The worst off was the abducted Jiang grandson, likely sold into the mountains by his ruthless aunt. Tragic, truly tragic.



  

    After the meeting, Jiang Hong announced its end and eagerly checked his phone, set to vibrate. During the meeting, he’d glanced at it and saw a message from his wife, so he couldn’t wait to read it once the session concluded.

Others chatted in small groups about the meeting’s content when a crash sounded. They looked up to see Jiang Hong’s face contorted, his teacup and notebook unintentionally knocked to the floor. Yet his eyes remained glued to his phone screen.

“What’s wrong?”

“No idea. Work or personal?”

“Old Jiang…” someone prompted.

Jiang Hong snapped his head up, his eyes burning with suppressed rage and disbelief. To the speaker, he said, “Old Liu, I’m leaving things here to you. I need to take leave to handle personal matters in the capital. Please.”

With that, Jiang Hong rushed out. Others understood it was personal but wondered what could make the usually composed Jiang Hong, a pillar for many, lose his composure. Those who knew him long knew how steady he was.

“Let’s disperse. Old Jiang’s taking a few days off. Don’t slack off; keep up the work,” someone said.

The group agreed and left the meeting room in twos and threes. Work was busy, leaving little room for gossip. Jiang Hong rarely took leave year-round, so no one minded a few days off.

In his office, Jiang Hong called Xia Mingfeng, but her line was either busy or she hung up, refusing to answer. Fury burned within him, with no outlet. Could his and Mingfeng’s child really have been taken by his own sister? He wanted to deny it, but the evidence on his phone seared his eyes.

“Book the fastest flight to the capital. Get me to the airport now,” he ordered his secretary.

There was a flight soon. Jiang Hong packed a few clothes and left. On the way to the airport, his secretary urged him to check online reports. As Jiang Hong’s secretary, he knew his boss’s background and the tensions between him and Xia Mingfeng.

Jiang Hong opened his phone and felt dizzy. A video of Jiang Yujin’s arrest, where she shouted at the camera, was uploaded unedited. Others might not know, but Jiang Hong recognized she was yelling at his wife, Xia Mingfeng.

Seeing his sister’s attitude, Jiang Hong knew Xia Mingfeng’s claims were true. Their son, lost for over a decade, was taken by his own sister, tearing their family apart, leaving their son’s fate unknown.

“Pfft!” Overwhelmed with anger and urgency, Jiang Hong coughed up blood.

“Governor!” the secretary cried. “To the hospital, turn around!”

“No turning back. Keep going to the airport. I’m fine,” Jiang Hong ordered firmly. “Xiao Song, come with me. Monitor online developments.”

“Governor…” Secretary Song worried but relented, planning a hospital visit in the capital. “How should we handle the online situation?”

This had thrown the Jiang family’s reputation to the public, becoming fodder for gossip. He wondered if Jiang Hong wanted to suppress it.

“No suppressing! Let it spread. I dare anyone to cover it up. Let everyone see the Jiang family’s deeds. No one bends the law!” Jiang Hong was furious. His sister’s feud with his wife had long put him in a bind, but how had his sister treated him, her brother? As a Jiang, how could she break the law?

No one would get leniency from him. If they pleaded for Jiang Yujin, what about his and Mingfeng’s child? Who considered their son? He kept calling Mingfeng, wanting to know if she’d found their child, whether he was alive, and how he was.

***

With Xia Mingfeng’s push and the case’s inherent sensationalism, it captured public attention rapidly, trending nationwide in no time. Many commented online, dubbing Jiang Yujin “the most venomous sister-in-law in history.”

“I just heard someone mention Xia Mingfeng and thought it sounded familiar. Checking online, it’s her! She’s well-known in my hometown for building Hope Primary Schools and sponsoring underprivileged kids. I even found some photos,” a netizen posted, uploading pictures.

“Coincidence! Xia Mingfeng visited my hometown too. Our Hope Primary School was funded by her, with free lunches. I graduated from there and met Ms. Xia at school,” another shared.

Multiple people spoke up, prompting enthusiastic netizens to dig deeper. Their findings shocked many: Xia Mingfeng had done charity for over a decade, especially aiding children in underdeveloped areas. Her first donation, traceable to the year after her child’s disappearance, revealed her motive.

“What does this mean?”

“My God, look at her timeline. How many poor regions has Ms. Xia visited? I think she went hoping to find her child, maybe sold to a destitute area. She wanted to ensure her child wouldn’t go hungry or miss school due to poverty…”

“Stop, I’m crying.”

“Tears +1.”

“That venomous sister-in-law should die! An adult targeting an innocent child—her conscience is dog-eaten!”

“Look, the Jiangs and Weis aren’t ordinary families. Discuss while you can; this topic might get banned soon.”

“Pah! They can censor the internet but not hearts. If this venomous sister-in-law isn’t punished, what’s the law for? Decoration?”

The Wei family was informed. When Jiang Yujin was taken, she contacted her lawyer, who notified Wei Xiangrong. He couldn’t believe it but insisted she couldn’t go to jail, vowing to free her by any means.

As a doting father, Wei Xiangrong ordered everyone to hide it from Wei Jiabai. He pressured police contacts and considered his in-laws the fastest route but opted to call Jiang Bo instead, expressing his panic and worry that Jiabai might relapse if he learned.

Jiang Bo had his phone handy and saw the online uproar. “Take Jiabai’s phone and keep him off computers. I’ll suppress online news immediately. Don’t worry. One’s my sister, the other’s my nephew I watched grow up. I won’t stand by.”

“It’s online too? Good, I’ll send people to suppress it,” Wei’s father said, cursing—whether at Xia Mingfeng’s stir or Jiang Yujin’s trouble, unclear. He called platforms, willing to pay to bury the story.

Jiang Bo acted faster. His intervention visibly lowered trending topics across platforms. Soon, posts with related names couldn’t be sent, confirming some netizens’ fears of being manipulated , fueling their anger.

Secretary Song, tasked by Jiang Hong, monitored the web and spotted the suppression. He made a call, revealing Jiang Hong’s identity and stance, telling the other side to handle it.

Weibo executives exchanged glances after the call, skeptical. “Was that really Jiang Hong’s secretary? He wants the Jiang family’s mess judged publicly?”

“It’s his son who was lost. Looks like Jiang Hong’s determined to pursue this, even if it’s his sister. I’d want to strangle such a venomous sister too.”

“What about the trends and comments?”

“Let them back up. If Jiang Bo objects, tell him to talk to Jiang Hong. Let the Jiangs sort their stance first.” Compared to Jiang Bo, a businessman and adopted Jiang son, Jiang Hong, a provincial official, held more weight. Given it was the Jiangs’ biological grandson, they doubted the family would shield Jiang Yujin.

As netizens raged, they noticed the trends reappeared, and names could be posted again. Strange, but it didn’t dampen their focus.

When Jiang Bo learned the trends returned, he confronted Weibo executives, who cited Jiang Hong’s orders. Unable to argue, Jiang Bo realized Jiang Hong knew and might return to the capital soon. He decided only the Jiang elders could intervene. No matter Jiang Yujin’s fate, he doubted they’d let the family’s name be dragged publicly. Given their doting on Jiang Yujin and Wei Jiabai, there might be room to maneuver. Jiang Bo acted, aiming to persuade his adoptive parents, especially his mother, who adored her daughter and grandson, before Jiang Hong returned.

Besides them, Yuanjing watched online developments. When trends were pulled, he did nothing, waiting to see Jiang Hong’s stance.

He’d initially leaked Xia Mingfeng’s charity work. Afterward, eager netizens uncovered and organized her deeds, helping Xia Mingfeng claim the moral high ground, highlighting Jiang Yujin’s depravity.

Zhou Hengjun, fuming, blasted Jiang Yujin online until his comments stopped posting. Furious, he realized they were censored.

“Don’t worry. I’ll complain. If that fails, I’ll buy trending spots. Why ban discussion?” Zhou Hengjun felt useless, thinking to call his uncle, who’d have connections. Beyond online rants, he felt powerless.

Unable to help Little Fox, he was dejected, realizing he was nothing without elders.

Yuanjing suddenly pinched Zhou Hengjun’s earlobe, startling him. His face and ears flushed red as he stammered, “W-what are you doing?”

His accusation lacked force.

Yuanjing chuckled inwardly. “I’m not even mad, so don’t be. It might clear up soon.”

Zhou Hengjun’s focus shifted. “Really? Aunt Xia has connections?”

“Maybe not her. Perhaps Jiang Hong.”

“Him?” Zhou Hengjun frowned, withholding comment, as Jiang Hong’s stance was unclear.

Yuanjing’s identity remained unexposed, per Xia Mingfeng’s wish. She’d take the forefront, shielding her child from public scrutiny. This time, she could protect him.

Considering the Weis’ likely moves and the Jiangs’ unpredictable stance, Xia Mingfeng sent the evidence to Jiang Hong, doubting he’d defend his sister after seeing it.

Over the years, searching for their child, she knew Jiang Hong never gave up. Wherever he worked, he prioritized trafficking cases, rescuing many children and women.

But because the culprit was his sister, Xia Mingfeng couldn’t speak calmly to him, hanging up or ignoring his calls.

Jiang Family

Jiang Bo found his adoptive mother. As the Jiangs’ adopted son, he knew how to navigate the elders’ tempers.

He mentioned Xia Mingfeng might have found Chenchen. Old Madam Jiang froze, taking a moment to recall Chenchen—her lost grandson, Jiang Qichen, nicknamed Chenchen, raised for over a year before vanishing.

Disliking her daughter-in-law, partly due to her daughter’s complaints, Old Madam Jiang found fault with Xia Mingfeng but loved her grandson, the Jiangs’ first of his generation. Who could’ve predicted his loss? Her daughter’s constant griping led her to blame Xia Mingfeng for working and leaving the child with a nanny, causing the loss.

As years passed with little hope of recovery, she set aside her grief, urging her eldest son to divorce Xia Mingfeng, who refused to have another child, and find a wife who got along with her daughter and pleased them. That’d be ideal.

In her eyes, her daughter was perfect. Any discord was Xia Mingfeng’s fault—an outsider. Why blame her cherished daughter for an outsider?

But her son wouldn’t listen, refusing divorce, making her and her husband dislike Xia Mingfeng more. Now, only Jiabai brought them joy, all because of that woman, Xia Mingfeng.

The sudden mention of the lost child made Old Madam Jiang frown. Jiang Bo knew a child gone for over a decade, whose fate was unknown, couldn’t compare to Jiabai, especially since he couldn’t handle stress.

“Mom, calm down and listen. I don’t know what Sister-in-law’s thinking, but she had Second Sister arrested, claiming Chenchen’s abduction was her doing.”

“What? Impossible! How could Xiao Jin do that? Pah! I knew Xia Mingfeng had it out for my daughter. She still won’t let her go. I’ll fight her! Where is she? I’m finding her!” Old Madam Jiang fumed.

“Mom, calm down. I was worried you’d get upset. I don’t know where Sister-in-law is, but Second Sister’s been taken. If Jiabai hears, his health…”

Old Madam Jiang nearly choked, picturing her dear grandson’s suffering during an attack. Her heart ached. “Quick, find out which station she’s at. Call and get her released. My daughter couldn’t have done wrong. And call the old man. His word carries more weight. Do they think the Jiangs are nobodies?”

She shook off Jiang Bo’s hand, storming off to find her husband, playing chess. Her daughter was arrested, and he was leisurely playing?

Old Master Jiang was stunned by her shout: “Our daughter was arrested because of that woman Xia Mingfeng!” He abandoned his chess friends to rush back, demanding clarity. With Jiang Bo present, he claimed ignorance of details, only that Sister-in-law reported the arrest, unsure how to handle it, fearing Jiabai’s reaction.

Old Master Jiang was more rational. Though he disliked Xia Mingfeng for not having more children and dragging out her marriage with his son, he wouldn’t meddle in police work without facts. Perhaps it was just questioning.

“Wait. I’ll make calls to understand the situation. Don’t panic. Keep it from Jiabai.”

Old Madam Jiang shouted after him, “Get Xiao Jin released! Don’t you know your own daughter?”

He waved her off without answering. He knew his daughter too well—not one to be bullied, a trait he once prided himself on, raising her tough like a son. But as she grew, her loyalty turned to that Wei boy.

After several calls, Old Master Jiang reached the investigating station and its head, learning the damning details. Evidence and witness testimony were heavily against Jiang Yujin, especially a large sum transferred from her account, matching the witness’s statement.

His phone slipped from his hand. Dizziness hit, nearly toppling him, his heart clenching. He fumbled for his medicine, swallowing it with water, then sat, gasping, to process.

He was still bewildered. Why? Why would his own daughter send away his grandson?

He’d been overjoyed at his grandson’s birth, wanting to hold him constantly. His loss was agonizing, taking ages to dull. What was his daughter doing then? Whispering against her sister-in-law, blaming her for not watching the child, leading him and his wife to resent their daughter-in-law.

Deep down, he knew it wasn’t her fault. But with his only grandson gone, unrecoverable, who could he blame?

This… this was the daughter he and his wife cherished? Watching him suffer, never speaking the truth, showing no guilt?

What kind of daughter had he raised?



  

    “Old man, what’s wrong?” Not seeing her husband come downstairs, Old Madam Jiang went up to check and found him slumped in a chair, clutching his chest, emergency pills scattered on the floor. She rushed over, shouting in panic.

“Dad!” Jiang Bo was also startled. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

“…I’m fine…” Old Master Jiang tried to stop him.

“Old man, what nonsense are you saying? I’m calling Old Third to take you to the hospital,” Old Madam Jiang said, tears streaming down. At this moment, her daughter and grandson paled in importance compared to her lifelong companion.

Old Master Jiang’s face was ashen. He closed his eyes, no longer resisting, and instructed, “Don’t interfere with Yujin’s case. Call Old First back. He deserves to know, after all…”

He couldn’t bring himself to finish, ashamed. He knew his eldest son hadn’t let go of that child for over a decade. How could he accept this outcome? For years, Old First had supported his sister’s family, only for this to stab him in the heart.

Jiang Bo inhaled sharply, glancing at Old Madam Jiang, but she was too distraught to care. She nodded repeatedly. “Fine, I won’t interfere. I’ll call Old First back. Old man, you have to be okay.”

Jiang Bo’s face darkened, trying to salvage things. “What about Jiabai?”

Old Madam Jiang snapped, “Are you trying to kill him?” She was now upset with her adopted son.

Old Master Jiang caught his breath, opened his eyes, and said to Jiang Bo, “Send him abroad! You’ve always said foreign medical care is better. Send him for treatment. Old Third, you go with him!”

It was best to get Old Third out of the capital too. Though he’d stepped back in recent years, Old Master Jiang knew Jiang Bo favored his grandson over the lost one he barely knew. It was obvious whose side he’d take.

At that moment, the housekeeper came up. “Governor Jiang called. He’s landed and is on his way back.”

Jiang Bo’s fist clenched. Jiang Hong was back so soon, likely already aware. Damn it, sending Jiabai away seemed the only option.

Suppressing his anger, he said meekly, “Alright, I’ll take Dad to the hospital, then take Jiabai abroad for the best treatment.”

Old Master Jiang finally relaxed, though his heart still throbbed. Making this decision was hard, but one thing was certain: his eldest and second children were bound to clash. Old First could never forgive Old Second.

Wei Xiangrong frantically called Jiang Bo, who didn’t answer. Pacing his office, Wei Xiangrong knew his success relied on the Jiangs’ backing. Who wouldn’t give him face in this circle?

Even if some mocked him as a kept man, he endured. Without Jiang Yujin’s devotion, would he have achieved this? So he cherished her.

But now, she was both his rise and his ruin.

Damn it. Had he known her intentions, he’d have stopped her. Was she insane? If she was going to do it, she should’ve been thorough, leaving no trace. Her arrogance left such a glaring flaw, branding her the venomous sister-in-law everyone cursed.

If Jiang Yujin fell, could Wei Xiangrong fare well? He hoped Jiang Hong, for his nephew’s sake, wouldn’t target the Wei business. Jiabai had to stay safe and alive—the link between the Jiangs and Weis.

When Jiang Bo finally called with the Jiangs’ decision, Wei Xiangrong complied immediately. Unaware, Wei Jiabai was whisked by Jiang Bo onto a plane to another country. Unhappy, Jiabai was patiently coaxed by Jiang Bo.

After visiting his hospitalized father, Jiang Hong went to the police station to confront Jiang Yujin, to ask what kind of heart could do this to his child.

The case, overseen by the precinct’s chief due to its gravity, allowed Jiang Hong to see Jiang Yujin without obstruction.

“She’s inside, but Jiang Yujin’s been noisy, demanding to leave and see Old Master and Madam Jiang,” the chief said, personally receiving Jiang Hong.

Jiang Hong’s face was grim. Exhausted, his eyes bloodshot, he hadn’t rested since the news. “Has anyone visited her?”

“Just her lawyer, no one else.”

“Good. I’ll go in. You stay outside.”

“Alright.”

Jiang Hong pushed the door open. Jiang Yujin, exhausted from shouting, sat on a stool. Seeing him, she forgot the child she sent away was his son and lunged forward excitedly, stopped by her handcuffs.

She shrieked, “Big Brother, get me out! It’s all that wretch Xia Mingfeng’s fault. I told you to ditch her. Why didn’t you listen? Look what she’s done to me! I don’t belong here. Tell them anyone who dares arrest a Jiang will pay.”

Jiang Hong stared at the frenzied Jiang Yujin, incredulous. Working away, he rarely returned, spending little time with her. Though they sometimes clashed, he never imagined her this unhinged.

She’d always been spoiled, but this?

Her words chilled his heart. He toiled outside, searching for his son and upholding the Jiangs’ honor, yet his sister dragged him down. He might as well retire early to save his reputation.

“Yujin, one question: did you bribe the nanny to take Chenchen away?”

Jiang Yujin, seeing he ignored her plea and asked pointless questions, said defiantly, “So what if I did? He was that wretch’s son. I wanted her to feel pain. Who does she think she is, ordering me around after marrying into the Jiangs? If you’d listened to me, you’d have another son by now. It’s that wretch clinging to you, right?”

Jiang Hong felt disappointment and rage. She admitted it herself. When had Mingfeng ordered her around? He hadn’t known his sister harbored such hatred for his wife.

“That was Mingfeng’s child, but also your brother’s. What am I to you?”

“Brother, what are you saying? You forgot Mom and Dad said you’d protect me forever,” Jiang Yujin fumed. “What did that wretch say? Get Mom here. I’ll deal with her.”

“I protected you, yet you destroyed my family, leaving my son lost, his fate unknown? I’d rather not have a sister like you. Jiang Yujin, no one interferes in this. Face legal consequences. Let’s see who dares intervene! And Mingfeng will always be my wife!”

Jiang Hong found it absurd. He’d searched tirelessly for his child, unaware the culprit was beside him, protected by him for years. Heaven’s cruelest irony.

If he were Mingfeng or their child, knowing the truth, he could never forgive himself as a husband or father.

He came for the truth. Now, with nothing left to say, he turned to leave. Jiang Yujin lunged again. “Brother, come back! You said you’d protect me forever. You can’t go!”

No matter her cries, Jiang Hong didn’t look back.

Other officers witnessing this shared his sentiments—absurd. She still demanded his protection? To hell with that. What a selfish woman. Netizens’ label, “most venomous sister-in-law,” was appropriate.

Who could tolerate such a sister-in-law? In the capital’s elite circles, Jiang Yujin was envied—privileged, pampered, with a devoted husband despite his humble roots.

But with these revelations, those who knew her cursed her cruelty. Why ruin a good life, only to end up abandoned by all?

Her conflict with Xia Mingfeng stemmed from disdain for her background. Xia Mingfeng, though not high-born, worked hard, graduated from a top university, and was pursued by Jiang Hong. But Jiang Yujin thought her unworthy of her brother.

Yet when choosing her own partner, she picked someone of even lower status, forgetting her scorn for Xia Mingfeng, insisting her man was perfect and tolerating no criticism.

Classic double standards.

The chief escorted Jiang Hong to the door, about to speak, when reporters spotted him and rushed over with microphones.

“Governor Jiang, are you here for Jiang Yujin? Your thoughts?”

“Governor, did your sister really bribe a nanny to take your son fifteen years ago? Have you found him? How is he?”

“Governor, whose side are you on—your wife and child or your sister? How will you handle this family conflict?”

The chief, alarmed, moved to block the reporters and let Jiang Hong leave. Jiang Hong waved him off, seizing the chance to state his position.

“The law is just. Anyone who errs must face its consequences. No one is above it.”

“I rushed back upon hearing the news. I’m shocked, furious, and deeply regretful. I failed to protect my child, leaving him lost.”

“I stand with the law. No one can bend it. The police should handle this case swiftly and manage public opinion.”

Reporters livestreamed it. Netizens flooded in, seeing Jiang Hong’s haggard face, sensing his devastation. He was unlucky, stuck with a sister who betrayed him.

Xia Mingfeng watched too. When the broadcast ended, her phone rang. This time, she answered Jiang Hong’s call, gave an address, and he had his secretary drive him there.

Xia Mingfeng was at a hotel. Jiang Hong found her in the hotel’s tearoom.

Once a loving couple, over a decade of separation and resentment added unfamiliarity.

Jiang Hong had followed Xia Mingfeng’s struggles privately, knowing she’d never stop until their son was found.

This Mingfeng, compared to the pampered Jiang Yujin, looked weathered, her hair streaked with gray. Knowing the culprit and his own complicity in indulging her, Jiang Hong’s heart ached.

Xia Mingfeng studied him too. He’d aged since last seen, his temples gray, stirring complex emotions. Yet she couldn’t stop hating the Jiangs.

“Mingfeng, I’m sorry.” Jiang Hong sat opposite her, thousands of words reduced to this.

Tears streamed down Xia Mingfeng’s face. She turned away, hiding her vulnerability. “Too late. That apology’s too late.”

“I know. I don’t dare ask forgiveness. I came to ask—have you found our child? Is he okay?” He’d held back from asking the chief, but the chief’s words implied the child was found. No news online meant Mingfeng was shielding him from exposure, knowing not all were kind-hearted.

At the mention of their child, Xia Mingfeng turned back. “Child? You remember him now? Our child nearly didn’t survive. If not for a kind couple, he’d have frozen in the mountains that winter or been torn apart by beasts, his body lost forever.”

Her words filled Jiang Hong’s eyes with pain. He hated himself more for not noticing Jiang Yujin’s malice toward Mingfeng sooner. He hated her, but himself too.

“I’m sorry, Mingfeng. I failed our child.”

Tears poured down Xia Mingfeng’s face. She tilted her head to hide her weakness. She hated Jiang Hong, but even she hadn’t suspected Jiang Yujin until the truth emerged. She shared the blame with him.

When her tears stopped, she said, “Chenchen met a kind couple who sent him to the hospital before a snowfall. Unable to find his origins and childless, they adopted him. Though not wealthy, they raised him well. He’s sensible, hardworking, in his second year of high school, and will take the college entrance exam next year. He’ll get into a good university.”

“Chenchen knows his origins but doesn’t want to return to the Jiangs now. So, until his exams are over, don’t disturb him. Even I find this Jiang family disgusting, let alone Chenchen.”

“Alright, whatever you say. As long as Chenchen’s safe, that’s enough.” Jiang Hong’s heart settled. Not seeing his son immediately was fine; knowing he was safe was heaven’s mercy.

After discussing their child, the tearoom fell silent. Over the years, it seemed only their child connected them. Other topics risked arguments.

Outside, Secretary Song grew anxious at the silence. Boldly entering, he said to Xia Mingfeng, “The governor’s unwell. He coughed up blood when he got the news but refused to go to hospital to catch the flight…”

“I’m fine. I know my body…” Jiang Hong glanced at Xia Mingfeng’s expression.

She sighed inwardly. “We owe Chenchen so much. Don’t take that debt to the grave. I met you to keep the Jiangs off my back and away from Chenchen.”

Secretary Song saw Jiang Hong’s face change. Xia Mingfeng knew how to hurt him most, but knowing the full story, he couldn’t say she was wrong. She and the child were the most innocent.

“I understand, Mingfeng. I’ll keep Mom and Dad away. I’m going to the hospital and will take care of myself.” She was right—he had to stay alive to make up for what they owed their child.

Jiang Hong left. Beyond the door, he heard her muffled sobs, his heart twisting, but he didn’t turn back.

Old Master Jiang and Jiang Hong were hospitalized together, keeping Old Madam Jiang too busy to worry about Jiang Yujin’s situation.

Learning Xia Mingfeng and the child’s wishes, Old Master Jiang could only sigh. Though he longed to see his grandson, he held back. The Jiangs were gravely at fault, an outrageous error. He still couldn’t accept his daughter caused this, disrupting the family.

Wei Xiangrong visited the hospital once but was driven out by the furious Old Madam Jiang, who blamed him, just as she’d blamed Xia Mingfeng for her son’s refusal to divorce and remarry. It was always someone else’s fault.

Jiang Hong, unwilling to see Wei Xiangrong, couldn’t forgive him or Jiang Yujin.

Jiang Yujin’s trial was swift, with ironclad evidence and her own repeated confessions. Despite her and Wei Xiangrong’s lawyers’ efforts, the case’s severity led to a 15-year sentence for her and Wang Zhaodi.

Jiang Yujin, unaccepting, appealed on the spot. But the public rejoiced, cheering their downfall. Her courtroom outbursts and yelling at reporters showed she felt no remorse, cementing her terrible reputation.

  

    Zhou Hengjun said unhappily, “She got off too lightly, only fifteen years.”

Yuanjing, however, knew this was already a heavy sentence. The judge had taken into account the incident’s negative impact and public opinion, leading to a harsher ruling. Compared to the previous life, where that woman lived well and prospered, Yuanjing was quite satisfied with this outcome.

“I’m not even mad, so why are you upset? She got what she deserved and faced legal consequences. Isn’t that good? Besides, at her age, what can she hope for after getting out of prison?”

Yuanjing knew that this wasn’t the end; the revenge was just beginning.

Zhou Hengjun cautiously glanced at the little fox and asked, “It seems the Jiang family didn’t protect that woman. Are you really not going back to the Jiang family?”

Though young, he was part of that circle and understood the importance of family background. If the little fox returned to the Jiang family, he’d surely receive better opportunities.

Yuanjing grinned and said, “If I go back to the Jiang family now, you’d be left here alone to study? Without someone keeping an eye on you, would your grades even hold up? Forget it, I’m staying to make sure you keep up. Just focus on doing your practice questions and improving your grades.”

Zhou Hengjun’s lips twitched as he gave the little fox a strange look before smirking smugly. The little fox must be reluctant to leave him and was using this as an excuse. Clearly, he was the center of the little fox’s world. Glancing at the practice questions in front of him, he quickly got to work, determined not to let the little fox’s efforts go to waste.

Seeing Zhou Hengjun’s reaction, Yuanjing didn’t know what he was imagining but was sure it wasn’t anything bad. He shook his head with a quiet chuckle.

Zhou Hengjun himself might not have realized it, but when Wei Jiabai pursued him, he felt nothing but disgust, wanting to gouge out Wei Jiabai’s eyes. Now, imagining Yuanjing’s deep affection for him, he felt boundless motivation and a desire to soar.

Doing practice questions with the little fox was just that joyful. He glanced up at the little fox, then back down, swiftly solving two more problems.

---

The Jiang Family in the Capital

Old Master Jiang and Jiang Hong had both been discharged from the hospital and returned home. Jiang Yujin’s case had also been settled. Seeing everyone doing well, Old Madam Jiang began to feel heartache for her daughter, who had been pampered since childhood and never faced hardship.

Jiang Hong returned home, packed a few things, booked a flight for the next day, and prepared to resume his work, unaware of the old madam’s mood.

Old Master Jiang noticed, though. After decades together, her thoughts were easy to read. He shot her a stern glare and asked her to help him back to their room to rest.

Once in the room, he had her close the door and said with a stern face, “Are you thinking of asking the eldest to help the second? What do you plan to say? Ask him to get her out? Have him bend the law and break it? Do you want him to lose his position? Are you tired of living too comfortably?”

“Not to mention whether the eldest can even do it, don’t you know the whole country is watching this case? If he dares to pull any strings, what will the public think? Are you willing to sacrifice the eldest for the second?”

The old madam panicked and said, “It’s not that serious! I heard people say you can get out for medical treatment or something.”

“Have you considered the eldest’s feelings? Because of the second, he still can’t reunite with his son, doesn’t even know where his son is. Don’t you want to see the grandson we lost for over a decade?” Old Master Jiang scolded, furious that his wife was still fixated on the second daughter.

He’d been reflecting lately and concluded that he regretted spoiling the second daughter too much. Daughters should be cherished, but not raised to be reckless and devoid of principles.

“The eldest just got out of the hospital. Don’t you know why he was there? The second daughter broke his heart, made him spit blood, and now you want him to save her? Are you, his own mother, trying to stab him in the heart?”

“I’m telling you, if you don’t want the eldest to cut ties with you completely, stay put and don’t mention a single word about the second to him. Otherwise… otherwise…” Old Master Jiang racked his brain for a threat. “We’ll live separately. I’ll go with the eldest to Y Province, and you can stay in the capital to look after the second.”

“Old man, what nonsense are you spouting?” The old madam raised her voice, clearly guilty but trying to cover it up. She was guilty for being seen through and for ignoring the eldest’s feelings. But… she was his mother; could he really cut ties with her? She didn’t quite believe it.

“At our age, you’re talking about living separately? You’re deliberately trying to make us a laughingstock!” Feeling guilty, she kept berating the old master. As long as she didn’t go cause trouble with the eldest, he let her ramble.

“Since the child’s been found, why not bring him back? Can the family that adopted him compare to our Jiang family’s resources? Is that Xia Mingfeng causing trouble? The eldest is still the same, always listening to that woman.”

“Hah, not listen to his wife? Should he listen to the second instead? Her actions tore his family apart, and you and I were accomplices!” Old Master Jiang didn’t hold back. “If I were that child, I wouldn’t dare return to the Jiang family’s den either. With your attitude, would you even give him a kind look? You’d probably see him and think of the second in prison, then take it out on him, hmph!”

The old master sneered, and the old madam’s face froze. He knew he’d hit the mark. It was better if the child didn’t return.

Though he could find out where the child was, he decided to respect the child’s wishes. The Jiang family owed him too much. Even if the adoptive family’s conditions were modest, at least the child wouldn’t have to face cold shoulders or threats.

Old Master Jiang had a headache. He had to stay alive, if only to keep an eye on his muddled wife and prevent her from hurting the eldest’s family further.

Jiang Hong, unaware of this, called Xia Mingfeng. Their conversation was brief and lukewarm. The next day, he flew back. With the old master watching, the old madam didn’t mention a word about the second daughter, though she worried about the eldest’s health, blaming Xia Mingfeng in her heart.

If Xia Mingfeng hadn’t held her position, the eldest would have a caring woman by his side. Jiang Yujin’s influence on her was too strong; she just couldn’t stand her daughter-in-law.

Jiang Yujin’s second trial upheld the first trial’s verdict, serving only as a spectacle for netizens and the capital’s elite, with no real impact.

Before, mentioning Jiang Yujin sparked envy; now, it brought disdain and fear. How terrifying was she? Had they ever offended her? If so, could they still be safe?

Some dug into Jiang Yujin’s social circle and found that a few people had quietly left it. Coincidentally, they seemed to dislike her. Word spread in the circle, and people said she deserved her fate.

Xia Mingfeng stayed in the capital, or rather, spent most of her time there, focusing on expanding her business. She wanted her son to never worry about money and to have the freedom to pursue his dreams. She wished to give him the best of everything.

Her actions impressed those watching her. Compared to Jiang Yujin, who only had her family background, Xia Mingfeng outshone her in every way. How dare Jiang Yujin look down on her? She wasn’t worthy.

Though her son hadn’t appeared publicly and no one knew where he was, her efforts suggested he’d eventually show up in the capital. People looked forward to it.

The unhappiest was Old Madam Jiang. People kept whispering about Xia Mingfeng, but she couldn’t confront her directly. All she could do was complain to the old master. He no longer took her words at face value and admired Xia Mingfeng’s efforts, knowing they were for his grandson.

---

In the quieter Lincheng, far from the capital, Yuanjing kept a close eye on Zhou Hengjun, who caused no more trouble. Yuanjing breathed a sigh of relief.

While working, Jiang Hong asked his secretary, Song, what a seventeen-year-old high school boy might like. Song investigated and compiled a list, leading to Yuanjing receiving a flood of gifts before the New Year, enough to fill his room. He had to transfer some to Zhou Hengjun’s place.

Zhou Hengjun was thrilled, sitting on the floor with Yuanjing to open the gifts, curious about what the deliveries contained. Yao Qiongming, returning home, saw the two boys amidst a pile of boxes. Having witnessed the whole affair, he found it amusing that Jiang Hong had to buy heaps of gifts and send them through Xia Mingfeng to reach Yuanjing.

Honestly, he admired Qiao Yuanjing. At this age, staying grounded and choosing to live an ordinary life with the Qiao family instead of being swayed by the Jiang family’s status showed remarkable character. Yao Qiongming believed this boy was destined for greatness.

“Wow, a basketball jersey? Haha, I can’t imagine you wearing this, Yuanjing.” Zhou Hengjun laughed, collapsing into the pile of boxes while holding the jersey.

Yao Qiongming chuckled too, betting it was Jiang Hong’s doing, buying everything a teenage boy might like without knowing Yuanjing’s preferences.

“Here’s a pair of limited-edition sneakers. Your size, Brother Zhou, take the jersey too.” Yuanjing tossed the sneakers to Zhou Hengjun.

“Wow, I had my eye on these last time…” But before he could buy them, his uncle brought him here, and he lost interest in such things.

Yao Qiongming joined in, helping open gifts, and asked, “Hengjun, coming back with me for the New Year?”

Zhou Hengjun shot his uncle a sideways glance. “No way, I’m staying here. If you leave, I’ll go to Uncle and Aunt Qiao’s.”

Even if he was told that Wei kid had gone abroad and wasn’t in the capital, he had no interest in returning. There were still people there he didn’t want to see. Besides, the little fox was here. Spending the New Year with him was far more fun than facing his father’s cold demeanor in the capital.

“Fine, stay if you want.” Yao Qiongming, thinking of the Zhou family’s mess, didn’t push his nephew.

Among the gifts, Yuanjing found a set of WuSan study materials and a mock exam set, which he promptly handed to Zhou Hengjun with a grin. “These are for you too.”

Yao Qiongming peeked and laughed. “Nice one.”

Zhou Hengjun saw Yuanjing’s mischievous smile and knew he was up to no good. He stuffed them onto the bookshelf. “Fine, but you’re doing them with me.”

Clever move, Yuanjing thought.

On the last day before the New Year, Zhou Hengjun dropped his uncle off at the airport, then eagerly headed to the Qiao family’s home with a pile of gifts and his essentials, planning to stay a couple of days. His place would be too lonely alone.

The Qiao couple was thrilled to see him. A lively house was better, and besides Wei Hao, Xiao Jing hadn’t had many close friends over the years.

“You didn’t have to bring so much stuff. You’re just a student; take it back when you leave,” Qiao’s mother teased, seeing his hands full of gifts.

“Auntie, it’s fine. These are from my uncle’s workplace or sent by others. He’s gone home, and no one’s there to use them, so I brought them for you and Uncle.” Zhou Hengjun’s sweet talk, learned effortlessly, delighted Qiao’s mother.

Yuanjing had hinted to his parents that Zhou Hengjun’s mother had passed away, and his stepmother and half-sibling had taken over, with his father becoming distant. Feeling sorry for him, they never asked why he wasn’t going home for the New Year.

That New Year’s Eve dinner stuffed Zhou Hengjun full. The Qiao household was small but warm, reminding him of times with his mother.

The usually aloof Zhou Hengjun smiled all evening. After dinner, he grabbed a box of fireworks, pulling Yuanjing along to set them off. He’d bought a big box, and Xia Mingfeng and Jiang Hong had each sent one too.

“Uncle, Auntie, come with us,” Zhou Hengjun said politely.

Qiao’s parents declined, wanting to watch the Spring Festival Gala. “You kids go have fun.”

“Alright, we’re off!” Zhou Hengjun happily dragged Yuanjing along, riding his bike with Yuanjing holding the box in the back, shouting excitedly as they wobbled onto the main road.

“My uncle wouldn’t let me drive his car; it’d be so much easier,” Zhou Hengjun grumbled.

Yuanjing smacked his back. “Of course not, you’re not of age yet. Wait till you’re older.”

Zhou Hengjun grinned smugly. “I’ll be of age before you, little kid.”

Yuanjing rolled his eyes. What’s there to brag about?

“Hey, isn’t that right?” Zhou Hengjun turned to insist, causing the bike to swerve. Yuanjing grabbed his waist. “Yes, yes, just ride straight, or you’ll crash this underage kid!”

“Haha…” Their laughter echoed along the way. At the fireworks spot, they kept bantering, but Zhou Hengjun’s face was lit with joy.

“Look at the crowd! Let’s find a spot quick. I’ll set them off, you record,” Zhou Hengjun said.

“Sure, go ahead,” Yuanjing replied casually, amused by his enthusiasm.

As the fireworks burst into dazzling lights, Yuanjing was captivated. He’d seen grander displays in his past life, but this felt different. Turning to Zhou Hengjun, he saw him glowing under the fireworks, dazzling and impossible to look away from.

After a round of fireworks, Zhou Hengjun leaned in. “Why’re you staring at me?”

Yuanjing grinned. “You’re good-looking. Don’t you know that?”

Instantly, Zhou Hengjun’s ears turned red, his eyes flickering shyly, avoiding Yuanjing’s gaze.

Feeling playful, Yuanjing noticed the darkness around them and leaned in, kissing Zhou Hengjun’s lips quickly, then licking the corner of his mouth teasingly before stepping back to watch his reaction.

Zhou Hengjun, stunned, covered his mouth, his face flushed. “W-What did you just do?”

“Not happy? Kiss me back then,” Yuanjing teased.

Zhou Hengjun’s mind raced with the image of kissing the little fox, his face practically steaming. “Y-You…” he stammered.

“Haha!” Yuanjing doubled over laughing. Zhou Hengjun finally looked at him, mesmerized. Emboldened, he rushed forward, grabbed Yuanjing’s head, and clumsily kissed him, almost biting.

Yuanjing touched his cheek, half-expecting teeth marks. Zhou Hengjun, guilty, glanced around, then at the still-laughing Yuanjing. Grinning foolishly, he stole another kiss, better this time.

Yuanjing savored the innocent thrill of young love. They resumed setting off fireworks, hand in hand. The fireworks were beautiful, but Zhou Hengjun couldn’t take his eyes off the little fox’s radiant smile.

  

    Past midnight, after setting off all the fireworks, the two hurried back.

Qiao’s parents had already gone to bed, leaving a small lamp on to light their way. Zhou Hengjun glanced around nervously, seeing no one, and instinctively grabbed his little fox’s hand tightly, clinging as they changed into slippers and entered Yuanjing’s room.

Once the door closed, Zhou Hengjun eagerly wrapped his arms around the boy. He’d wanted to do this while setting off fireworks outside, but he’d held back, mindful of others’ eyes.

Yuanjing hugged him back, and they stood in embrace for a while without speaking.

“I want to kiss you again,” Zhou Hengjun said, loosening his grip slightly, his voice low as he stared at Yuanjing’s lips.

Yuanjing reached up, wrapping his arms around Zhou’s neck and standing on tiptoe to peck his lips. Zhou Hengjun’s breath hitched. The little fox was too much, teasing him again. Just as Yuanjing pulled back, Zhou leaned in, his youthful, unrestrained passion pouring out onto Yuanjing’s face.

After lingering on his lips for a while, Zhou Hengjun, still unsatisfied, parted and said, “That’s not how you kiss. Open your mouth.”

No experience? Who hasn’t seen a few movies or TV shows?

Yuanjing couldn’t help but chuckle, and as he did, his mouth opened. Zhou Hengjun seized the moment, diving in boldly and fiercely, drowning Yuanjing’s laughter in their intertwined lips. This sensation was even more intoxicating than before. Zhou Hengjun even had the leisure to think: no wonder lovers can’t stop kissing. He and the little fox could kiss until the end of the world.

Yuanjing felt like a delicious fish, caught by a ferocious cat that licked him endlessly, exploring with relentless curiosity and enthusiasm unmatched even in studies. If this went on, the tasty fish would soon become salted fish.

Pushing him away, Zhou leaned in again, eager to continue. Yuanjing quickly blocked his mouth with his hand. “Don’t want to sleep? I’m going to wash up first. You go after. If you don’t want to sleep, I do. Or should I kick you out?”

Zhou Hengjun thought the little fox was such a buzzkill, grumbling softly, “Have you lost interest now that you’ve won me over?”

It felt like being used and discarded. The phrase “heartless after seduction” even popped into Zhou Hengjun’s mind.

Yuanjing laughed helplessly. It seemed his title as the one who initiated the teasing wasn’t going away. Well, he was somewhat guilty of that.

“What nonsense? We have plenty of time ahead. It’s not about this moment. Let’s sleep, then aim to get into the same university. Don’t you want more than just short-term fun? Don’t you want to be with me for the long haul?”

“Who said that?” Zhou Hengjun panicked.

Yuanjing reached out to pat his purple hair, soothing him. “Alright, I know you don’t mean that. I’m going to wash up.”

Petting worked like a charm. Zhou Hengjun instantly calmed down. “Go, but hurry back.”

As Yuanjing left the room, Zhou Hengjun thought of the sweet kisses, his face burning as he grinned foolishly, unconsciously touching his lips. This was the happiest night of his life—no, every day would be happy from now on because of the little fox. Since the little fox had seduced him, he had to take responsibility for a lifetime.

Yes, that’s how it was. Hmph, no escaping.

Oh, right, studying. He’d do another set of practice questions to show the little fox his determination. No underestimating him.

So, when Yuanjing returned after washing up, he was shocked to see Zhou Hengjun working on practice questions under the lamp. Amused and puzzled by his thought process, Yuanjing found it utterly adorable. Who does practice questions at this hour? Forgive him; his mind was only filled with fluff at this time.

Zhou Hengjun stood up, walked over to Yuanjing, tilted his chin smugly, and strutted off to wash up.

Yuanjing wondered which of his words had spurred Zhou Hengjun. After some thought, it was probably the bit about not chasing short-term joy but aiming for the long haul. Zhou Hengjun was showing his resolve.

Yuanjing smiled softly.

While washing up, Zhou Hengjun belatedly grew excited again. He’d be sleeping in the same bed as the little fox soon. His heart raced, his eyes glazed over, and he sped through washing up, forgetting all about practice questions.

When Zhou Hengjun returned, his eyes were gleaming. The room’s main light was off, leaving only the dim bedside lamp. Trembling with excitement, he approached the little fox.

Yuanjing moved to the inner side of the bed, slipping under the covers. “Hurry up and sleep. Get in and turn off the lamp.” He yawned, well past his usual bedtime.

Zhou Hengjun stood by the bed, silent, gazing at the little fox with a hint of resentment. Wasn’t the little fox even a bit excited?

But Yuanjing’s eyelids were drooping. Zhou Hengjun couldn’t bear to disturb him. He quickly turned off the lamp, climbed into bed carefully, and slipped under the covers. Just as he settled, a warm body rolled over. Zhou Hengjun caught him in his arms, and Yuanjing let out a contented sigh, falling asleep almost instantly, leaving Zhou Hengjun holding him, unable to sleep for a long while.

From that day, the two boys grew even closer, sticking together wherever they went. Qiao’s parents saw it as a strong friendship. Whenever their son came home, they made extra food, knowing it was for Zhou Hengjun.

---

School started in a blink. Yuanjing continued receiving a steady stream of packages, not just snacks and clothes but also books and study materials he’d asked Xia Mingfeng to buy or collect. Xia Mingfeng was thrilled to oblige.

Though some were miscellaneous, most were biology and medical books and journals, in both Chinese and English. Xia Mingfeng knew her son was a top student and didn’t need to worry about college entrance exams, but she hadn’t expected his interests to be so broad, tackling thick English books with ease. She regretted not protecting him better back then. If he’d grown up in the Jiang family, he’d have had access to top-tier education early on and would be even more outstanding now.

Thankfully, it wasn’t too late. Xia Mingfeng did everything to meet Yuanjing’s requests. Jiang Hong, learning of this, also sourced books and materials through his channels, sending them to Yuanjing via Xia Mingfeng.

This led to a routine after school: Zhou Hengjun diligently worked on practice questions while Yuanjing read a book Zhou couldn’t understand, engrossed. This fueled Zhou Hengjun’s competitive spirit, regretting wasted time in the past. Otherwise, he wouldn’t lag so far behind the little fox.

Yet, he was immensely proud. As expected of the little fox he’d chosen—so brilliant.

Despite spending free time on extracurricular reading, Yuanjing maintained his spot as the top student in the grade during the first monthly exam after school started.

The only annoyance was Wei Hao, the chubby kid, joining their study group. Such a bright third wheel practically blinded Zhou Hengjun.

Wei Hao had complaints too, but only dared voice them privately to Yuanjing, as Zhou Hengjun remained aloof to others.

“It used to be just us two. Since Zhou Hengjun showed up, my desk mate and best buddy got stolen. That guy’s so overbearing. He’s the one who stole you, yet he glares at me. Big eyes, big deal.”

Big eyes were a big deal. Unable to out-glare Zhou Hengjun, Wei Hao could only grumble inwardly.

“Stop dreaming. Finished the practice set I gave you? Let me check,” Yuanjing said with a smile. His relationship with Zhou Hengjun was different from Wei Hao’s, and he was happy to be “stolen.”

Wei Hao groaned, pulling out the practice set to keep working. He wasn’t done yet.

Indeed, no matter the complaints, practice questions silenced them all. If any lingered, another set would do the trick.

In this competitive chase, Yuanjing held the top spot in the grade every time. Students at No. 1 High went from shocked to accustomed. Even the former top student, now perpetually second, conceded. Yuanjing’s scores were beyond what an ordinary top student could achieve.

Wei Hao improved steadily, small gains adding up impressively. He’d broken into the top fifty in the grade. Zhou Hengjun’s progress was even more striking, leaping forward each time. Initially far behind Wei Hao, by senior year, he’d surpassed him, entering the top ten.

Teacher Yang, usually stern, now often beamed. Her class wasn’t the best in the grade, yet it held the top student. Zhou Hengjun, whom she’d expected to be a troublemaker, had become an honors student. Her mood was naturally buoyant.

One day after school, Zhou Hengjun habitually slung Yuanjing’s backpack over his shoulder, carrying his own in hand, as they walked out, chatting.

“Yuanjing, still no reply on that paper?”

Zhou Hengjun was impatient. He’d contributed significantly to that paper, sacrificing most of his summer break to let Yuanjing work in a lab Xia Mingfeng had funded. He’d even proofread every word for grammar and spelling errors. So, he was both proud and eager for the results.

Xia Mingfeng had invested in the lab to secure Yuanjing’s spot. By the end of summer, when Yuanjing had to return to school, the lab’s head was reluctant to let him go, recognizing him as a biology prodigy.

“No news so soon. Wait a bit longer,” Yuanjing said.

“Alright, let’s head home. We’ve got hairy crabs tonight.” Zhou Hengjun knew the little fox loved them, so he’d reminded the housekeeper that morning to prepare them to Yuanjing’s taste.

They were heading to Yao Qiongming’s place, as usual. Both had toiletries at Yao’s and Qiao’s homes, and Yao Qiongming and the Qiao couple were used to it. If one wasn’t at one house, no need to call—they’d be at the other.

The hairy crabs were from Uncle Yao, each one massive. Thinking of the rich crab roe, Yuanjing’s mouth watered, eagerly anticipating dinner. When they arrived, they found two more crates of crabs. The housekeeper had emptied a fish tank to keep them alive, not wanting to waste such fine crabs.

No need to guess—one crate was from Xia Mingfeng, the other from Jiang Hong via Xia Mingfeng.

Yuanjing accepted them without hesitation. Before dinner, seeing the plump crabs, he told the housekeeper, “Auntie Liu, let’s have crab roe buns tomorrow morning.”

“Sure, I’ll make them tomorrow. These crabs need to be eaten soon; they’re so fat, top quality.”

Yao Qiongming came home early, and the three devoured a basin of crabs, shells piling up. Yao made an exception, letting the boys have some yellow rice wine. Yuanjing ate blissfully, and all three were stuffed.

Yao Qiongming found Qiao Yuanjing intriguing. Though he hadn’t returned to the Jiang family, he accepted whatever Jiang Hong sent without qualms, saying returning them would be wasteful since they were bought. Yet, he never seemed to dwell on Jiang Hong. Yao had never seen a teenager with such a balanced mindset. Seeing him eat with squinted, contented eyes, he finally looked his age.

Just as they finished and planned a walk to digest, Yuanjing’s phone pinged with an email notification. Before he could speak, Zhou Hengjun, peeking over, cheered, “It’s accepted? The paper got accepted?”

Yuanjing wasn’t surprised. In his previous life, he’d published in major journals often, and he knew this paper’s quality was solid. It’d be odd if it wasn’t accepted. Still, he nodded with a grin. “Yeah, it’s accepted. You get some credit too.”

“What paper?” Yao Qiongming asked, curious.

Zhou Hengjun eagerly explained to his uncle, “It’s Yuanjing’s paper on developmental biology, submitted to “Nature”. They just sent the acceptance.”

Yao Qiongming was stunned. A high schooler writing such a professional academic paper, to be published in a prestigious international journal?

Seeing his uncle’s shock, Zhou Hengjun beamed as if he’d written it himself, explaining the paper’s main points and what developmental biology was. Before Yuanjing started it, Zhou had been clueless too, but that didn’t stop him from catching up later.

Yao Qiongming listened, jaw propped up, absorbing it all. The field was indeed advanced, and with Yuanjing in his senior year, his future in it seemed limitless.

After processing, Yao Qiongming said proudly, “When the journal arrives, don’t forget to let your uncle have a copy.”

Zhou Hengjun tilted his chin haughtily. “I’ll let you glance at it. You wouldn’t understand anyway.”

Yao Qiongming laughed helplessly at his nephew’s bias. “You little brat, don’t forget you’re still eating and living under my roof.”

“Then I’ll move to Uncle Qiao’s, you stingy guy.”

Yao Qiongming was speechless.

Yuanjing couldn’t stop grinning.

When Yao Qiongming knew, so did Xia Mingfeng. She was shocked and thrilled, her immediate reaction being to transfer more money to Yuanjing. To her, no amount of wealth compared to her son’s achievements.

Yuanjing’s paper caused a stir in niche academic circles. It explored the feasibility of controlled directional cultivation in embryonic cell development. If realized, organ cultivation and cloning wouldn’t remain theoretical. Though studied for years, humanity hadn’t cracked it.

If achieved, a diseased organ could be replaced by cloning a healthy one from a patient’s cells, eliminating rejection risks—a potential medical revolution.

Experts who read the paper saw it as a step forward but remained skeptical.

Yuanjing didn’t care about others’ views. He knew his direction was right. Following it would eventually yield results. For now, his focus was on the college entrance exam, not rushing for breakthroughs, especially with Xia Mingfeng and Jiang Hong shielding him from unknown dangers.

He doubted Jiang Yujin, locked in prison, could manipulate their lives as she had in his original timeline.

Being a niche academic paper, it didn’t make waves publicly, at most catching the eye of experts who noted Qiao Yuanjing as a promising talent to recruit after the exam.

But for Jiang Hong, it was different. Knowing his son was passionate about biology, he’d kept tabs on the field, having collected those books and materials. A new “Nature” article by a Chinese author from a specific city and school caught his attention.

Jiang Hong’s heart raced. Somehow, he felt this author was his son. Geniuses abound, but such a coincidence was rare. He grabbed his phone to confirm with Xia Mingfeng.

“Is the author Qiao Yuanjing our child Chenchen, right?” In the video call, Jiang Hong held the journal page to the camera, pointing it out.

Xia Mingfeng paused, surprised by his sharpness in piecing it together. She sighed, not answering directly, keeping her promise to her son.

Seeing her expression, Jiang Hong knew the answer. He set the journal down, chuckling softly, then louder, tears welling up.

“Just like you said, Mingfeng, he’s a good kid. I didn’t expect… such excellence. I’m so proud. He’ll surpass us both.”

Xia Mingfeng huffed. “Not your doing. The Qiao couple raised him well.”

Jiang Hong laughed again. That confirmed it—Qiao Yuanjing, the paper’s author, was his son. With the author’s address, he could find him instantly. Though tempted to meet and reunite, he restrained himself. His son, so bright, wouldn’t appreciate him acting on his own.

  

    Suppressing his excitement, Jiang Hong had someone look into Qiao Yuanjing’s situation, though he trusted Xia Mingfeng wouldn’t let their son suffer.

Qiao Yuanjing’s profile soon landed on his desk. After a glance, Jiang Hong understood why Xia Mingfeng was so at ease. Yao Qiongming was there, and his nephew had become close friends with Qiao Yuanjing, often seen together. With Yao watching over, there was indeed little to worry about.

The file included a few photos. Jiang Hong couldn’t help but trace the teenager’s features in them, clearly seeing traces of himself and Mingfeng in the boy’s face.

Thinking of why Yao Qiongming’s nephew had ended up in Lincheng, Jiang Hong’s brows furrowed. He’d learned of the incident after the fact and disapproved of how the Wei and Zhou families handled it. He didn’t think Zhou Hengjun’s actions were that wrong. After all, Wei Jiabai had provoked him first. Just because Wei Jiabai had a heart condition didn’t mean others had to tolerate him. Not everyone was Wei Jiabai’s family, obligated to indulge him endlessly.

Jiang Hong spent little time in the capital, but he could see that both family elders and the Wei family spoiled Wei Jiabai excessively due to his condition. When his mother hinted in phone calls, subtly and not so subtly, that he should pull strings for Wei Jiabai’s sake to get Jiang Yujin released, Jiang Hong’s heart hardened. Maintaining the status quo was better.

Wei Jiabai was pitiable, but wasn’t his own son just as deserving of pity? Because of Jiang Yujin, his son was abandoned in the mountains in the dead of winter, nearly freezing or being mauled to death. Who could he turn to then?

On the phone, he declared he’d no longer acknowledge his sister, enraging his mother, who scolded him. But this time, Jiang Hong wouldn’t waver.

It was his mother and Jiang Yujin’s pressure that had made Mingfeng’s life in the Jiang family unbearable. His past leniency had enabled the two women in his family, and he couldn’t let that continue.

---

As the college entrance exam countdown neared its end, parents grew anxious. Yao Qiongming took time off to be with his nephew, knowing the Zhou family was unreliable. Not causing trouble was the best they could do. Yao noticed his nephew was far happier in Lincheng with Qiao Yuanjing than he’d been in the capital.

Xia Mingfeng also came to Lincheng, often meeting with Qiao’s mother to plan meals. Xia Mingfeng wasn’t a great cook, but she knew nutrition—what foods boosted brainpower, cleared heat, or provided essential nutrients at this critical time. She explained it all confidently, while Qiao’s mother handled the cooking. The two worked well together.

At first, Qiao’s mother worried Xia Mingfeng might take her son away. She and Old Qiao had only this one child and couldn’t bear to lose him. But over time, she saw Xia Mingfeng had no intention of separating Yuanjing from them. She and Old Qiao came to terms with it: their son now had two more people who cared for him deeply, and Xia Mingfeng, as his birth mother, sometimes thought of details even she overlooked.

With such care, despite the intense study period, Yuanjing and Zhou Hengjun’s faces grew rounder. They had to exercise more to avoid getting chubby, something neither Yuanjing nor the appearance-conscious Zhou Hengjun wanted.

Zhou Hengjun cared even more about his looks, convinced his handsomeness was why Yuanjing fell for him at first sight, captivated by his—not beauty, but dashing charm. He intended to keep using his looks to keep the little fox by his side, leaving no room for other guys.

The four adults escorted the two examinees to the exam center, where parents couldn’t enter. Qiao’s mother fretted, “Should we check again? What if they forgot something? There’s still time.”

Qiao’s father held her back. “No need. You and Xia checked everything multiple times before we left. You’ll make the kids nervous.”

“Right, right, I’m overthinking,” she admitted.

Xia Mingfeng smiled. “I almost wanted to check again too, but they seem calmer than us. It’s like we’re the ones taking the exam.”

Zhou Hengjun rolled his eyes, exchanging a glance with Yuanjing, who got the hint and said to the adults, “We’re heading in. Don’t wait outside; it’s too hot. Find somewhere with AC and come back when it’s time.”

Yao Qiongming, knowing his nephew found them naggy, chuckled. “Got it. Go on in. We’ll manage.”

Yuanjing waved, tugging Zhou Hengjun along as they entered the exam center.

The four adults watched until they were out of sight before turning away. Yao Qiongming led the three anxious parents to a nearby teahouse to wait out the exam.

Out of their view, Zhou Hengjun glanced around, ensuring no one was watching, and whispered quickly, “You said if I do well this time, you’ll grant me one request as a reward.”

When Yuanjing looked at him, Zhou swiftly looked ahead, acting serious as if he hadn’t spoken. Yuanjing, amused, said, “I remember what I promised, but you need to do well first—better than your last mock exam.”

Zhou Hengjun shot him a sidelong glance, saying cockily, “Think I can’t do it? Hmph, I’ll show you. Just wait to keep your word.”

“Deal.”

Zhou Hengjun grinned foolishly but, noticing others looking, quickly put on his cool facade, looking unapproachable.

The three-day exam passed quickly. Though in different rooms, they met at the same spot after each test to leave together. After the final exam, Zhou Hengjun spotted the little fox waiting, having finished early—a normal occurrence, given Yuanjing’s proven excellence.

They didn’t discuss the tests, walking out with the crowd. Zhou Hengjun animatedly planned their last high school summer, eager to relax after exams, especially craving a two-person world with the little fox.

The parents didn’t ask about the exams either. Yuanjing’s consistent grades spoke for themselves. Teachers had said that with his scores, he could choose any university. The question was whether he’d clinch the city or even provincial top spot—a realistic hope.

As for Zhou Hengjun, Yuanjing’s influence had boosted his scores steadily. In the final mock exam, he ranked third in the grade, securing first or second in their class alongside Yuanjing, earning widespread admiration.

Yao Qiongming had work, so the three parents discussed celebrating the exam’s end. Scores could warrant another celebration later, but the kids had worked hard and deserved a break.

“I hear kids talk about graduation trips. Should we book plane tickets for them to travel?” Qiao’s father suggested, recalling colleagues’ chatter.

“Good idea. They probably don’t want us nagging now,” Xia Mingfeng agreed. Qiao’s mother proposed a big restaurant meal before the trip.

The three decided to tell the kids after they woke up, but they waited and waited with no sign of them. Yao Qiongming, returning from work, saw their hesitation to wake the boys and sensed something off. He knew his nephew better than the others.

Knocking on their room and getting no response, he pushed the door open. As expected, the room was empty, with a note on the desk. He brought it out.

The note, in his nephew’s bold scrawl, read:

“Yuanjing and I are off traveling. Return date TBD.”

The three parents exchanged looks. Xia Mingfeng chuckled first. “This is fine. The kids know what they’re doing.”

What could Qiao’s parents do? Call their son back? Unrealistic. Fine, let them have fun.

Yuanjing and Zhou Hengjun were on a road trip in Yao Qiongming’s car, the best way to enjoy their two-person world without interruptions. Zhou had planned it meticulously, getting his driver’s license as soon as he was eligible, knowing the little fox was a stickler for rules.

They occasionally got lost despite maps and GPS, but aimless wandering was fun for Yuanjing too, especially with the right company. This life’s Zhou Hengjun knew how to have a good time.

When exam results came out, they were still in a remote mountain area when parents called, urging them back. Hearing his scores, Zhou Hengjun didn’t need prompting—he drove Yuanjing back to fill out college applications and claim his promised reward.

On the way, Zhou Hengjun often glanced at Yuanjing, bursting into laughter. Yuanjing could only pat his head helplessly, urging him to drive safely.

Lincheng No. 1 High’s principal and their homeroom teacher, Ms. Yang, hadn’t stopped smiling since the results. Qiao Yuanjing, the perennial grade-topper, lived up to expectations, securing not just the city but the provincial top spot in sciences.

The city title was no surprise—he’d topped city-wide exams repeatedly. But Lincheng was insignificant provincially, so no one expected the science topper to come from this small city, outscoring the runner-up by over ten points.

Qiao Yuanjing became a sensation, gaining fame province-wide and even among national top scorers. Why? His looks outshone all others, making him stand out.

[he could win with his face, but he chose talent. This guy’s too handsome—I’d stan him a hundred times!]

[With that face, he could debut as an idol, but he’s not just a heartthrob—he’s a super scholar!]

[I believe in ‘like attracts like.’ Look at the guy next to him—can his looks compete?]

In an interview, Zhou Hengjun, accompanying Yuanjing, was filmed too. Sharp-eyed netizens spotted another heartthrob, sharing screenshots online, triggering more fan frenzy.

Ordinary handsome guys were one thing, but these two could hold their own in the entertainment industry. Their distinct vibes—Yuanjing’s gentle elegance and Zhou’s cocky swagger, with a disdainful glance at the reporter—dubbed “divine scorn” by netizens, sent fans wild.

One was a scholar; the other’s high score, dug up by netizens, was good enough for top universities like Tsinghua or Peking.

In the capital, Zhou Hengjun had been gone nearly two years, fading from memory for most. But his viral presence now, with people gawking at his cocky photo, sparked shock. Could it be someone else with the same look? But not the same name, right? It had to be the Zhou Hengjun “exiled” by his family.

“When did this kid get such good grades? Scoring like that in another province? He’s bound for Tsinghua or Peking. Who’d have thought he’d return to the capital like this?”

“Pfft, doesn’t matter what we think. What do the Zhou family think? Bet Zhou Pengfei’s fuming. Thought banishing him was the end, but Zhou Hengjun’s back with a bang. No stopping him now.”

“Zhou Pengfei thought he was hot stuff, sucking up to Wei Jiabai. What’s the Wei family now? The Jiangs’ true heir is back; Wei Jiabai, the fake prince, should step aside.”

“But where’s the Jiangs’ real heir? Still hasn’t shown up. Doesn’t want to return?”

The capital’s elite had savored the Jiang family drama, dying to know about the true heir. They waited, but no one appeared. No one thought he was gone for good—Xia Mingfeng’s drive suggested he was fine.

“Hey, check out this top scorer with Zhou Hengjun. Doesn’t he look familiar?” Du Yue, once close to Zhou Hengjun and familiar with the Jiangs, had stayed in touch after Zhou left and found Qiao Yuanjing’s face familiar.

Others gathered to analyze, concluding in shock, “Could he be the Jiangs’ true heir?”

To confirm, they scoured Yuanjing’s interview videos, spotting Xia Mingfeng briefly in one. That clinched it: Qiao Yuanjing was the child Jiang lost years ago.

Du Yue and his friends were amazed. The true heir outshone Wei Jiabai by miles. Reports said the Qiaos were average workers, yet they raised a provincial topper. His parents said they never worried about his studies—he was self-driven.

“This is wild. If it’s him, his identity’s bound to come out when he studies in Beijing. Wonder how that frail Wei Jiabai will feel. Funniest is Zhou Hengjun ignoring him, sticking with Qiao Yuanjing, clearly smitten.”

Though 80-90% sure of Qiao Yuanjing’s identity, they held back from spreading it due to a sliver of doubt. But it caught one person’s attention—Jiang Bo, Wei Jiabai’s devoted ally. He stumbled on Yuanjing’s photo and clicked in. Knowing Jiang Hong and Xia Mingfeng well, and spotting Xia in the video, he was even more certain than Du Yue’s group that Qiao Yuanjing was their son.

Jiang Bo stared at Yuanjing’s photo with a dark expression. Besides Jiang Yujin, who loathed Xia Mingfeng and her son, Jiang Bo, because of Wei Jiabai, resented this more legitimate Jiang heir.

As an adopted son, Jiang Bo ranked low in the family, behind the accomplished eldest, Jiang Hong, and the pampered daughter. He knew his place and stayed quiet.

That changed when little Wei Jiabai entered his life, sweetly calling him “Uncle” and softening his heart. No matter how busy, Jiang Bo made time for his nephew.

Most moments were joyful, but Wei Jiabai’s illnesses hurt Jiang Bo more than they did him, more than they worried his mother, Jiang Yujin. He wished he could take his place, sparing him pain. Over years, Wei Jiabai became his top priority.

Why did Qiao Yuanjing, who’d vanished, have to return and disrupt Jiabai’s life, forcing him to leave? The Jiangs’ decision back then infuriated Jiang Bo, highlighting his powerlessness to protect Jiabai. News of his second sister’s troubles reached Jiabai, landing him in hospital again.

Without Qiao Yuanjing, Jiabai, despite his frail heart, would live happily, indulged by the Jiang elders.

Now, things had changed. Grandma still cared for her sickly grandson, but Grandpa’s attitude had shifted, less warm toward Jiabai. How was Jiabai at fault?

Jiang Bo quietly monitored Xia Mingfeng and Jiang Hong. When Jiang Hong actively returned to the capital this year, he suspected the lost child was returning, and Jiang Hong knew where he was. Seeing these reports, he knew the day had come.

“Uncle, I want to go out. I’m tired of staying home. What are you looking at?” Wei Jiabai pushed the door open, complaining.

Jiang Bo swiftly hid his phone, not wanting Jiabai to see, though he knew the truth couldn’t be hidden forever. He hoped to delay it.

He also had to act fast on his sister’s request. Finding a matching heart would restore Jiabai to health and a normal life.

“Coming! You can go out, but stay with Uncle, okay?” Jiang Bo beckoned, smiling contentedly as Jiabai approached obediently.

For Jiabai, he’d dirty his hands without hesitation.

  

    Since Zhou Hengjun and Yuanjing returned, they hadn’t had a moment’s peace—mostly because Yuanjing was swamped. But Zhou Hengjun was happy to orbit around him. Finally, after college applications were submitted and the teacher appreciation banquet was over, they had some quiet time.

The moment things settled, Yuanjing planned to dive back into the lab for his next research phase. Zhou Hengjun panicked, grabbing him and glaring. This promise-breaking little fox!

Yuanjing stifled a laugh, his stomach aching from holding it in. Alright, he’d admit he wanted to see Zhou Hengjun squirm anxiously. He hadn’t realized he had this mischievous streak before.

Fuming, Zhou Hengjun pinned him against the door, kissing him fiercely until their lips were red and swollen, then accused, “You forgot what you promised me!”

Yuanjing leaned against his chest for support, soothed by the strong beat of Zhou’s heart, feeling utterly secure. He chuckled softly, “I didn’t forget. I was teasing you. So, what’s your request?”

This time, Zhou Hengjun had ranked second in their grade, just behind Yuanjing, and third city-wide—a city-level “tanhua” (third-place scholar). This score had Yao Qiongming grinning ear to ear. The Yao family in the capital showed their approval directly: Zhou Hengjun’s account received several transfers, Grandpa Yao transferred a house to his name, and Uncle Yao gifted him a car to pick up in the capital.

With Yuanjing watching over him, Yao Qiongming didn’t worry about his nephew being led astray by bad influences.

Now that Yuanjing had relented, Zhou Hengjun grew shy, stammering for a while, unable to speak.

Yuanjing looked up, seeing Zhou’s face flaming red, practically steaming, and noticed his physical reaction, instantly understanding what he wanted.

Yuanjing blushed. Since confirming their relationship on New Year’s Eve, they’d kept things innocently sweet—hard to believe, even for others. Even sharing a bed, it was just cuddling, touching, and kissing. For spirited teenage boys, they hadn’t crossed any lines.

Yuanjing blinked and said, “I told you, whatever you ask, I’ll agree.”

“Really?” Zhou Hengjun’s eyes sparkled blindingly, his eyebrows practically dancing.

“Of course, as real as it gets. So, what do you want?” Yuanjing teased again.

“I… I…” After stuttering, Zhou Hengjun, too embarrassed to say it, acted instead. He bent down, hoisted Yuanjing over his shoulder, strode to the bed, tossed him onto the soft mattress, and pounced, still blushing but feigning fierceness. “I’m gonna eat you up, and you can’t say no!”

Yuanjing shook with laughter. Zhou Hengjun, embarrassed by the giggles, couldn’t resist the allure before him. His body’s response was honest, so he stopped talking and started acting.

He’d secretly prepared a lot for this moment, worried about hurting the little fox his first time. He’d imagined a romantic setup—candlelit dinner, flowers, wine, soft music—hoping Yuanjing might be so moved he’d offer himself. But halfway through, Zhou realized men should just go for it. Why complicate things?

When Yuanjing got out of bed, he was still thinking about the lab. So, Zhou Hengjun, newly savoring the thrill, eagerly packed their bags and moved them to the lab together.

Yao Qiongming returned home to find his nephew gone, frowning. His nephew was too clingy with Yuanjing. Could it be…? Yao shook his head. He hadn’t forgotten why he’d brought Zhou Hengjun here. Back then, Zhou was furious about that incident, calling Wei Jiabai a creep and disgusting, avoiding him like the plague. So how could he be on that path?

He wanted to talk to his nephew, but the boy was gone. Yao Qiongming felt like a failed uncle, probably ranking far below Qiao Yuanjing in Zhou’s heart.

Yuanjing stayed in the lab until just before school started, wrapping up experiments hastily to enroll at university with Zhou Hengjun.

They’d applied to the same school, Tsinghua University, but different majors—Yuanjing in biology, Zhou Hengjun in computer science. Still, Zhou pulled strings early to get them in the same dorm.

If not for the school’s first-year dorm requirement, he’d have whisked the little fox to his house, keeping other guys from seeing Yuanjing’s “assets.” That’s how possessive and unreasonable he was.

“I’ve got a house too. Look, here’s the key.” Yuanjing grinned, flashing it.

“Where’d you get it?”

“Xia… never mind, my mom gave it.” Yuanjing saw Xia Mingfeng’s care clearly. Upon arriving in the capital, she’d sent him keys to a house in his name, near campus, a short walk away—very convenient.

Zhou Hengjun snatched the key. “I’ll get a copy made. Where is it? Let’s check it out now?”

Zhou was eager for a more private space. His house or the little fox’s—it didn’t matter. Did they need to distinguish between them?

Since crossing that line, he constantly wanted to drag the little fox to bed. But the little fox prioritized experiments over him. Back in Lincheng, with parents watching, he couldn’t act freely.

Now, just the two of them, Zhou was itching, desperate for a “feast.” While Yuanjing was in the lab, he’d browsed online, learning various positions he wanted to try.

“Sure, let’s check both places. Whichever’s better or more convenient, we’ll stay there.” Yuanjing didn’t care whose house they used.

“Let’s go, quick!” Zhou Hengjun tugged Yuanjing out, his urgency making Yuanjing raise an eyebrow, catching on.

But just outside the school gate, Zhou’s phone rang. He wanted to hang up, annoyed, but saw Yuanjing’s disapproving look and answered grudgingly, his tone sharp. “Who is it?”

It was Du Yue, expecting Zhou Hengjun to call his old friends upon returning. When he didn’t, even after Tsinghua’s term started, Du Yue took the initiative. “You don’t recognize my voice, Du Yue? Back and not even contacting us? Just tell me, are you in the capital?”

“Yeah, I’m back. What’s up?” Zhou’s tone stayed impatient.

Du Yue laughed, used to his attitude, and admitted missing him. “Can’t call for no reason? I’ve got some friends together to celebrate your glorious return to the capital. You, the star, can’t skip it. Hurry up, same old place. Half an hour, or three drinks as penalty.”

Du Yue hung up, giving no chance to refuse. Zhou stared at his dark phone screen, face sour. He had zero interest in a celebratory gathering.

Yuanjing, nearby, overheard and patted his arm. “Old friends? That’s nice. Let’s go have fun. We can bring Haozi too.”

Zhou’s face darkened further, grabbing Yuanjing’s hand as if to bite it. Yuanjing soothed him with a smile. “Introduce me to your old friends. Calling you now means they’ve been keeping tabs on you, caring about you.”

He knew Zhou hadn’t contacted anyone since returning, so his whereabouts couldn’t have been shared willingly.

“Fine, but there’s nothing special to introduce. I’m different from them.” Zhou puffed out his chest.

“Mm, you’re the best in my eyes.”

That cheered Zhou up instantly, his grumpiness vanishing. He didn’t mind Yuanjing inviting Wei Hao—he was generous, after all. After Yuanjing called Wei Hao, Zhou drove the car Uncle Yao gave him to pick up the chubby kid at his school.

Wei Hao waited at the gate. When a car stopped and the window rolled down to reveal Yuanjing’s smiling face, he happily climbed into the backseat, greeting the driving Zhou Hengjun cheerfully. Zhou’s scowl didn’t faze him—when did Zhou not scowl around him?

Wei Hao chatted excitedly with Yuanjing, while Zhou interjected occasionally, mostly roasting Wei Hao for being childish or dumb. Wei Hao, thick-skinned and chubby, took the verbal jabs in stride.

After hanging up, Du Yue was thrilled, returning to their private room and announcing, “I got Zhou Hengjun coming. Gave him half an hour—he’ll definitely show.”

“Really? He’s actually coming? That guy’s stubborn, gone nearly two years without a single visit, not even to his mom’s family.” Let alone the Zhou family—he probably pretended they didn’t exist.

“Think Zhou Pengfei knows Zhou Hengjun’s back?”

“Nah, he’s probably basking in his Zhou family heir status. Without a reminder, he’s forgotten Zhou Hengjun. But that guy’s no match for him. Pengfei took the exam too, right? Where’d he end up?”

“Probably went abroad, skipped the domestic exam. Even if he took it, he’d just embarrass himself. Zhou Hengjun’s the real deal—his scores this time are impressive.”

These friends, who used to hang with Zhou Hengjun, mostly disdained Zhou Pengfei. His name screamed arrogance, trying to outshine the legitimate heir, then trampling Zhou Hengjun. It irked them. If their families were like the Zhous, wouldn’t it be chaos?

Du Yue kept checking for Zhou Hengjun. Spotting him in the lobby with another teen, he didn’t have time to wonder who it was before waving and shouting from upstairs.

“Zhou Hengjun, over here! I’m up here!”

Zhou Hengjun followed the voice, finding Du Yue more childish than Wei Hao. Glancing at him, he lowered his head to warn Yuanjing, “If they get too much, ignore them. They can get wild.”

“You were like that too?” Yuanjing eyed the jumping, shouting guy upstairs, amused.

Zhou’s face flushed, scratching his cheek. “I’m not like them.”

Wei Hao behind them nearly burst out laughing, covering his mouth to avoid Zhou’s wrath.

Du Yue’s shouting drew attention. In this circle of rich kids, few didn’t know Zhou Hengjun. Some took a moment to recall the name, then rushed out to confirm it was the Zhou family’s Zhou Hengjun, catching his back—likely him.

A gossipmonger, thinking of the Zhou and Wei family drama, eagerly called Zhou Pengfei. “Guess who I saw at the club, Zhou Pengfei? You’ll be shocked.”

Zhou Pengfei, playing along, expressed curiosity. The caller gushed, “It’s Zhou Hengjun, your big brother! He’s back, hanging with Du Yue’s crew at the club. A bunch of them, and you didn’t know?”

The tone screamed drama-stirrer, hoping for a clash between Zhou Pengfei and Zhou Hengjun.

As expected, Zhou Pengfei’s voice rose. “Zhou Hengjun? You sure?”

“Pfft, Du Yue was shouting so loud, I wasn’t the only one who heard. If I hadn’t told you, Zhou Pengfei, the whole capital would know before you did.”

“Thanks, I got it.”

Zhou Pengfei hung up, his face stormy. Someone gone nearly two years was back. But did the Zhou family still have a place for him? Thinking of Zhou Hengjun’s Yao family backing, he seethed.

Last time, he’d gotten him kicked out of the capital. How dare he return? Hmph, he’d make him regret it.

Zhou Pengfei’s eyes gleamed with a plan. Old tricks worked if effective. Using Wei Jiabai against Zhou Hengjun never failed. He dialed Wei Jiabai. “Jiabai, it’s Zhou Pengfei. Been a while. Wanna hang out? That quiet club we always go to.”

He knew Wei Jiabai loved fun but was restricted by his heart condition, making him eager to join when invited. As expected, mentioning “quiet” sealed the deal.

Wei Jiabai informed Jiang Bo, who was at work. Hearing he was going to a club worried Jiang Bo, but Wei Jiabai’s pleading softened him. “Alright, go ahead. Uncle will join you later.”

A cheer came through the phone. Jiang Bo smiled, but after hanging up, he reverted to his cold CEO demeanor.

In the private room, as Zhou Hengjun entered, Du Yue and others curiously sized him up, along with his two companions. Wei Hao blended in, but Yuanjing stood out. Beyond his refined features, he held his own among these privileged teens. Most crucially, they recognized him as the top scorer, the Jiang family’s true heir, now standing vividly before them, outshining his videos and photos.

“Hengjun, this is your province’s top scorer, Qiao Yuanjing, right? Pleasure to meet you. Our grades are so-so, but we admire brainiacs like you, especially good-looking ones,” Du Yue said, smiling at both.

Zhou Hengjun took it as praise for himself—praising the little fox was praising him. Smirking proudly, he said, “So you know Yuanjing’s the top scorer? Of course, he’s not like you playboy rich kids. I’m different too—I got into Tsinghua.”

Du Yue and the others clutched their hearts dramatically. Zhou Hengjun was ruthless, hitting their sore spots right upon return, after they’d planned to celebrate his comeback.

Yuanjing chuckled, nudging Zhou to tone it down, and greeted the group. “Hi, this guy’s not great with words, sorry about that. This is our classmate Wei Hao, who came to the capital with us.”

Wei Hao finally got a moment to shine, not expecting to join this rich-kid circle but happy to tag along for food, fun, and exposure.

Du Yue’s group was welcoming, pulling Wei Hao in, not sidelining him. Beyond their tie to Zhou Hengjun, Yuanjing’s status as the Jiang heir meant they couldn’t ignore his friend.

Soon, everyone was laughing and chatting. Wei Hao shared funny stories about Zhou Hengjun at Lincheng No. 1 High, cracking up Du Yue’s crew. Du Yue noticed Zhou wasn’t just different in appearance—his mindset had shifted too. Gone was the angry, prickly teen who left the capital. Now, he patiently peeled pistachios for Qiao Yuanjing.

Catching Zhou feeding the peeled nuts to Yuanjing, Du Yue’s hand shook, spilling his drink. No way—were they that kind of close? Wasn’t Zhou vehemently against such relationships?

But Qiao Yuanjing was strikingly handsome, and the once-rebellious Zhou Hengjun now seemed tamed by his side. Du Yue found it oddly harmonious.

  

    He sat down on the other side of Zhou Hengjun, unable to hold back the question in his heart: "Hengjun, are you and Xiao Qiao…?"

Not only did Zhou Hengjun not hide it, but he also proudly grabbed Yuanjing’s hand and waved it at the others, drawing their attention: "Yes, it’s exactly what you’re thinking. I’m telling you all, no one’s allowed to have any ideas about Yuanjing from now on, and you’d better take good care of him, got it?"

‘Cough, cough…’

A burst of violent coughing erupted in the private room. Even Du Yue, who had his suspicions earlier, was utterly shocked. Wei Hao, on the other hand, showed a helpless expression, knowing full well that Zhou Hengjun wasn’t the type to hide anything—he’d probably want the whole world to know.

Having observed Zhou Hengjun’s personality for nearly two years, how could Wei Hao not see through him?

"What are you all doing? Is there anything about me that can’t be shown to the world?" Zhou Hengjun glared fiercely.

"No, no, haha, it’s just a bit surprising," the others hurriedly explained.

Du Yue even raised his glass to toast Yuanjing: "To our sister-in-law! Yes, from now on, Xiao Qiao is our sister-in-law. Sister-in-law, you can stick to juice, and we’ll drink the liquor."

"Sister-in-law? That sounds awful," Zhou Hengjun said, though the corners of his mouth curved upward. Du Yue and the others could tell he was secretly delighted despite his words. "Just call him Xiao Qiao."

Zhou Hengjun secretly wished they’d keep calling Yuanjing that, but he knew the little fox wouldn’t be pleased, so he corrected them. Still, when the little fox wasn’t around, they could probably get away with it.

Du Yue nearly wanted to punch him, seeing through his thoughts, but he smiled and said, "Right, Xiao Qiao, Xiao Qiao. Let’s all toast to Xiao Qiao. If he ever needs anything, just come to us—when Hengjun’s too busy, of course. Normally, we wouldn’t dare steal your thunder, right, Hengjun?"

Zhou Hengjun gave a proud huff, signaling his approval. Wei Hao laughed so hard he nearly fell over.

As they chatted and joked, the door wasn’t fully closed. Zhou Pengfei, leading Wei Jiabai, happened to "pass by" and overheard the voices inside. Zhou Pengfei frowned slightly: "Young Master Jiabai, don’t those voices sound familiar?"

Wei Jiabai raised an eyebrow and peeked through the door crack. "Familiar or not, let’s just go in and see. Come on."

Wei Jiabai, spoiled as he was, never hesitated to act on impulse. Who in this club could he possibly not afford to offend? No one. So, as he spoke, he pushed the door open and walked right in. Zhou Pengfei wasn’t surprised at all—this was exactly the scene he’d hoped for.

Inside, no one was singing; soft background music played instead. The group was catching up, eating, and chatting, especially since they hadn’t seen Zhou Hengjun in a while, and with Yuanjing and Wei Hao joining them. When the door was suddenly pushed open, everyone on the sofa looked up, and Du Yue was about to snap at the intruder.

But they froze upon seeing who it was. Du Yue and the others turned to Zhou Hengjun in unison. Wasn’t this too much of a coincidence? They’d just managed to get Zhou Hengjun out here, and now these two troublemakers showed up?

If they weren’t troublemakers, what were they? The great atmosphere was about to be ruined.

"Du Yue, it’s you guys! Why didn’t you invite me to join the fun?" Wei Jiabai didn’t treat himself as an outsider at all. Recognizing a few familiar faces, he noticed a stranger among them, but the one in the center with the most striking presence… Wei Jiabai let out a screech: "Zhou Hengjun, you’re back!"

"Young Master Jiabai, calm down. Big brother, I’m surprised to see you here too. You’re back in the capital and didn’t even stop by home? Does Dad know you’re back? Big brother, you can’t upset Young Master Jiabai again this time, or else…" The implication was clear: last time, Zhou Hengjun got kicked out of the capital for upsetting Wei Jiabai. This time, it might not just be leaving the city—it could mean getting sent abroad.

Seeing these two, the people Zhou Hengjun despised most, his expression turned icy. Wei Hao, who’d never seen this side of him, found it quite intimidating, like he’d become a different person.

But then Zhou Hengjun glanced at Yuanjing, saw his knowing and unbothered look, and softened his demeanor slightly.

If Yuanjing didn’t care, why should he hold back? So Zhou Hengjun unleashed his sarcasm: "Since when did the capital belong to the Wei and Zhou families? Do I, Zhou Hengjun, need to report to you and get your permission to come back? Why don’t you just put up a big sign saying everyone entering the capital has to check in with the Wei and Zhou families?"

"Pfft!" Du Yue and the others burst out laughing but quickly turned away to muffle it. They thought Zhou Hengjun had toned down his sharp tongue, but clearly, his wit hadn’t dulled one bit. In the capital, who would dare say something like that? It was practically asking for trouble.

When had Wei Jiabai ever been so humiliated? Two years ago, and now again. He shrieked, "Zhou Hengjun, what’s so great about you? Just because I, Wei Jiabai, like you?"

"Ugh! Your liking me makes me sick!" Zhou Hengjun’s eyes were filled with utter disgust, quickly looking away as if even a glance was too much. "Zhou Pengfei, don’t think I don’t know you brought him here. If you don’t want to see him have a fit, stop dragging him in front of me."

"Big brother, what are you talking about? I just happened to bring Young Master Jiabai out for a break, and we ran into you. Young Master Jiabai, don’t get worked up, breathe slowly. Big brother, can you watch your words and not upset him?"

"Get lost!" Zhou Hengjun showed no mercy.

"You… you’re really that heartless?" Wei Jiabai, unbelievably, still hadn’t given up on Zhou Hengjun. Yuanjing was stunned, but looking closely, he saw little real affection in Wei Jiabai’s eyes.

"Can’t understand human language? I told you to get lost!" Zhou Hengjun was even more repulsed. To come back and be stuck with these people—he was getting goosebumps. It was all Du Yue’s fault for arranging this meeting here, and now even Du Yue was catching his ire.

At that moment, Wei Jiabai’s phone rang. A voice came from outside: "Xiao Bo, you’re here…"

It was Jiang Bo, arriving at the club. Not knowing which room Wei Jiabai was in, he’d called and followed the ringtone. Seeing Wei Jiabai’s pale face, he quickly pulled him into his arms, patting his back soothingly. "Xiao Bo, your uncle’s here. Talk slowly, breathe."

Jiang Bo’s cold gaze swept the room. "What’s going on? Who upset Xiao Bo?"

Yuanjing noticed Jiang Bo the moment he entered, his commanding presence unmistakable, like a CEO straight out of a novel. When Jiang Bo spoke, Yuanjing immediately knew who he was, a mocking smile curling his lips.

Looking at Jiang Bo, then at Zhou Hengjun beside him, Yuanjing vaguely guessed why Wei Jiabai was so fixated on Zhou Hengjun. Was he using Zhou Hengjun as a stand-in? Could it be that Wei Jiabai’s feelings were too difficult to express due to their familial ties, so he sought an emotional substitute instead?

Seeing Jiang Bo, Zhou Hengjun’s anger flared even more. Back then, Jiang Bo had played the biggest role in his downfall. Slamming the tissue in his hand onto the table, Zhou Hengjun stood up. “So what if I’m the one who upset him? Who told them to keep blindly running into me? What’s Jiang Bo planning to do this time? Kick me out of the capital again? Come on, then! Do you think I, Zhou Hengjun, am scared of you?”

Yuanjing stood up too, glancing at Jiang Bo’s cold eyes and his concern for Wei Jiabai. He found it laughable and spoke up: “If his heart’s so fragile, keep a better eye on him and stop letting him run around. Not everyone out here is his mom or dad, indulging his nonsense.”

“And who are you?” Jiang Bo’s voice grew colder, his icy gaze fixed on Yuanjing. Zhou Hengjun instinctively moved to step in front of Yuanjing.

Yuanjing stopped him. “Does it matter who I am? If you two, uncle and nephew, are too afraid to admit your feelings, don’t drag innocent people into it. Playing substitute games in this day and age?”

Yuanjing decided to expose Wei Jiabai’s scheme, curious to see if his guess was correct.

His words stunned everyone, including Jiang Bo, who instinctively looked down at Wei Jiabai in his arms. Wei Jiabai’s face betrayed a panic, as if his secret had been laid bare. The others’ gazes locked onto the two, and Du Yue and his friends, seeing their reactions, suddenly understood.

So this was the truth? The real reason behind Wei Jiabai’s sudden pursuit of Zhou Hengjun two years ago and his refusal to let go even now?

Zhou Hengjun was just a substitute for Jiang Bo?

Holy crap, had Yuanjing actually hit the nail on the head? Poor Zhou Hengjun, that was just too tragic.

But uncle and nephew? Was that kind of relationship really okay?

Everyone’s jaws dropped, as if they could swallow an egg whole. What a bombshell.

“Uncle, who is this guy?” After the initial panic, Wei Jiabai’s anger surged, and he glared at Yuanjing.

“Qiao Yuanjing. Come at me if you want. Let’s see what kind of tricks the big shots of the capital have up their sleeves.” Yuanjing boldly declared his name.

Qiao Yuanjing? Jiang Bo’s eyes locked onto Yuanjing. So it was him! The dim lighting in the room and having only seen him in photos and videos before had kept Jiang Bo from recognizing him immediately.

“Uncle, make him leave! I don’t want to see this guy!” Wei Jiabai shrieked.

Jiang Bo wanted nothing more than to agree and make this person disappear from Xiao Bai’s sight. But he couldn’t. Qiao Yuanjing’s identity had already been exposed to Jiang Hong and Xia Mingfeng. Any move against him would alert the couple, and Jiang Bo’s current influence wasn’t enough to challenge Jiang Hong.

“I’ll remember you,” Jiang Bo said to Yuanjing, then gently picked Wei Jiabai up in his arms, his expression and tone softening instantly. “Xiao Bai, be good. Let’s go. Wherever you want to play, your uncle will go with you.”

The two left, leaving Zhou Pengfei dumbfounded. Neither Jiang Bo nor Wei Jiabai had admitted anything, but anyone with eyes could see the mutual affection they hadn’t dared to voice. What would happen to Zhou Pengfei now that he’d overheard this?

Panicking, Zhou Pengfei saw the disdainful looks from Du Yue and the others and hurriedly chased after Jiang Bo and Wei Jiabai.

The room fell silent. Du Yue quickly shut the door tight.

Turning back, he exclaimed, “Holy crap, are they really… in that kind of relationship? Xiao Qiao, you’re incredible! It’s your first time meeting them, and you saw right through it with those eagle eyes.”

Zhou Hengjun was actually pretty shocked too. So he was just a stand-in? Still just as disgusting. Unhappily, he said, “How am I anything like that Jiang Bo? I’m clearly way better-looking than him. He’s just an old man!”

Yuanjing burst out laughing. “Exactly. I don’t see any resemblance either. Someone’s got bad taste.” His words instantly cheered Zhou Hengjun up, leaving Du Yue and the others in awe. Yuanjing continued, “It’s not that my eyes are sharp. I’d heard about them from Hengjun before, and seeing how things played out today, something felt off. I wasn’t sure at first, so I just bluffed to test them. Didn’t expect to hit the mark.”

Yuanjing shrugged dramatically, feigning surprise. Du Yue and the others bought it, thinking that was the real story. But having stumbled upon such a massive piece of gossip, they were all thrilled. No one felt like chatting anymore—some started calling friends to share the news, while others began spreading the bombshell in private gossip groups.

Something this juicy had to be shared. Why enjoy it alone when you could share the fun?

By the time they left the club, the scandal of the uncle-nephew romance and Zhou Hengjun being Wei Jiabai’s stand-in had spread like wildfire through their little circle. Du Yue and his friends got countless calls asking for confirmation—real or fake? Du Yue swore on his integrity that it was absolutely true, truer than pearls.

In their circle was a rich second-generation influencer, the kind who flaunted his wealth online and had a decent following thanks to his good looks. Seeing this story, he knew it was big. He anonymized the names, using A, B, and C, and posted a dramatized version of the love triangle on his Weibo. Sure enough, within moments, the comments and retweets skyrocketed.

At first, the reactions were cautious: “If I’m reading this right, the three people in this story are all guys, right? And the main two are uncle and nephew? This is made-up, isn’t it? Even novels don’t dare write this stuff anymore. Readers would rip it apart, or the site would censor it. You can’t write about blood relatives, and even legal relatives are off-limits.”

The more open-minded gossip enthusiasts, however, chimed in: “What era is this? Don’t you know true love doesn’t care about gender or age? I’m all for it—this love story is epic!”

Two opposing sides clashed in the comments, but most were just there for the spectacle, dying to know if it was true and, if so, who these people were in real life. They were bold to play like this.

“This circle is wild! As a gossip connoisseur, I can responsibly tell you this story is real. The uncle is a legit domineering CEO, with tons of girls calling him ‘hubby.’”

“Who? Who is it? Don’t leave us hanging—spill the rest! Don’t you know cliffhangers are deadly?”

“No way, I’m not spilling. Who knows if that CEO will make me disappear tomorrow? You know what happened to the stand-in, C, in the story? C’s got a solid background too, but just for calling out B’s behavior and triggering B’s heart condition, he was forced out of the capital for two whole years. Two years! He only got back recently through the college entrance exams.”

“Damn, that’s a lot to unpack. I think I know who this is about. A real domineering CEO!”

The more they talked, the more it fueled curiosity. Some sharp netizens even dug up the CEO’s identity, leaving many stunned, only able to express their shock with a “holy crap.” But it also drew more onlookers eager for the real-life tale of true love between a domineering CEO and his delicate, obsessive nephew. Novels couldn’t compare—this was way more thrilling.

Fans of true love (Boy’s Love) even flooded the identified CEO’s Weibo, spamming comments like “true love” and “blessings,” leaving onlookers gobbling up another huge scoop.

The influencer who broke the story hit his goal, his follower count soaring. If not for fear of Jiang Bo’s influence, he’d have tagged him to say thanks.

Thanks to netizens’ efforts, the topic soon hit the trending list.

Back at school, Wei Hao called Yuanjing, urging him to check Weibo’s trending topics. At first, Yuanjing didn’t think much of it, but hearing his dormmates buzzing about it, he realized it was the very drama they’d just witnessed. Checking it out, he confirmed it and quickly warned Yuanjing, worried it might cause trouble.

“It’s fine, don’t worry. Someone’s got my back,” Yuanjing reassured.

He was surprised too—didn’t expect someone to leak this. He showed his phone to Zhou Hengjun, who leaned in to read it closely, then sighed regretfully. “What a genius. Why didn’t I think of this first? I know this guy. No way, I’m sending him a private message to say thanks.”

Zhou Hengjun pulled out his phone, logged into Weibo, and actually sent the influencer a thank-you message. Who knows how the guy would react to that?

Refreshing again, Zhou Hengjun shouted, “The trend’s gone! I knew it—Jiang Bo, that bastard, must’ve had it pulled. He’s got the guts to do it but not to let people see it? Coward!”

Yuanjing checked his phone too. Sure enough, the trend was gone, though the influencer’s post was still up.

Jiang Bo was comforting Wei Jiabai when his assistant called about the trending topic. His forehead veins throbbed, and he immediately ordered the trend removed and, by any means necessary, the influencer’s post deleted.

He had the guts to act on his feelings but not to let them be exposed. If the Jiang family elders found out, they’d never tolerate him staying in the family. To them, this was incest. That’s why he’d buried his feelings all these years, caring for Xiao Bo as an uncle.

“Damn bastards!” Jiang Bo was dining with Wei Jiabai at a quiet private restaurant when he took the call outside. His eyes blazed with murderous intent, nearly crushing his phone.

He got the influencer’s number and called, coldly demanding the post’s removal. But if the influencer were that easily cowed, he wouldn’t have posted it. He refused righteously, claiming it was just a story and Jiang Bo didn’t need to take it personally.



  

    The rich second-generation influencer hung up on CEO Jiang, completely unconcerned. In his view, Jiang should worry about himself first instead of trying to suppress others. Sooner or later, the Wei and Jiang families would find out. Did Jiang really think he was some untouchable domineering CEO who could cover everything up?

Feeling playful, the influencer posted another Weibo: ‘So, will I get “iced” by the domineering CEO?’

The onlookers roared with laughter, saying if he really got “iced,” they’d each donate a yuan to him and report it to the authorities. Even a domineering CEO would have to kneel before the state.

Many guessed the trending topic was pulled by the CEO, and the influencer must’ve been threatened too. But since he was holding strong, netizens cheered him on, urging him not to back down.

Xia Mingfeng had people keeping tabs on Jiang Bo and the Wei family. With her son back in the capital, she didn’t trust them, fearing they’d harm him again. Once bitten by a snake, you fear ropes for a thousand years. To her shock, her suspicions bore fruit. When someone reported the matter to her, she was both stunned and enlightened.

No wonder. She knew Jiang Bo had always been protective of Wei Jiabai, but she’d thought it was just an elder’s affection for a younger relative. Who knew he harbored such feelings?

She was already wary of Jiang Bo since he was close to Wei Jiabai and, by extension, to Jiang Yujin. Anyone close to Jiang Yujin was on her radar.

A mocking smile crossed her face. If Jiang Yujin knew Jiang Bo coveted her son, would she still call him “third brother”? Xia Mingfeng knew Jiang Yujin’s proud nature as the Jiang family’s princess—she looked down on Jiang Bo, the adopted son.

And now, with someone like that harboring such feelings for her son, Jiang Yujin must be thrilled, right?

Xia Mingfeng decided to visit Jiang Yujin in prison tomorrow to share this “good news” and let her have a laugh. At the same time, she sent screenshots of the gossip to Jiang Hong.

Jiang Hong was still mulling over how to approach his first meeting with his son—should he pretend it was a chance encounter or openly reveal his identity? He hadn’t decided after days of pondering when Xia Mingfeng’s message arrived.

Reading the full message, Jiang Hong felt dizzy. What was wrong with the Jiang family? First, his sister harmed her own nephew, and now an uncle-nephew scandal? Did the Jiang family have any dignity left? They were the laughingstock of the city.

He understood Xia Mingfeng’s intent in sending this—she was gloating over the Jiang family’s misfortune. His first instinct was to call Jiang Bo and chew him out, but thankfully, Jiang Bo had pulled the trending topic in time, preventing a nationwide scandal.

“Mingfeng, you’re joining the circus too? It’s probably just netizens stirring up nonsense. How could this be true?” Jiang Hong, calming down, suspected it was just internet hype.

Xia Mingfeng scoffed. She’d already had people dig into the full story. “You’re the one fooling yourself, thinking your third brother is some saint. He’s capable of forcing the Zhou kid out of the capital—what wouldn’t he dare do? Let me tell you, Jiang Hong, this was exposed by our son right to their faces. Neither your precious third brother nor your dear nephew denied a word. Oh, and your third brother even threatened Xiao Jing on the spot. Tsk, tsk, really acting like the Jiang family’s domineering CEO and spokesperson, huh?”

“This…” Jiang Hong hadn’t realized his son was involved. “Mingfeng, I didn’t know about this.”

“Hmph, let me tell you something else. Your dear third brother is looking for a heart transplant for your dear nephew. Guess where? The black market!”

With that, Xia Mingfeng hung up, leaving Jiang Hong stunned. He immediately dropped everything and rushed home. If Jiang Bo succeeded and this got out, the entire Jiang family would be ruined. It was a perfect weapon to sink them.

At the Jiang residence, the old lady was overseeing the nanny preparing medicinal soup for her grandson. Poor thing—if the old man hadn’t objected, she’d have brought her grandson home long ago. She’d been giving her husband the cold shoulder for days, but he wouldn’t budge. She knew that path was closed.

Seeing Jiang Hong rush back: “Why are you home so early?”

“Where’s Dad? I need to talk to him.”

“Listening to music and playing with his birds.”

Jiang Hong found his father in the backyard, engrossed in music and birds. Seeing his son’s expression, the old man stopped everything. His eldest wasn’t one to make a fuss lightly—what trouble was this?

“What’s wrong? Is it my grandson?” The old man was already upset that Jiang Hong hadn’t brought his grandson home yet.

“It’s not Xiao Jing, Dad. You need to stay calm. This could be big or small, but it’ll definitely make you angry.” Jiang Hong prepared his father. “Got your medicine on you?”

“I do,” the old man said gravely. “Speak. I’ve lived long enough to see everything.”

Jiang Hong relayed Xia Mingfeng’s news: Jiang Bo’s unspeakable feelings for Wei Jiabai and his search for a heart transplant on the black market. The old man nearly fainted, trembling with rage. “That bastard! How dare he!”

The unspeakable feelings were bad enough, but the black market? That place was beyond shady—live organ harvesting wasn’t unheard of. If Jiang Bo found a suitable heart, he might actually harm a living person.

“Where’s the evidence? Show me! Call Jiang Bo back!” the old man roared.

Jiang Hong handed his father a pill from the medicine bottle, waiting until his color improved before calling Jiang Bo to return immediately.

Jiang Bo assumed the family had heard about the online buzz and wasn’t too worried. Knowing Xiao Bai saw Zhou Hengjun as a substitute made him happy—it meant Xiao Bai had feelings for him too. If a storm was coming from the Jiang family, he’d shield Xiao Bai and take it all. He was done hiding.

Xia Mingfeng had evidence, so when Jiang Bo returned, the old man threw the proof in his face.

Picking up the papers and reading them, Jiang Bo was shocked. In all his years with the Jiang family, he knew some lines could never be crossed—and he’d stepped right on one.

No, he’d been so careful. How did the old man find out?

Seeing Jiang Hong standing nearby, Jiang Bo snapped, “Big brother, was it you? You investigated me?”

The old man, seeing his reaction, knew Jiang Bo didn’t even realize his mistake—or didn’t think he was wrong. Furious, he hurled a teacup at him. It missed his head, but tea splashed all over Jiang Bo.

“Kneel! Get my whip!”

In his younger days, the old man believed in discipline through punishment for his sons, including Jiang Bo, the adopted one. Only his daughter, Jiang Yujin, was spared. As the sons grew and succeeded, and he aged, he’d mellowed. But today, this reignited his temper. Taking the whip from Jiang Hong, he lashed at Jiang Bo, who gritted his teeth and endured, knowing that defiance would mean the end of his place in the Jiang family.

As the old man whipped Jiang Bo, Jiang Hong answered his earlier question: “I wish I’d been the one to find out. I trusted you too much, thinking you knew some things were untouchable. But you betrayed that trust.”

Another lash landed on Jiang Bo’s back, harder this time because of Jiang Hong’s words. Jiang Bo let out a muffled grunt, stubbornly refusing to cry out.

He believed Jiang Hong’s words, but his eyes flashed with menace. Who did this?

The commotion drew the old lady, who pushed open the study door and saw blood seeping through Jiang Bo’s back. She rushed over, horrified. “Old man, what are you doing? Can’t you talk it out instead of this? Eldest, why didn’t you stop your father?”

Jiang Hong held his mother back as she pounded on him. Though she favored her biological son and daughter, she’d grown fond of Jiang Bo over the years.

“Mom, Third Brother did something wrong. He deserves this. Otherwise, next time, Dad might have to personally send him to prison.”

The old lady looked at her husband and eldest son in disbelief. “You sent Yujin to prison, and now you’re going after Third Brother? Are you determined to destroy this entire family? Eldest, this is Mingfeng’s doing again, isn’t it? I get it now. Yes, our family made mistakes back then, but she’s clearly out to ruin the Jiang family and make sure we never have peace!”

Her furious outburst made Jiang Hong’s body stiffen, his grip loosening unconsciously, as if he was seeing his mother in a new, unfamiliar light.

“Mom, who’s the one really destroying this family? Who’s the real culprit? Was it me who sent Jiang Yujin to prison? In your eyes, is my son not even a Jiang? Is he just supposed to let Jiang Yujin toy with him?”

Jiang Hong stepped back, suddenly grateful he hadn’t forced Xiao Jing to return to the Jiang family. With his mother’s attitude, the boy would’ve been heartbroken and hurt all over again.

Why was Jiang Yujin so bold? Why did Jiang Bo dare to entertain such ideas? Perhaps it wasn’t without reason.

Seeing the pain in her eldest son’s eyes, the old lady felt a pang of guilt, but it was quickly overshadowed by her love for her daughter. That child had been found by Xia Mingfeng, hadn’t he? He refused to return to the Jiang family, and he was doing fine, wasn’t he? But her daughter was still in prison, and Xiao Bo was sick again. Every time her grandson had an episode, her heart ached terribly.

“That boy’s nothing but a jinx…”

“Shut up!” the old man roared. Jiang Hong’s face darkened. Though the old lady muttered under her breath, venting her frustration, Jiang Hong’s heart still chilled.

The old man’s chest heaved with anger. “You’re the disgrace! If you ask me, you’re the one stirring up trouble, making this house no longer a home!”

“You…” It was the first time her husband had scolded her so harshly, and the old lady’s vision blurred.

Jiang Hong didn’t feel an ounce of pity this time. Wiping his face, he turned to his father. “Dad, I’m leaving. I won’t come back unless it’s necessary. In Mom’s eyes, I, the eldest, am apparently disposable. Sometimes I wonder if I’m even her real son.”

“I’m out.” Without another glance at his mother, Jiang Hong strode away.

“Eldest…” The old man’s heart ached, but Jiang Hong didn’t look back. Furious, he glared at his wife. “You foolish woman! Keep stirring things up! Without Eldest, do you think Second and Third could’ve lived so comfortably before? The most filial son, and you’re pushing him away. Do you really think he’ll never resent you or disown you as his mother?”

“Third,” the old man turned his glare to Jiang Bo, “well done. Your wings have grown, haven’t they? In your eyes, I’m just an old nuisance in your way. I don’t care what you’re up to with Wei Jiabai. From today, you’re out of the Jiang family. I’ll let everyone know you’re going back to your original family, so I, this old nuisance, won’t block your path anymore.”

“Get out!”

The old man’s fiery outburst left the old lady stunned. She had no idea how serious things had gotten for him to kick Third out of the Jiang family.

Jiang Bo felt utterly humiliated. Clenching his teeth, he struggled to his feet, each movement sending sharp pain through his whipped back. He bowed stiffly to the elders, then stumbled out. The driver who’d brought him was shocked at his state, but Jiang Bo waved him off, instructing him to drive him home to treat his wounds first.

“Old man…” The old lady tried to salvage things. “What did Third do?”

The old man snorted. “He’s trying to buy a matching heart for Wei Jiabai on the black market. Quite the ambition, huh?”

“What…” The old lady’s eyes darted, a flicker of temptation crossing her mind.

The old man caught it instantly. “Don’t tell me you’re tempted too? Do you know where those hearts might come from? They could be cut from living people! Forget that it’s a human life—do you want to drag the entire Jiang family down with you? You really are the biggest troublemaker, getting more foolish with age. Stay out of things from now on.”

“I didn’t…” The old lady admitted she was tempted—compared to a stranger, Xiao Bai mattered more. But being scolded at her age left her mortified.

“You’d better not, or don’t blame me for turning against you. At this age, I’ll divorce you and let you live with Second and Third while I go with Eldest.”

Dropping that bombshell, the old man stormed out, fuming. He’d been hopeful about seeing his eldest grandson soon, especially since Jiang Hong had been in such a good mood lately, likely aware of the boy’s situation. He’d even heard him mention “Xiao Jing,” so the boy’s name must have a “Jing” in it.

But now, with the old lady’s meddling, calling the boy a jinx, there was no way Eldest would bring him back. He probably wanted to stay as far from her as possible.

Left behind, the old lady was both furious and heartbroken. Yet she didn’t reflect on her mistakes, instead blaming Xia Mingfeng and her son. In her mind, without their interference, the family would’ve been fine. With Eldest back in the capital, she could’ve worked with her daughter to convince him to divorce Xia Mingfeng, remarry, and have more grandchildren.

But with her husband’s harsh words, she had to rein herself in. She knew his temperament—he meant what he said.

True to his word, the old man contacted his old friends, severing ties between the Jiang family and Jiang Bo. From this, he saw Jiang Bo’s true nature—ruthless, selfish, and arrogant. The harder he was suppressed, the more resentful he’d become. Better to let him leave the Jiang family and make his own way.

He feared that without cutting ties, Jiang Bo’s nature would drag the Eldest down and harm the grandson he’d never even met.

The news spread quickly in their circle, shocking everyone. What had Jiang Bo done to provoke such a drastic move from Old Master Jiang, kicking him out of the family?

“Could the online rumors about Jiang Bo and Wei Jiabai be true? Not just made-up gossip?”

“He really got involved with his own nephew? My God, I knew a family like that wouldn’t accept such a relationship. Sure enough, the old man’s furious.”

“Tch, Jiang Bo was so arrogant before. Now he’s been kicked out of the Jiang family. Let’s see what right he has to look down on others now.”

“He’s an idiot, getting tangled up with his sickly nephew and falling out with Old Master Jiang and Jiang Hong. Who in the capital will give him face now? Without the Jiang name, could he have rooted himself here so quickly?”

The circle buzzed with all kinds of talk. Few championed “true love.” Could true love feed you or quench your thirst?

Someone shared the story with Xia Mingfeng as a joke. She knew it wasn’t just about Jiang Bo and Wei Jiabai’s relationship but the black-market heart deal that had enraged the old man. Perfect.

She didn’t visit Jiang Yujin in prison herself but arranged for someone to pass on the news of their entanglement. Who knew, maybe that woman would be pleased someone was looking after her son. A lunatic’s thinking wasn’t like normal people’s. As for the heart deal, no need to mention it—who knew what vile ideas that lunatic might cook up?

“President Xia, we finally got dirt on Wei Xiangrong! He really has other kids out there—twins, a boy and a girl!” An excited call came to Xia Mingfeng’s phone. Wei Xiangrong had hidden it well, and they’d been investigating for over a year. Without a sudden stroke of inspiration, they might’ve been fooled by his facade of devotion to Jiang Yujin.

Xia Mingfeng smiled. “Excellent. Send me the info. You’ve worked hard—I’ll transfer the rest of the payment.”

“No trouble at all, President Xia. You’re straightforward, and working with you is a pleasure. Next time you need anything, don’t forget us.”

“Alright.”



  

    Xia Mingfeng quickly received the transmitted documents on her phone. After reading them, she was quite surprised. They had all fallen into a blind spot, which allowed Wei Xiangrong to deceive everyone, playing the role of a devoted romantic, making Jiang Yujin utterly devoted to him.

Who could’ve imagined that Wei Xiangrong’s “sister” back in his hometown, Wei Yun, wasn’t his biological sister? And that this “sister” was married and raising a pair of twins? No one would connect those twins to Wei Xiangrong. He had always been good to them, and no one suspected anything, as it seemed normal for an uncle to care for and nurture his nephews, especially since Wei Xiangrong was the only successful member of the Wei family.

No wonder the Wei family stayed quietly in their hometown, never causing a fuss in the capital. They likely knew the true heirs of the Wei family were being raised there. Wei Xiangrong’s fortune would eventually go to those twins, while Wei Jiabai, with his heart condition, wouldn’t live long anyway.

Even more shocking, Xia Mingfeng’s investigators uncovered that the man Wei Yun married was infertile, yet he willingly raised the twins with her. Xia Mingfeng even wondered if the man knew the real relationship between his wife and her “brother-in-law.”

Alone in her office, Xia Mingfeng laughed for a while. The more miserable Jiang Yujin’s situation, the happier she felt. She couldn’t wait to tell Jiang Yujin that the man she loved so dearly had, along with his family, put a massive green hat on her head, and that he had twins around the same age as her son. She wanted to see how Jiang Yujin would lose it. But after some thought, Xia Mingfeng decided to discuss it with her son first over dinner.

---

Yuanjing was on a video call with Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao. When he and Zhou Hengjun got into Tsinghua University, he started persuading his parents to move to the capital with him. But how could Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao agree? They were still capable of working for years, and even though Xia Mingfeng was a big shot in business, the money they earned was their own contribution. They couldn’t just move to the capital and let Xia Mingfeng support them—what kind of people would that make them?

Yuanjing understood their mindset, so he didn’t push too hard. He decided to find a place for them in the capital first, making it easier to convince them later. With Du Yue and his friends’ help, Yuanjing chose the simplest route: franchising a chain supermarket in a newly built mid-range residential area. Anything more complex would likely overwhelm Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao.

On the call, Yuanjing told them, “I’ve paid the franchise fee. It’s just waiting for you to come stock up and open the store. If you don’t come, that fee’s gone.”

“You little…” Papa Qiao leaned toward the screen, ready to scold his son.

Mama Qiao quickly stopped him, asking, “Xiao Jing, where’d you get that money? Did you use the money your birth mother gave you?”

“Mom, Dad, don’t worry,” Yuanjing reassured them. He wouldn’t do that. Using his own money to support his parents was fine, but using his birth parents’ money felt different. “I told you before, I’ve been doing translation work online. I earned over 200,000 in the past two years. Then I invested that in the stock market and made several times the return. It’s enough to open a small supermarket for you. I can’t afford to buy you a house yet, but in a couple of years, I should be able to. Just wait, and I’ll get you a big house.”

“If you don’t come, it won’t work. I’ll be busy with classes and lab work, and during winter and summer breaks, I won’t have time to come home. Are you really okay with that?”

Hearing this, Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao wanted to drop everything and rush to their son’s side. Work didn’t matter as much as their son. They barely restrained themselves, asking about the stock market instead. They were too scared to touch stocks, having seen people lose everything.

Yuanjing explained honestly. He’d invested in pharmaceutical companies—his area of expertise. Knowing the industry’s future potential, he put his earnings into a few promising companies. Sure enough, over two years, three of the four stocks soared, earning him a tidy sum. Plus, being the provincial top scorer in the college entrance exam brought him substantial bonuses, so he wasn’t short on money. Within his means, he wanted Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao to live better.

Though they didn’t fully understand, Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao grasped one thing: their son had an incredible eye for investments, and his stocks had skyrocketed. They’d raised a capable son, so they no longer hesitated about moving to the capital.

As their son said, they couldn’t bear to be apart from him. After sending Yuanjing and Zhou Hengjun off to the airport, they cried in the car. For the first few days back home, they lacked the energy to cook, habitually calling for their son only to realize he was in the capital.

Moving to the capital made sense. Even if their son couldn’t visit often, knowing he was close would be comforting.

Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao got busy. They resigned from their jobs and decided to sell their house. The housing prices in their area weren’t high, but it was still a sum that could ease their son’s burden in the capital. Their colleagues and neighbors were envious, especially learning that their son, fresh in college in the capital, had arranged jobs for them there. It was downright jealousy-inducing.

When Xia Mingfeng met Yuanjing for dinner, he shared his plans for Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao, including renting them a place in that neighborhood. She quickly realized he hadn’t touched the money she gave him—otherwise, he wouldn’t be renting.

She didn’t mind that Yuanjing drew such a clear line with her money; she only felt heartache. They say poor kids grow up fast, and Yuanjing, knowing his origins early, thought more deeply than others, appearing mature beyond his years.

It was all Jiang Yujin’s fault. Her child should’ve been carefree at this age, not shouldering the burden of a family so young.

“This is good too. It saves you all from worrying about each other. On weekends, Brother Qiao and Sister-in-Law Qiao can cook you a good meal, so you don’t waste away eating cafeteria food.”

There’s a kind of “skinny” that only parents see, and Zhou Hengjun, sitting nearby, nodded in agreement. He also thought the little fox had gotten thinner. With a heavy course load, being favored by a professor who brought him into the lab, and handling his parents’ arrangements outside, how could he not lose weight? Though Zhou Hengjun had taken over much of the latter, it was still a lot.

Seeing both of them like this, Yuanjing could only laugh and cry, eating more under their watchful eyes to “bulk up.”

After Yuanjing and Zhou Hengjun settled down to eat, Xia Mingfeng shared what she’d uncovered about Wei Xiangrong’s twins and the Wei family’s cover-up. Yuanjing and Zhou Hengjun were stunned. Zhou Hengjun had no idea about any of this, having thought Wei Xiangrong was a devoted husband and family man. Turns out, he fit the derogatory stereotype of a “phoenix man” after all.

Yuanjing had only suggested looking into this as a test, not expecting Xia Mingfeng to persist for so long and uncover such a result. Even he might’ve been fooled by the facade.

“I got their paternity test results, confirming their father-son relationship. Xiao Jing, stay out of Jiang Bo and Wei Jiabai’s business from now on. Tell me, and I’ll handle it.” She didn’t want her son involved or targeted by Jiang Bo. Jiang Yujin was a lunatic, and Jiang Bo, who could fall for his own nephew, wasn’t much better.

Yuanjing accepted her concern. “Okay. That day was a coincidence. Hengjun and I were out having fun, but we found out someone tipped off Hengjun’s brother, who’s got bad intentions and deliberately brought Wei Jiabai to us.”

“We won’t go to that club anymore,” Zhou Hengjun said, annoyed at himself for the mistake.

Yuanjing smiled. “We probably won’t have much time to go out anyway. We’ll leave the outside stuff to you.”

“Leave it to me. You two focus on your studies.”

As Yuanjing predicted, they got so busy they barely had time to spend together. Zhou Hengjun was endlessly grateful he’d arranged to share a dorm with the little fox—Yuanjing had to come back to the dorm no matter how busy he was.

Far from complaining, Zhou Hengjun was incredibly attentive. He bought breakfast from the cafeteria, delivered dinner to the lab, and prepared late-night snacks when Yuanjing returned late. The other two dormmates, aware of Zhou Hengjun’s usual sharp demeanor, were floored seeing him dote on Qiao Yuanjing.

Only when Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao arrived in the capital did Yuanjing take a half-day off to settle them in. After eating a home-cooked meal by Mama Qiao, he hurried back to school.

Papa Qiao and Mama Qiao’s days were fulfilling, adjusting to a new environment and learning to manage the supermarket. Occasionally, Xia Mingfeng played guide, showing them around the capital.

Their lives were content, but others weren’t so lucky. Jiang Bo, full of pride, believed his wealth came purely from his own efforts. The capital was full of idle rich kids living off their parents’ wealth—how many could build their own fortune like he had?

In his view, being an adopted son meant Old Master Jiang and Jiang Hong treated him like a pet, not real family, unlike Jiang Yujin. Jiang Hong always looked down on him, so he’d show him he could thrive without the Jiang name.

So Jiang Bo poured more energy into his company, leaving less time for Wei Jiabai. With his needy personality, Wei Jiabai couldn’t stand it—he craved attention and pampering. So he called on Zhou Pengfei and others to keep him company. Jiang Bo had no choice; over the years, these were the only people left by Wei Jiabai’s side.

But this time, he sternly warned Zhou Pengfei. Though he was furious at Qiao Yuanjing and Zhou Hengjun, he wasn’t blind to Zhou Pengfei’s role in stirring things up. He made it clear there’d be consequences if it happened again.

Zhou Pengfei was also quite annoyed, secretly grinding his teeth. Zhou Hengjun had been away from the capital for two years and had become noticeably sharper. The news of him getting into Tsinghua University on his own merit had spread, and while others mocked Zhou Pengfei behind his back, the worst part was that his father found out. He brought it up at the dinner table, which Zhou Pengfei couldn’t stand. If his mother hadn’t subtly stoked his father’s anger toward Zhou Hengjun, his father might’ve even called Zhou Hengjun back.

“Who was that person with Zhou Hengjun that day?”

Within a couple of days, someone informed Zhou Pengfei of Qiao Yuanjing’s identity. However, those who hung around Wei Jiabai were of limited status—either illegitimate children like Zhou Pengfei or peripheral figures who couldn’t access the core circle. They could only find out that Qiao Yuanjing was Zhou Hengjun’s high school classmate, that they’d both come to Tsinghua from another province, that they were very close, and that they even shared a dorm at the university.

“Young Master Zhou, do you think Zhou Hengjun and this Qiao Yuanjing have that kind of relationship?” Influenced by Wei Jiabai’s situation, they viewed others through a similar lens. Zhou Hengjun had never been so close to anyone before, and with Qiao Yuanjing’s striking appearance, it was hard not to assume something.

Zhou Pengfei’s eyes lit up. Of course—why hadn’t he thought of that? This time, he’d make sure Zhou Hengjun faced the consequences.

He promptly shared the news with Wei Jiabai and their father. Honestly, not everyone could tolerate Wei Jiabai’s personality—only Jiang Bo, who seemed blind to it, could. This could distract Wei Jiabai, giving him a new target. As for their father, despite being furious with Zhou Hengjun two years ago over Wei Jiabai, Zhou Pengfei knew he disapproved of Wei Jiabai’s preference for men. If Zhou Hengjun also liked men, their father would probably break his legs. Zhou Pengfei just had to sit back and enjoy the show.

Sure enough, both were riled up by Zhou Pengfei’s words.

Wei Jiabai glared at the photo of Qiao Yuanjing, grinding his teeth. Though Qiao Yuanjing’s revelation about him and his uncle had granted his wish, he felt no gratitude—only a deep-seated grudge, as if they were natural enemies. The worse Qiao Yuanjing’s life was, the happier Wei Jiabai would be. Zhou Hengjun had rejected him so harshly, yet now he was inseparable from Qiao Yuanjing, like conjoined twins. How could Wei Jiabai stomach that?

He’d always dealt with whoever he wanted, whenever he felt like it, no matter the timing.

“Find someone to scar that face of his. Let’s see how he seduces Zhou Hengjun then,” Wei Jiabai said venomously, staring at the photo.

“Don’t worry, Young Master Wei. We’ll handle it perfectly, so you won’t have to lift a finger,” a lackey immediately fawned, taking on the task.

Wei Jiabai sat at home, waiting for good news. The lackey hired people to tail Qiao Yuanjing, looking for an opportunity to strike. But after two days, they found no chance. Qiao Yuanjing’s routine was painfully simple: classroom, lab, library, dorm. And Zhou Hengjun was indeed like his shadow, always by his side.

Wei Jiabai wasn’t afraid of Zhou Hengjun, but the hired hands couldn’t afford to provoke him. Zhou Hengjun might have little status in the Zhou family, but his maternal family was the Yao family, and Yao Qiongmeng was on the rise.

At home, Father Zhou exploded in rage, immediately calling Zhou Hengjun and threatening to break his legs when he returned to save him from further embarrassment. But to his shock, Zhou Hengjun had blocked his number. Realizing he couldn’t get through, Father Zhou’s face darkened to coal, even without Zhou Pengfei and his mother’s prodding.

He could disregard his son, scold or hit him as he pleased, but that didn’t mean his son could disrespect him. That was outright rebellion.

Using the nanny’s phone, he finally got through to Zhou Hengjun. The moment the call connected, Father Zhou unleashed a torrent of curses. Zhou Hengjun didn’t recognize the number at first, but once his father started, he knew exactly who it was—he’d been scolded enough to predict the rest.

In the past, Zhou Hengjun might’ve argued back, delighting in making his father angrier. But seeing how Yuanjing handled the Jiang family, he’d learned a lot. He’d long given up on his deadbeat dad. Why waste energy on them? It only ruined his mood, and he could spend that time on better things.

As for the Zhou family’s wealth, he genuinely didn’t care. He’d rather build his own fortune, one no less than the Zhou family’s, and throw it in his deadbeat dad’s face to prove how blind he was.

Hearing his father’s curses over the phone, Zhou Hengjun knew instantly it was Zhou Pengfei’s meddling again.

Yuanjing overheard, as they were eating dinner together. Seeing Zhou Hengjun hang up impatiently, he raised an eyebrow. “Was that the Zhou family?”

Having learned about the Zhou family, he had no desire to call Father Zhou “uncle.” That deadbeat didn’t deserve to be a father or earn his respect.

Zhou Hengjun wrinkled his nose. “Ignore them. Who knows what’s gotten into them now.” Fearing more calls, he turned off his phone for peace of mind.

Yuanjing laughed. “Uncle Yao and I are on your side.”

Zhou Hengjun’s lips curved up, his brief irritation instantly forgotten.

Now, besides taking care of Yuanjing, he poured his remaining time into his studies, just like Yuanjing. Whether it was dealing with the Zhou family or Yuanjing’s issues, he felt powerless, relying on external help. It left a fire in his chest. He had to grow stronger quickly, so he wouldn’t need Uncle Yao’s help to tell the Zhou family to get lost or to back Yuanjing up, ensuring no one could bully his little fox.

Only he was allowed to tease the little fox.

Father Zhou’s face turned red with rage, cut off mid-rant with no response—not even half a word. His words stuck in his throat, infuriating him. Staring at the blank phone screen, his forehead veins throbbed, and he smashed the phone in a fit.

The nanny, too late to save it, looked at the shattered pieces in distress. “Madam, my phone…”

The cost of a phone was trivial to Mother Zhou. “Don’t worry, I’ll give you money to buy a new one later.”

Seeing Zhou Hengjun rile up Father Zhou so much, she was delighted. The more estranged the father and son became, the better. The Zhou family’s fortune would all go to her son—Zhou Hengjun wouldn’t get a cent.



  

    Father Zhou had never been so disregarded by Zhou Hengjun before. Panting like a caged beast, he dialed Yao Qiongmeng’s number and demanded to know how he’d raised Zhou Hengjun to become such a rebellious, perverse son.

Yao Qiongmeng’s face darkened upon hearing Father Zhou’s meaning. “Zhou, don’t bite the hand that feeds you. If my nephew’s perverse, you’re just scum. You’re the last person qualified to lecture Hengjun!”

After cursing Father Zhou, Yao Qiongmeng hung up, fuming for his nephew. But Father Zhou’s words lingered—his nephew liking men? Hengjun was only close to Qiao Yuanjing. Recalling their interactions, Yao Qiongmeng’s brow twitched. They weren’t just close—too close. Could it be…?

If Hengjun was messing around with someone else, Yao Qiongmeng might worry, but Qiao Yuanjing? Setting aside his background, the boy was impeccable. Thanks to Yuanjing’s influence, Hengjun hadn’t spiraled further into rebellion. As long as that influence persisted, Yao Qiongmeng believed his nephew would become even better.

Still, he felt a bit guilty toward Yuanjing, and toward Sister Xia. What a mess. Maybe he was overthinking—they were just good friends.

Yao Qiongmeng instinctively looked for excuses.

Zhou Pengfei’s two plans had both failed. The lackeys reported Qiao Yuanjing’s routine, but there was no opportunity to act. They couldn’t possibly attack him at Tsinghua University in front of others—that’d ruin their futures.

Seeing that even Father Zhou’s calls were blocked by Zhou Hengjun, Zhou Pengfei tried his own phone, only to find he was blocked too. A chill ran through him. The Zhou Hengjun who’d returned to the capital was different, slipping out of his control. Before, Zhou Pengfei prided himself on knowing Hengjun’s temper—easily provoked, quick to explode.

This loss of control made Zhou Pengfei cling harder to Wei Jiabai. He couldn’t stand seeing Zhou Hengjun thrive. He wanted everything the Zhou family had, and for Zhou Hengjun to live like a beggar, broken by repeated blows.

Wei Jiabai was also furious. Failing to deal with a small-town nobody? He called the lackeys useless.

The lackeys were annoyed but hid it. If not for the Jiang family and Jiang Bo, who’d bother with this sickly brat? One day, his heart might just give out.

When Jiang Bo finally made time for Wei Jiabai, the lackeys quickly left to avoid more trouble.

Jiang Bo had a knack for cheering Wei Jiabai up with a few words. Since Yuanjing exposed their relationship, Wei Jiabai openly monopolized his uncle’s free time, even wanting to invade his office if it weren’t so boring.

“What upset Xiao Bai just now?” Jiang Bo asked with concern.

Wei Jiabai’s eyes flickered. “Uncle, can you help me deal with someone? Thinking about him makes me unhappy, and when I’m unhappy, my heart hurts.”

Jiang Bo couldn’t bear seeing Wei Jiabai like this and rarely refused him. “Alright, who does Xiao Bai want to deal with? Let Uncle see who’s upset you.”

Wei Jiabai huffed, “That Qiao Yuanjing, the one with Zhou Hengjun last time. A poor kid from some backwater, daring to give me attitude. I can’t stand his face. Uncle, find someone to scar it.”

Jiang Bo’s brow twitched. Him again? Studying Wei Jiabai, he realized Xiao Bai didn’t know Qiao Yuanjing’s true identity. Good—better to keep it that way, given Xiao Bai’s temperament.

Jiang Bo soothed, “Alright, Uncle will think of a way.”

Wei Jiabai beamed. “I knew Uncle could do it. Unlike those useless idiots who said it’s impossible—just excuses.”

Jiang Bo frowned slightly. Good thing those idiots were useless. If they’d acted against Qiao Yuanjing, it could’ve backfired and hurt Xiao Bai.

He’d already investigated Qiao Yuanjing when he suspected his identity, confirming his connection to Xia Mingfeng. Qiao Yuanjing’s identity was undeniable.

Jiang Bo had no fondness for this nephew. He’d been gone for over a decade—why show up now? His return got Second Sister locked up and Xiao Bai sent abroad, triggering his illness again. Jiang Bo disliked Qiao Yuanjing even more.

As for fairness to Qiao Yuanjing, Jiang Bo didn’t care. The Jiang family had accepted his loss years ago—why dredge up the past? Even if Jiang Yujin was at fault, as Xiao Bai’s mother, Jiang Bo stood by her and her son unconditionally.

Wei Jiabai, laughing one moment, suddenly clutched his chest, breathing heavily. He often played up his condition to get his way, but this time it was real.

“Uncle, I don’t want to die… Will I die?”

“No! Uncle will make sure nothing happens to Xiao Bai!” Jiang Bo’s heart twisted in pain. He gave Wei Jiabai his medicine and rushed him to their usual hospital, but halfway there, Wei Jiabai’s symptoms eased. He refused to go, saying hospitals felt like waiting for death.

Heartbroken, Jiang Bo brought him back. Wei Jiabai fell asleep in his arms, lips purple. Recalling the doctor’s words—rest well, avoid stress, and he might live two or three more years—Jiang Bo knew a transplant was urgent.

Finding a matching heart was no easy task, especially now that Jiang Hong was watching him, cutting off the black market route.

What could he do?

Jiang Bo resented Jiang Hong for meddling. Other people’s lives meant nothing compared to Wei Jiabai’s.

As Wei Jiabai slept restlessly, frowning, a bold idea struck Jiang Bo. Other hearts risked rejection, but there was one right here—Qiao Yuanjing, Xiao Bai’s blood relative. His heart might be the best match, with no rejection.

Jiang Bo’s heart pounded, the idea growing unstoppable. He wanted Xiao Bai by his side for life—how could he let him go first? A relative’s heart was ideal. With careful planning, it could work. Second Sister Jiang Yujin would surely support him, and with her resources, they could avoid suspicion.

“He doesn’t like you, Xiao Bai. His mother caused your episodes. Her debt should be paid by her son. Xiao Bai has so few blood relatives.”

“You didn’t show up sooner or later—maybe it’s fate that you’re here to give Xiao Bai your heart.”

The more he spoke, the firmer Jiang Bo’s resolve became.

Neglecting his company, Jiang Bo fixated on Qiao Yuanjing and his healthy, beating heart. But like Wei Jiabai’s lackeys, he found Yuanjing’s life too simple—class, lab, library, dorm, always with Zhou Hengjun. No chance to act, especially to make it look like an accident.

Yuanjing stepped out of the lab, his eyelids twitching lately, urging him to rest. Seeing Zhou Hengjun waiting, his mood lifted.

He pulled out his phone. “Why didn’t you call? How long have you been waiting?”

Zhou Hengjun took his hand, heading out. “Just got here and saw you come out. If you hadn’t, I’d have gone in to get you.”

Yuanjing grinned. “That’s what you call being in sync.”

Zhou Hengjun’s lips curved up. Yuanjing knew he loved hearing that, just like when he said he was crazy about him—Hengjun would be buzzing all day.

They headed to the small cafeteria. Yuanjing’s brow furrowed briefly, unnoticed by Zhou Hengjun. That uncomfortable gaze was back, but when he subtly glanced around, it vanished. Whoever it was, they weren’t ordinary.

He recalled the original plot: his adoptive family met their demise around this time. Could Jiang Yujin, even from prison, still be after his heart?

Who was it? Not Jiang Yujin—she was locked up, watched by Xia Mingfeng. Then who?

Jiang Bo? He was the only one outside who treated Wei Jiabai like treasure. Yuanjing hadn’t forgotten Jiang Bo’s clear dislike, even veiled disgust, at the club.

When alone, Yuanjing called Xia Mingfeng.

She was thrilled he reached out but knew he had a reason.

“I need two skilled, sharp people to protect Papa and Mama Qiao. And you should have two by your side too.”

Xia Mingfeng’s heart sank. “Xiao Jing, what are you worried about?”

Looking out at the balcony view, Yuanjing said grimly, “It’s not the first time. I feel someone watching me. Don’t worry—I’m safe at school. But I’m concerned for Papa, Mama, and you outside.”

Xia Mingfeng nearly grabbed her keys to rush to Tsinghua. “Who is it? What do they want?”

Yuanjing lowered his eyes, thinking. “I didn’t tell you before, but before we met, I had a dream. In it, Hengjun died saving a drowning child during winter break after transferring. After I came to the capital for university, I got news that Papa and Mama died in a car accident. I rushed back for their funeral, but on the way to the hospital, I had an accident too. My heart was taken and transplanted into someone else.”

“In the dream, I never befriended Hengjun, so I didn’t meet you or learn my true identity.”

Xia Mingfeng nearly collapsed, gripping her desk to steady herself. She wanted to say it was just a dream, but she’d been in Lincheng when Zhou Hengjun jumped into the river to save a child. His leg cramped, and without Yuanjing’s rope, he might’ve met the same fate as in the dream.

She remembered Yao Qiongmeng laughing about Yuanjing carrying a sturdy rope in his bag.

So, Yuanjing foresaw everything and prepared?

So, her son, whom she never found, was discovered by Jiang Yujin, who took his heart for her own son?

Thinking of Jiang Yujin’s nature, Xia Mingfeng knew it wasn’t impossible—it was likely. If she hadn’t found her son, she might’ve known nothing. Her revenge on Jiang Yujin felt too light now—that woman deserved hell.

No, Jiang Yujin was in prison. Who else would target her son? Then she recalled Jiang Bo’s twisted affection for Wei Jiabai. She’d found out he was seeking a heart through the black market. Had she blocked that path through Jiang Hong, making him target Yuanjing?

Damn it!

“Don’t worry, Xiao Jing. I’ll arrange people immediately. You need protection too.” In her urgency, she called herself “Mom,” though she usually avoided it to not rush him.

Yuanjing didn’t want to torment Xia Mingfeng, but with those people threatening him, he worried they’d target his adoptive parents or her. To protect them, he used the dream to warn her.

He hadn’t dreamed, but the original Yuanjing had lived it.

“You don’t need to worry about me. No one’s bold enough to act at Tsinghua. I’ll be in the lab except for exams. But I’m worried about you all outside. If anything happens, I’d have to leave school.”

Xia Mingfeng stood tall, like a warrior. “I understand, Xiao Jing. I’ll arrange protection for Brother and Sister-in-Law Qiao, and I won’t let anything happen to me.”

“Thank you. Meeting you means it’s already different from the dream.”

Xia Mingfeng’s tears fell. “Yes, it’ll be different.” She’d protect Xiao Jing with her life.

Xia Mingfeng’s efficiency was unquestionable. Within days, the two employees at Papa and Mama Qiao’s supermarket quit unexpectedly. As they worried about finding replacements, new workers arrived—Xia Mingfeng’s arrangement, though they didn’t suspect it. The new hires outperformed the old ones.

The shops on either side also changed owners, with new staff. Xia Mingfeng didn’t just hire two protectors—she hired several, including two skilled ex-soldiers for herself.

Though Yuanjing said he was safe, a mother couldn’t rest easy. She wanted to cradle her son like porcelain, so she arranged protection for him too, and didn’t hide it from him.

Hearing her plans, Yuanjing felt relieved. Entrusting this to Xia Mingfeng was right—without her, he’d be helpless against hidden enemies, unless he could clone himself.

Jiang Bo’s people watched Qiao Yuanjing for over a month without finding an opportunity. They reported back, and Jiang Bo, more cautious after the last incident, knew acting at school was nearly impossible.

His spies learned Yuanjing had caught a professor’s eye upon entering Tsinghua and was now involved in a project, practically living in the lab with others, rarely leaving. Accessing the lab was beyond their reach.

Jiang Bo didn’t think Yuanjing contributed much to the project—just a way to boost his resume—but it complicated his plans. As long as Yuanjing stayed in the lab, there’d be no chance until the project ended.

The only way was to lure Yuanjing out of the lab, or even out of Tsinghua.

There were options. Jiang Bo turned his attention to the Qiao couple who raised Yuanjing. He didn’t believe Yuanjing would stay in the lab if something happened to them. If that failed, he’d target Xia Mingfeng—the root of Xiao Bai’s episodes.

Jiang Bo decided to act on both fronts. One incident would surely draw Yuanjing out.

He chose a car accident—common and easy to cover up.

Mama Qiao returned from outside, shaken. “That scared me to death. I went to buy groceries and nearly got hit by a drunk driver. If Xiao Wang from next door hadn’t pulled me away, I’d have been struck.”

Papa Qiao, alarmed, checked her over. Just some scraped skin. “From now on, you stay at the shop. I’ll buy groceries. Or we’ll shop in the neighborhood for a while, even if it’s pricier, for peace of mind.”

“Right, let’s do that. But today was an accident—don’t tell Xiao Jing, or he’ll worry and rush back from school. Oh, I need to thank Xiao Wang.”

It wasn’t just Mama Qiao. On her way home, Xia Mingfeng nearly got hit by a truck, which could’ve killed her. Her legs were jelly when she got out of the car. If not for her vigilance, she might’ve been struck. Hearing about the Qiao couple’s incident, she was livid.

She hadn’t expected Jiang Bo to actually target them. His conscience was dog food. The Jiang family had raised a wolf.

With a glint of steel in her eyes, Xia Mingfeng made a call. “Find a chance to tell Jiang Yujin the truth about those twins. No, wait—I’ll go myself. She’ll be thrilled to see me.”



  

    Xia Mingfeng wanted to see them tear each other apart. Why had Jiang Bo targeted her son? Wasn’t it because of their blood ties? Those twins were even closer to Wei Jiabai than Xiao Jing was, weren’t they? With two of them, surely one would be a better match. She couldn’t wait to see how Wei Xiangrong would keep up his “devoted lover” act then.

She knew Jiang Bo had visited Jiang Yujin, though she wasn’t privy to their conversation. Could she assume Jiang Yujin was in on the plan? Even in prison, didn’t Jiang Yujin have people on the outside?

She wondered how Jiang Yujin would react when she learned Wei Xiangrong had a pair of twins far more outstanding than Wei Jiabai. Could she stay calm?

No rush—she’d find out soon.

Xia Mingfeng brought the investigation files and two paternity test reports to visit Jiang Yujin in prison.

Jiang Yujin was initially thrilled to see Xia Mingfeng. Thanks to Jiang Bo’s hints about their plan, knowing Xia Mingfeng’s son would soon be her son’s heart donor filled her with glee. She could hardly contain her laughter, imagining Xia Mingfeng’s face when she saw her son’s body. She wanted to be there to savor it.

The thought made Jiang Yujin tremble with excitement.

Xia Mingfeng was equally delighted. “I know it’s boring in here, so I brought you something. You’ll be thrilled—overjoyed.”

Wouldn’t Jiang Yujin, who loved a man with heirs to carry on his legacy, be ecstatic?

Xia Mingfeng passed a file through the guard. It contained nothing contraband, perfectly aboveboard.

The guard checked it and handed it to Jiang Yujin, who eyed Xia Mingfeng suspiciously. What good could she possibly bring?

When she saw the paternity test results and the identities involved, Jiang Yujin shot to her feet, glaring venomously at Xia Mingfeng. “Impossible! You’re trying to sow discord, aren’t you? I don’t believe a single word!”

Xia Mingfeng wasn’t surprised by her reaction. “Keep reading. Those twins are Wei Xiangrong and Wei Yun’s. Wei Yun’s husband is infertile, incapable of having kids. She married him to cover for him—probably grateful to Wei Yun and the Wei family, right? I checked thoroughly. The Wei family has more than just those twins, so why does Wei Xiangrong favor them so much? He spends a fortune on them yearly, ensuring they get the best education. Tsk, tsk, can’t you see what he’s up to? He’s grooming his successors.”

“Jiang Yujin, I told you back then that Wei Xiangrong wasn’t reliable. He was after your status. You didn’t believe me—you hated me and sent my child away. Haha, now you’re reaping what you sowed. Maybe Wei Xiangrong’s cheering now that you’re locked up. He doesn’t even need to reveal the twins’ identities—just pass the company to his ‘nephews.’ It’s no different from passing it to his sons. Haha, Jiang Yujin, you and your son have been paving the way for someone else’s future.”

Xia Mingfeng didn’t care if Jiang Yujin believed the documents right away. Once doubt took root, she’d have her people investigate. When the truth came out, could Jiang Yujin cling to nearly two decades of faith?

As Xia Mingfeng predicted, Jiang Yujin was on the verge of losing it. She told herself the paternity tests were fake, not a word to be trusted, but Xia Mingfeng’s words burrowed into her mind, replaying endlessly.

“No—it’s impossible! Wei Xiangrong wouldn’t deceive or betray me!” she screamed.

“Quiet! Quiet!” A passing guard knocked on the door to warn her.

Jiang Yujin shot him a vicious glare, her eyes wild with madness. If she had the strength, she’d break out of prison right now to confront Wei Xiangrong herself.

After two sleepless nights, unable to stay calm, she sent for Jiang Bo.

Jiang Bo was stunned. The Wei twins were really Wei Xiangrong and Wei Yun’s illegitimate children? Thinking back, he’d seen the twins—they did resemble Wei Xiangrong. If he and Wei Yun weren’t related by blood, that resemblance was damning.

At the same time, he was elated. If they were Wei Xiangrong’s, that meant two more potential heart donors.

“Don’t worry, Second Sister. I’ll get to the bottom of this and report back as soon as I have answers.”

At that moment, Jiang Yujin wasn’t thinking about heart donors—she just wanted to know if Wei Xiangrong had deceived her all these years.

With intent comes opportunity. Wei Xiangrong never imagined his secret of over a decade would be uncovered. The twins were unprotected, so Jiang Bo easily obtained a fresh paternity test.

Shock, disdain, and anger flashed through Jiang Bo’s eyes. He was furious at Wei Xiangrong’s deception. To have a pair of twins besides Xiao Bai—what did that make Xiao Bai?

Before, he’d thought Wei Xiangrong was a good husband and father, but now the paternity test stung his eyes.

Jiang Bo decided not to tell Wei Jiabai—he couldn’t handle the shock. Bringing the results to visit Jiang Yujin, she pounced forward eagerly. “Tell me, Wei Xiangrong didn’t deceive me, did he? He never betrayed me?”

Seeing the bloodshot eyes and madness in Jiang Yujin’s gaze, Jiang Bo shook his head. “He deceived you, Second Sister. From the start, he betrayed you. The twins are his and Wei Yun’s, born just two months after Xiao Bai.”

“No!” Jiang Yujin went berserk, slamming her head against the partition. Even Jiang Bo was startled by her state. Guards rushed in, struggling to restrain her. She collapsed to the floor, staring blankly at the ceiling, lost in thought.

Looking at his Second Sister, Jiang Bo felt a twinge of pity but little sympathy, even some displeasure. Even now, was Wei Xiangrong more important to her than Xiao Bai?

He reminded her, “Second Sister, should we adjust our plan? I believe Xiao Bai will recover soon.”

Jiang Yujin’s eyes finally moved, gleaming with hatred. “Yes, he dared betray me. I’ll…”

“Second Sister!” Jiang Bo raised his voice to cut her off. In her irrational state, she might say something dangerous.

Crawling up, Jiang Yujin lunged at the partition, hiding the crazed hatred in her eyes. “Save Xiao Bai. I’m entrusting him to you. Make sure he recovers.”

“Don’t worry, Second Sister. I know what to do.”

From that day, Jiang Yujin withered like a flower without water, her eyes dull yet tinged with madness, ready to erupt at any moment.

Everything unfolded as Xia Mingfeng planned. She had someone pass a message to Old Madam Jiang, urging her to get Jiang Yujin released early. Meanwhile, Jiang Bo obtained blood samples from the twins for Wei Jiabai’s compatibility test, eventually targeting the older twin, the boy.

At this point, Xia Mingfeng sent the news to Wei Xiangrong, informing him that Jiang Bo and Jiang Yujin were after the twins’ hearts.

Wei Xiangrong was shocked. How could his secret of over a decade be uncovered? Impossible. But just in case, he called home. His mother rambled that the twins had been attacked recently, both injured and bleeding.

At the mention of “blood,” Wei Xiangrong’s heart skipped a beat, as if his soul had been jolted. He immediately called his mother, ordering her to keep the twins safe at home, not letting them go anywhere until he returned. At the same time, he had someone book the earliest flight back.

With Jiang Bo’s attention now fully on Wei Xiangrong and the twins, Xia Mingfeng, Papa Qiao, and Mama Qiao were safe for the time being.

Xia Mingfeng had timed her message to Wei Xiangrong carefully, sending it before Jiang Bo could act. She couldn’t stand by and watch teenagers be targeted for their lives. Unlike Jiang Bo and Jiang Yujin, she wasn’t that ruthless. Hoping it wasn’t too late, she even sent Wei Xiangrong the compatibility test data, wanting the two sides to tear into each other harder.

When Wei Xiangrong received the documents, he broke out in a cold sweat. How could his long-hidden secret have been uncovered? Though Jiang Yujin was in prison, the Jiang family still held power. He didn’t dare reveal the twins’ existence now. Just in case, he was about to call home and tell Wei Yun to drop everything and watch the twins closely.

As if on cue, Wei Yun called first, complaining, “Brother Rong, you’ve got to stand up for the kids. They were targeted by some thugs, beaten, and even bled. When have they ever suffered like this? Even puny thugs dare touch them. I promised the kids we’d teach those thugs a lesson.”

Wei Xiangrong was alarmed, too worried about the blood to care about the thugs. He pressed Wei Yun for details, and she exaggerated the twins’ injuries to make him feel for them, hoping he’d bring her and the twins to the capital to live in luxury. She knew she couldn’t cross Jiang Yujin, but wasn’t Jiang Yujin in prison? What right did she have to claim the title of Mrs. Wei? In Wei Yun’s mind, it was time for her and the twins to take their rightful place.

Wei Xiangrong pulled out the mysterious documents again, seeing the note about using the twins’ blood for Wei Jiabai’s heart compatibility test. His hands trembled as he barked at Wei Yun, “Take the twins home now! Don’t let them leave the house. I’m coming back immediately. Do you hear me? Hurry!”

Wei Yun was startled by his roar but, dependent on him, hung up and went to fetch the twins, waiting for his return.

Wei Xiangrong took the earliest flight, wishing the journey could be shorter so he could be with the twins instantly.

Jiang Bo and Jiang Yujin both knew about the twins now and planned to take their healthy hearts to replace Wei Jiabai’s. Wei Xiangrong wasn’t heartless toward Wei Jiabai—he’d fulfill his every wish while he was still alive—but the healthy twins held a higher place in his heart. They were the children he’d truly hoped for, unlike Wei Jiabai.

How dare they?

On the way, Wei Xiangrong made constant calls to ensure the twins’ safety and track Jiang Bo and Wei Jiabai’s whereabouts.

Jiang Bo wasn’t at his company in the capital, and Wei Jiabai had been taken by Jiang Bo on a “trip.” A damned trip! Wei Xiangrong nearly smashed his phone. Jiang Bo was really going after the twins, and it had to be under Jiang Yujin’s orders. What a vicious woman!

With trembling fingers, Wei Xiangrong called Jiang Bo. It rang for a while before he answered.

“Jiang Bo, where are you? I need to see you—now!” Wei Xiangrong’s voice was sharp.

Jiang Bo, looking at Xiao Bai already settled in the hospital under his arrangements, stepped out of the room to reply. “No need to find me. I’m on a business trip and brought Xiao Bai along to relax. You, the father, don’t care about Xiao Bai’s condition, but I, as his uncle, can’t ignore it.”

“Pah!” Wei Xiangrong wanted to curse. “Uncle? You only want to be an elder? Your filthy thoughts are all over the internet. Any kid with an elder like you is cursed for eight lifetimes. Jiang Bo, I’m telling you, whatever you and Jiang Yujin are planning, stop it! Or I’ll haunt you from hell!”

Jiang Bo’s pupils constricted. How did Wei Xiangrong know what they were doing? Shocked inside, he retorted, “I don’t need you to judge me. Ask yourself, do you truly care for Xiao Bai? With Second Sister in prison, how many times have you checked on him? Asked if he took his medicine? Cared about his mood? Are you fit to be his father?”

“Are you stopping or not? Answer me!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Brother-in-Law. I told you, I’m on a business trip and brought Xiao Bai to unwind so he doesn’t die from your neglect first.” Jiang Bo hung up, urgency leaving no room for hesitation. He made another call. “Act now!”

Wei Xiangrong tried calling back, but Jiang Bo’s phone was off. Wei Jiabai’s was powered down too.

Gritting his teeth, Wei Xiangrong made a tough call and reported to the local police, sending them the documents, hoping they’d protect the twins.

The police were shocked by the evidence, true or not—it involved lives. They mobilized immediately.

‘Bang!’

“There’s been a car accident! Someone’s hurt—quick, save them!”

“The ambulance is here. That was fast.”

The police split into two teams, eventually stopping the injured—a family of three—from being wheeled into the operating room. They were transferred to another hospital, and the surgical team was detained for investigation. By the time Jiang Bo got the news, it was too late. With Wei Jiabai holding him back, he couldn’t escape and was taken in for questioning.

Jiang Bo hadn’t expected Wei Xiangrong to have solid evidence. He thought acting fast would outpace Wei Xiangrong’s interference. Could he really let Xiao Bai die for Wei Xiangrong’s other son?

Thinking of Wei Jiabai still in the hospital, Jiang Bo felt despair and rage. Why? They were one step away. Why was fate so cruel to Xiao Bai?

The police were stunned to confirm the evidence—a plot to harvest a living person’s heart for a transplant. Did these people not know that taking a heart kills the donor? How deranged did you have to be to disregard a life? Was a heart patient’s life the only one that mattered?

“Investigate! Get to the bottom of this! Drag out everyone involved!” The case alarmed higher authorities, who issued a strict order: no one could flout the law or human lives. A provincial task force was assigned to the case.

Someone at the hospital leaked the story online, sparking an uproar.

Netizens, with their formidable sleuthing, identified the main players from a few photos. The hospital and doctors aside, the man in the suit taken by police was none other than the CEO of Jingxun Tech, a rising star in the capital. Young, handsome, and wealthy, he had fans calling him “hubby.”

“I know this guy. Remember the ‘most toxic sister-in-law’ case from over a year ago? This Jingxun Tech CEO is a Jiang, though I heard he’s their adopted son. Guess why he wanted a live heart transplant? Because Jiang Yujin’s son has a congenital heart condition and won’t live long.”

“My God! No wonder they’re family—they’re all so vicious.”

“Don’t lump them together. The Jiang family’s eldest is decent. I heard Jiang Bo pissed off Old Master Jiang for some reason, and they publicly cut ties with him. Plus, the kid sent away by the toxic sister-in-law was also a Jiang.”

“Still, the Jiang family’s cursed. Truly cursed.”

“Heh, insider info: why’s Jiang Bo so devoted to his nephew? Because he’s his sweetheart.”

“What’s that mean?”

“They’re a couple, what else?”

“WHAT?!”

The explosive news drew more attention, with more details unearthed. For instance, the heart’s intended donor was publicly Wei Xiangrong’s nephew but actually his biological son, Wei Jiabai’s half-sibling.

Wasn’t it obvious? Let’s talk about Wei Xiangrong, the classic “phoenix man.” He married into the Jiang family for their status. Look how prosperous the Wei family is now. Did anyone really think he loved that venomous Jiang Yujin? If he did, those twins, born just two months after Wei Jiabai, wouldn’t exist.

And Wei Yun? Another insider spilled: what sister? Nonsense. She’s not even a Wei by blood, so it’s not incest. But maybe incest runs in the Wei family—Wei Xiangrong and Wei Yun, Wei Jiabai and his uncle Jiang Bo. It’s karma.



  

    The onlookers finally pieced it together: this was a classic case of dog-eat-dog, a chaotic spectacle, a true drama of the year—nothing could be more thrilling.

At first, many felt sympathy for the young boy forced to donate his heart. But as the complex web of relationships unraveled, that sympathy waned. Still, he was an innocent life, and thankfully, the police intervened in time to save him from the operating table where his heart would have been removed.

The boy was finally safe, and Wei Xiangrong, rushing back home, could breathe a sigh of relief. He visited Jiang Bo and, seeing his unrepentant expression, wanted to slap him. This scoundrel always looked down on others, but they were all just leeching off the Jiang family. Who was better than whom?

Wei Xiangrong then hurried to the hospital, his arm already raised to strike, but seeing Wei Jiabai’s pale face and bluish lips, he couldn’t bring himself to do it—such a slap might have taken half the boy’s life.

He held back, but Wei Jiabai lashed out, demanding his uncle’s return. He’d been told it was Wei Xiangrong who reported the case, ruining his chance at a healthy heart and a long life with his uncle. “They’re illegitimate, worthless! It’s their honor to give me their heart. You betrayed my mom by having those bastards outside, and I’ll make you pay!”

Wei Jiabai lunged at Wei Xiangrong, but his heart, pushed to its limit, gave out. Clutching his chest, he collapsed. Wei Xiangrong, unable to watch him die, called for help. Doctors rushed in, sending him to the emergency room.

Wei Xiangrong’s days weren’t easy either. At the hospital or back home, people gave him strange looks. Jiang Yujin was vicious, but Wei Xiangrong, the opportunistic “phoenix man,” wasn’t much better. He’d risen through Jiang Yujin’s influence but had secretly been involved with his own sister—non-biological, sure, but they grew up together, listed on the same household registry.

The Wei family’s reputation, once illustrious, was now tarnished. Wei Yun’s husband naturally divorced her, and the Wei family’s former glory was replaced by disdain.

Jiang Bo was arrested. Though his crime was attempted, he wouldn’t be out anytime soon, likely facing the same fate as Jiang Yujin. Once his identity was exposed, Jingxun Company’s stocks plummeted, and the Jiang family couldn’t hide the scandal.

The moment Jiang Bo’s identity was revealed, Jiang Hong was informed. He never imagined Jiang Bo would be so audacious. Though the patriarch publicly disowned Jiang Bo, Jiang Hong knew the Jiang family would still suffer.

He didn’t hide it from his parents. After careful consideration, he told them. The old man trembled with rage, and the old lady fainted. Upon waking, she wailed for a while before remembering that while Jiang Bo was arrested, Wei Jiabai was still out there.

The old man, hearing his wife still cared about Wei Jiabai, snapped, “His father’s there, isn’t he? If his own dad doesn’t care, why should we?”

The old lady pitied her grandson, whom she’d raised: “That shameless Wei Xiangrong had twins with that despicable woman behind our Yujin’s back. The third son nearly had those twins’ hearts taken. Would Wei Xiangrong care for my grandson? In his hands, my grandson’s death would only be delayed. No, you must bring Xiaobai back, or I’ll go myself!”

The old man roared, “Fine, go get him! But don’t come back to this house—go live with him and serve him!”

“I told the second daughter Wei Xiangrong was no good,” he continued. “What did you and she say? Just because her sister-in-law mentioned it, the second daughter held a grudge and sent Chenchen away. And now? Look at the man she defied us for!”

Furious, the old man landed in the hospital. With his harsh words, the old lady didn’t dare fetch Wei Jiabai herself but tried to urge Jiang Hong to do it while tending to her husband.

Jiang Hong had just received documents from Xia Mingfeng, detailing how Jiang Bo and Jiang Yujin initially targeted Qiao Yuanjing’s heart. Wei Xiangrong’s twins were exposed by her, and she also tipped him off. Reading this, Jiang Hong felt dizzy with rage. If not for his mother in front of him, he didn’t know what he’d have done.

He threw the documents at his mother and left without a word. The old man was right—Wei Jiabai’s father was there, so why should he get involved? He didn’t believe Wei Jiabai was entirely ignorant; his blood ran as cold as Jiang Yujin’s.

The old lady nearly fainted again after reading the documents: “What sins have we committed!”

When Xia Mingfeng sent the documents to Jiang Hong, she also forwarded a copy to the police, leading to a reinvestigation of two related traffic accidents. Another charge was added to Jiang Bo’s crimes.

Jiang Hong went to find Xia Mingfeng. It was easy now—he was granted access at her company and soon faced her. “Is Xiao Jing okay?” he asked anxiously. “And you and the Qiao couple, are you unharmed?”

“Sit,” Xia Mingfeng said calmly, though she had no intention of letting him off. She recounted a dream Qiao Yuanjing had shared, and Jiang Hong’s eyes reddened. If not for Xia’s vigilance, it might have unfolded just like the dream.

He covered his face. “I’ve failed our son.”

Xia Mingfeng sneered, “Yes, I was blind to choose you. Xiao Jing must’ve had the worst luck to be born into the Jiang family. When I first found him, my only thought was to bring him back to the Jiangs, to pave his way with their resources.”

“But after everything, I gave up. Even with Jiang Yujin and Jiang Bo in prison, I can’t trust the Jiang family. It’s a wolf’s den for my son. He’s never gained anything from them—only endless disasters.”

“So, Jiang Hong, let’s get the divorce papers signed. No more delays.”

She had feelings for him, or she wouldn’t have delayed the divorce for so long. Jiang Hong was good, but his family dragged him down.

She was tired.

Jiang Hong opened his mouth to speak but closed it helplessly. He knew he couldn’t keep Mingfeng this time. Even he was disillusioned with his family—how could Mingfeng feel any different? Perhaps letting her go was the kindest thing.

“And Xiao Jing…?”

“Don’t worry, he’s fine, buried in the lab. He probably doesn’t even know what’s happening outside. He doesn’t care about our affairs.”

Xia Mingfeng had realized Yuanjing’s indifference to the Jiang family, so there was no need to delay further.

A once-loving couple had become strangers.




  

    Yuanjing hadn’t attended many classes, making him the most mysterious figure in his cohort. Most classmates envied and admired him—being a freshman working under Professor Liang meant something significant. Everyone in the department knew who Professor Liang was.

When the hectic exam week ended, many expected Yuanjing to fail several courses. His major subjects might be fine, but what about the general education ones? Yet, when the results came out, jaws dropped. Yuanjing’s total score topped the list, leaving the second-place student far behind.

Tsinghua University admitted only the best from each province, students who rarely admired others, confident in their own excellence. But this time, they conceded to Qiao Yuanjing. His grades were extraordinary, especially considering he barely attended classes.

They were ordinary geniuses; Qiao Yuanjing was a genius among geniuses.

Upon leaving the lab, Yuanjing caught up on outside news. Knowing Qiao’s parents and Xia Mingfeng were safe put him at ease. No phone calls during the experiment had already hinted at no emergencies, and now he was just getting the full picture.

What he hadn’t expected was that Jiang Bo and Jiang Yujin had targeted his heart again. He felt fortunate that, using a dream as an excuse, he’d prompted Xia Mingfeng to stay vigilant, sparing Qiao’s parents and Xia herself from harm. When Xia exposed the twins’ situation, Yuanjing couldn’t help but admire her brilliance. Unlike Jiang Bo and Jiang Yujin, Xia had a moral line—she didn’t let the twins die. Yuanjing liked that about her.

After dining separately with Qiao’s parents and Xia Mingfeng, and spending a few days with Zhou Hengjun, Yuanjing returned to the lab. Behind him, the tall Zhou Hengjun watched longingly as he entered.

A senior lab mate teased, “Your friend’s like a big dog, abandoned by his master—poor thing. Junior, fess up, you two…”

Yuanjing grinned openly, “Caught by you, huh? It’s exactly what you’re thinking.”

The senior patted his shoulder, impressed by his boldness. But considering the lab’s upcoming achievements and Yuanjing’s rising status, she didn’t think it was a big deal.

As the year neared its end, a major story broke from abroad, first hyped by official media, then amplified by various platforms. The nation erupted in excitement—no celebrity gossip could rival this.

China had successfully cloned a mouse heart!

What did this mean? It signaled that, in the near future, human hearts could be cloned from cells, and perhaps other organs too—corneas, spleens, livers, lungs, stomachs, even limbs. International experts and citizens turned their attention to China, eager to learn how this young scientist achieved it, a leap forward in life sciences.

The paper’s first author was Qiao Yuanjing, with Professor Liang as second. Many couldn’t believe Liang was only second author. Liang fielded countless calls, candidly stating that without Qiao Yuanjing, the experiment wouldn’t have succeeded. “Qiao Yuanjing is a genius.”

But who was Qiao Yuanjing? Previously unknown, his sudden fame sparked curiosity. Enthusiastic (or gossipy) netizens dug into his background: a Tsinghua freshman who’d only studied for half a year. Then came a shocking revelation that fueled public gossip.

“Remember the ‘most vicious aunt’ case two years ago? Or the recent plot to steal a living person’s heart? Anyone recall the Jiang family’s abandoned child whose identity was never revealed? Anyone still care about that kid?”

“No way, you’re saying Qiao Yuanjing is the Jiang family’s abandoned child?!”

“Shocking! Unbelievable!”

“Here’s a photo—judge for yourself if they’re family. Another clue: Chairman Xia settled in Beijing when Qiao Yuanjing entered Tsinghua. Jiang H’s transfer back to Beijing happened at the same time. I won’t spell out names to avoid trouble.”

“Holy—! The photo confirms it! He’s got the best of both parents’ looks. During the summer’s top-scorer rankings, Qiao Yuanjing won the most fans with his looks. Who’d have thought he was the Jiangs’ abandoned child? Despite losing their privileged environment, he’s still a winner. Respect.”

“Have you considered this: if Yuanjing grew up in the Jiang family, he might’ve been even more outstanding, maybe cloning human hearts by now. But that vicious aunt threw him out, and karma hit her son with congenital heart disease. Recently, there was that scandal about harvesting hearts. The irony? The person who could’ve saved her son was her nephew, the one she discarded. Wonder how she feels now.”

Netizens were stunned, speechless. The logic was undeniable. If Yuanjing had grown up with the Jiangs’ resources, organ cloning might’ve advanced sooner, solving Wei Jiabai’s heart issue. But the aunt’s actions delayed progress, possibly past the window to save her son.

Would the vicious aunt regret it?

Her courtroom defiance suggested no remorse. But now?

Xia Mingfeng, thrilled and proud of her son, followed the online gossip. What netizens couldn’t do, she did—she compiled the gossip and sent it to Jiang Yujin.

Compared to her son’s blow, her own revenge was mild. She wanted Jiang Yujin to know she’d personally squandered her son’s chance at survival.

Xia believed the netizens’ reasoning. Yuanjing’s early resources were limited. After reuniting with her, she and Jiang Hong gathered top-tier materials in the field, enabling his rapid progress. Her son was a genius, limited only by the ordinary circumstances of the Qiao family. With the right environment, he soared.

Had he grown up with the Jiangs’ resources, his talent would’ve blossomed earlier, possibly cloning a heart for Wei Jiabai. But that research wasn’t there yet, and Wei Jiabai might not live to see it.

With the twins’ identities exposed, Jiang Yujin, in prison, grew lifeless, her sharp eyes glaring at Xia Mingfeng. Others might’ve flinched, but Xia wasn’t fazed.

Jiang Yujin had withered, her once-arrogant venom now starkly visible.

Xia sneered, “Don’t be like that. I brought these documents for you to see—you’ll be thrilled. I’m leaving; take your time.”

She’d planned to stay and watch Jiang Yujin’s reaction, but seeing her defeated, man-dependent state killed her interest. Honestly, Xia despised her. A Jiang family heiress, yet so narrow-minded, her life revolving around men—arrogant on the surface, pathetic underneath.

As Xia turned to leave, Jiang Yujin paused, then slowly opened the documents. Ten minutes later, she screamed, “Impossible! No—!” and collapsed, fainting.

The prison guards, having reviewed the documents, felt little sympathy. She’d brought this on herself.

Their thoughts echoed Xia’s: if the Jiang child hadn’t been sent away and raised by an ordinary family, human organ cloning might’ve been achieved, and Jiang Yujin’s son wouldn’t face death.

She’d sent away her son’s only savior—she was his true killer.

Upon waking, Jiang Yujin went mad, desperately trying to contact the Jiang matriarch. Her hopes of early release had died with Jiang Bo’s imprisonment.

For the sake of the Jiang patriarch, guards relayed her message. The matriarch, unable to abandon her daughter, brought items to visit. Seeing Jiang Yujin’s pitiful state, she wept. If not for the partition, she’d have struck her for harming her eldest brother, alienating even his support.

Jiang Yujin grabbed the phone, shouting, “Mom, beg that woman’s son! Only he can save Xiaobai. Mom, I’m begging you! Wei Xiangrong betrayed me—what’s left for me? Xiaobai’s all I have. If he dies, I don’t want to live. Mom, help me beg him. If you step in, it’ll work. Please, this is my last request.”

To force her mother’s hand, Jiang Yujin knelt. The matriarch, overwhelmed, tearfully agreed to anything.

Unaware of national news, she didn’t understand how her grandson could save her great-grandson. Skeptical a young boy could achieve what top heart doctors couldn’t, she hesitated but took a pot of nourishing soup to the sanatorium to see Old Man Jiang.

After his hospital stay, Old man Jiang moved to the sanatorium, avoiding his wife. He was in high spirits, proud of his grandson’s news and receiving congratulatory calls about Qiao Yuanjing’s achievements.

Anyone could see Yuanjing’s bright future. In a world valuing power and wealth, health was paramount. Replacing failing organs could extend lives, making connections with Yuanjing and Old Man Jiang valuable.

Old Man Jiang, though yet to meet his grandson, was elated, grinning ear to ear.

When the old lady arrived, he was playing chess and chatting with another sanatorium resident, his smugness almost infuriating his opponent. The friend thought to retort—Yuanjing hadn’t returned to the Jiangs, and with the family’s state and the old man’s health, why boast? But he held back, letting him enjoy the moment.

Seeing his wife, Old Man Jiang’s mood soured. “What now? I’m telling you, I’m done with the second and third kids’ messes.”

The old lady’s face fell. As expected, he knew her too well—always meddling at their second daughter’s urging. Still, he drank her soup and shared some with his chess friend.

The friend shook his head inwardly—what a mess for Jiang Hong. Luckily, Yuanjing was exceptional, likely easing scrutiny on Jiang Hong’s career.

The old lady, seeing the patriarch finish the soup, spoke up, “It’s not about the second daughter—it’s Xiao Bai. She says Chenchen’s son can save him. I don’t understand, so I’m asking you. If it’s true, I’ll go beg that boy myself.”

‘Bang!’ Old Man Jiang slammed the bowl down. “Now you think of that boy? How did she treat him before? It’s too late. If Xiao Bai could live a few more years, maybe there’d be hope, but the solution isn’t ready yet.”

He sneered, “She ruined her own son. If she hadn’t sent that boy away, the solution might’ve been found by now. Did she tell you that? Or is she too ashamed? Regret? Too late!”

“What’s going on?” the old lady asked, confused.

The chess friend kindly explained the details. Realizing the truth, the old lady collapsed, wailing, “What sins have we committed!”

Old Man Jiang added grimly, “Your second daughter’s sins, harming her own child. That’s karma.”

Sobbing, the old lady pleaded, “Is there no way? Can’t we urge the boy…?”

“Don’t be delusional. Even a new drug takes years—let alone something this complex. Instead of scheming, make the Weis care for Wei Jiabai properly. Maybe he’ll live long enough to be saved.”

He wanted nothing more to do with that great-grandson. Frail as he was, his heart was as cruel as his mother’s. Both had become a laughingstock.

The old lady scrambled up. “I’ll go! If that Wei scum mistreats Xiao Bai, I’ll tear him apart!”

She stormed off. The patriarch sighed, shaking his head. He knew she couldn’t let go of their second daughter and her great-grandson. There was no need to bring Yuanjing back—just watching from afar was enough. He even considered sneaking to Tsinghua to glimpse him.

This New Year, Qiao Yuanjing’s name dominated media and platform trending lists. Even the hottest celebrities stepped back; their fans stayed silent, knowing any challenge would backfire.

No rags-to-riches story matched Qiao Yuanjing’s.

---

Two Years Later

Two years passed quickly, yet changed much.

Now a junior, Zhou Hengjun had matured significantly. His company launched its first product: a household robot. Unlike basic floor-cleaning bots, this truly intelligent robot eliminated the need for maids or partial nanny services. Cooking and medical robots were in development.

Zhou’s debut earned him the title of the new “overbearing CEO”.

The previous one? Well, Jiang Bo was still in prison. A new, handsome, wealthy, and cool CEO had emerged.

“Don’t jinx it! Look at the last CEO’s fate—that title’s cursed.”

“Hmph, that guy was a fraud. Jiang Bo relied on the Jiangs to rise. Without them, would he have climbed so fast? He turned out to be an ungrateful wolf. Zhou’s different. Though he’s the Zhou enterprise’s heir, he didn’t use their resources. Kicked out of Beijing by his dad, he got into Tsinghua on his own merit, without his mom’s inheritance. His tech skills built this robot empire.”




  

    The Zhou family’s affairs were thoroughly exposed online, laid bare for all to see. Compared to Zhou Pengfei, the illegitimate son now favored by Father Zhou, netizens mocked the father’s poor judgment. How could he exile such an outstanding son like Zhou Hengjun while treating the incompetent Pengfei like a treasure?

What was Zhou Pengfei up to? When Zhou Hengjun returned to Beijing, Pengfei’s plan to study abroad was scrapped. His father paid to get him into a school, but the young master wasn’t one to focus on studies. His three years were colorful: scandals with influencers, funneling money to a minor celebrity, and a drunk-driving incident that left him crashing into a bridge pier. It took his father considerable effort to bail him out.

Seeing Zhou Hengjun’s new company thrive, not only was Pengfei green with envy, but Father Zhou was too. His own company had stagnated, unable to advance yet at risk of being overtaken by high-tech startups. Zhou Hengjun’s company emerged at the perfect time, and Father Zhou set his sights on this son he’d never valued. After all, wasn’t everything the son had ultimately his? Phone calls went unanswered—Hengjun had long blocked him. When Father Zhou showed up in person, he didn’t even see Hengjun and still had the gall to boss the company staff around, amusing and infuriating them.

Who didn’t know the Zhou family drama? He acted like Hengjun’s company was his to command.

In the lab, Zhou Hengjun got a call from his company. He sneered, “If he dares show up again, put him on the no-entry list. Whoever lets him in is fired.”

With the boss’s orders, the staff happily complied. Plus, the company had shares held by second-generation heirs like Du Yue. Hearing Father Zhou was eyeing the company, they were livid—did he think they were invisible? They promptly reported it to their families.

Over the next few days, Father Zhou received multiple “heart-to-heart” calls, infuriating him to the point of nearly smashing his phone. But faced with their collective “persuasion,” he had to abandon his plans.

Zhou Hengjun brushed it off, his focus on the person before him, more excited than about his own company. “The press conference is coming up?”

“Yes, it’s finally wrapping up. These two years have been tough on everyone.”

“Not tough at all!” the lab team protested, waving off the notion. Since their mouse heart cloning success two years ago, countless people wanted into the project, but Yuanjing and Professor Liang kept the original team, later adding a few experts. Their resumes would now shine, their lives transformed.

Two years had passed, and media topics had shifted repeatedly. Many forgot the mouse heart cloning, assuming human organ cloning was years away. Only experts and those needing transplants followed the lab’s progress. Finally, the day arrived: state TV announced major news, followed by media and online platforms, triggering another news frenzy.

Headlines blared: “Qiao Yuanjing’s Team Successfully Clones Human Heart!”

China—no, the world—was stunned, eyes fixed on a Chinese lab and a young man just entering his twenties.

“Oh my God, they did it! I’m crying at this news!”

“Seen the foreign netizens’ rainbow farts for Qiao Yuanjing? So cringeworthy!”

“I saw that. Some questioned Yuanjing and China, claiming we cheated. Pfft, but their own experts shut them down quick.”

“We all eat and drink to grow up, so why’s the gap between people so huge? As a peer, I’m so jealous of Yuanjing I could… worship him. Papa Qiao, glance my way and share some IQ!”

“Haha, calling him a peer one second, ‘Papa’ the next! Ask Yuanjing’s dad if he’ll take you as a grandson!”

The press conference tested the nation’s online platforms. Despite preparations, the flood of viewers caused congestion as it began. Backstage staff sweated, working frantically—they couldn’t let Yuanjing lose face at such a critical moment.

The conference was high-profile, hosted by the state. Yuanjing’s first official appearance sparked a barrage of excited comments. Despite prior photos and college entrance exam interview clips, his striking looks still stunned viewers.

“I’m switching teams! I love Brother Qiao’s face. He could’ve won with looks but chose world-class talent instead!”

“Look at the audience—big shots who rarely show up, all here for Qiao Yuanjing.”

“Huh? I see CEO Zhou and CEO Xia. Xia makes sense—she’s Yuanjing’s mom. But why’s Zhou here?”

“Why else? To support Yuanjing, duh. Don’t you know they’re high school buddies, got into Tsinghua together, share a dorm? Their bond’s tight. Yuanjing inviting Zhou is normal.”

“Look, the middle-aged couple next to Xia must be Yuanjing’s adoptive parents.”

“Definitely. You can tell by their gazes. They’re ordinary yet extraordinary. Without them, we wouldn’t have today’s Qiao Yuanjing. Remember, that vicious aunt bribed a nanny to abandon him in the mountains in winter. He nearly froze or got taken by wolves. No wonder he hasn’t returned to the Jiangs.”

“Psh, what’s so great about the Jiangs? With Yuanjing’s talent, he could build his own empire. The Jiangs are nothing. That vicious aunt must regret it most.”

This sparked agreement, with updates on Wei Jiabai: he was barely hanging on in the hospital, uncertain if he’d live to receive a heart.

The conference was momentous but simple. Yuanjing presented the lab’s achievement: a healthy human heart cloned in a lab vessel. A video showed the process—cells from a volunteer growing into a heart, connected to artificial vessels, beating vividly.

“Today, top surgeons will transplant this cloned heart into the volunteer. We’re now connecting to the operating room.”

The screen switched to the surgery, nearing completion. Earlier footage would later show the heart’s journey from lab to patient. The audience and livestream viewers fell silent, as if afraid to disturb the procedure.

Half an hour later, the patient’s chest was closed. Assistants reported stable vitals. The lead surgeon, a Chinese medical luminary, faced the camera, smiling. “The surgery was smooth. We’ll monitor the patient and share updates. Thank you, Mr. Qiao Yuanjing. I’m confident the patient will recover fully.”

The livestream cut off, and the conference erupted in excitement. Viewers flooded the chat with emoticons, expressing their emotions.

Yuanjing prepared to leave, handing the stage to the host and team, but attendees—domestic and international—swarmed to speak with him. Everyone knew the technology’s vast industrial potential, from cloning to the culture medium itself.

“No need to crowd,” Yuanjing said. “One last thing: I’ve handed all the technology to the state. They’ll assign specialists to manage it. I’ll stay in the lab to continue my research.”

The crowd and viewers were stunned. Did he not realize the wealth this could bring? No, he likely knew better than anyone, yet he gave it up so decisively.

“Ahhh! My Qiao is amazing! Too amazing!”

“Think he needs money? CEO Xia has one kid—Yuanjing. Her wealth is his. Plus, he’s a research nerd, always in the lab. Money’s useless to him, and the state funds his lab. They treat him like a treasure now.”

“See? As he steps off, he’s surrounded—those aren’t ordinary guards. State-assigned protection.”

“Look, CEO Zhou’s chasing him! Zhou got through. Notice how the cool CEO’s been grinning all conference?”

“Wow, Yuanjing’s holding Zhou’s hand as they leave. So, what’s their deal?”

“From a lab senior: Zhou Hengjun’s Yuanjing’s personal chef, feeding him on schedule.”

“No way?!”

“Let’s take this elsewhere.”

A small group moved platforms, gushing over the real-life CP—high looks, top in their fields. But it barely stirred online; the focus was organ cloning, not Yuanjing’s love life.

Countless fans confessed their admiration, and self-proclaimed classmates and neighbors shared his past, drawing attention.

At the venue, Qiao’s parents smiled as Zhou Hengjun rushed to Yuanjing’s side. “Those two, still as close as ever.”

Yao Qiongming, present for the occasion, smirked. Qiao’s parents were clueless about the boys’ true relationship. Noticing Xia Mingfeng’s brief frown turn to a tolerant smile, Yao realized she wouldn’t interfere with Yuanjing’s love life.

Xia agreed, “Yes, their bond’s strong. Big brother, sister-in-law, let’s meet Xiao Jing backstage.”

“Great, let’s go. Mayor Yao, Brother Jiang, come too.” Jiang Hong, naturally present, stood excitedly, visibly thrilled.

Though divorced, Jiang Hong and Xia Mingfeng got along better now, talking calmly as friends.

Backstage was guarded, but the group was cleared. Yuanjing let go of Zhou’s hand to hug Qiao’s parents, accepting their congratulations. Then he turned to Xia Mingfeng, hugging her. “Mom, thank you.”

Xia’s eyes reddened, but on such a joyful day, she held back tears, smiling. “I’m proud of you, son.”

Seeing Jiang Hong, excited yet awkward, Yuanjing hugged him too. “Dad, thanks for coming.”

“Of course, of course. I did nothing—you’re the best, Xiao Jing. I’m proud of you.”

Yao Qiongming, waiting his turn, hugged Yuanjing. “You’re incredible, Xiao Jing. You’ve shocked the world.”

Yuanjing blushed, and Xia intervened. “Alright, let’s celebrate with dinner at Xiao Jing’s place.”

No objections. For safety, Yuanjing couldn’t go out freely, even domestically. After handing the tech to the state, they arranged his residence and protection. The group escorted him out.

In a Beijing suburb prison, inmates watched the broadcast, including Jiang Yujin. Seeing Yuanjing’s radiant, youthful presence, her heart felt gnawed by ants—jealousy, regret, and tangled emotions distorted her face.

Could her Xiao Bai be saved? He had to be saved, to recover fully!

In another prison, Jiang Bo watched too. Unlike Jiang Yujin’s destructive urges, he felt endless regret. Had he known Yuanjing’s capabilities, would he have targeted others’ hearts? Who else would care for Xiao Bai like him?

If only he’d known… too late. Tears of regret fell as he covered his eyes. Could Xiao Bai hold on?

In the hospital, Wei Jiabai, hooked to tubes, watched on his phone. Seeing the beating cloned heart in the surgery, his breathing quickened. Alarms blared. Doctors rushed in, finding the phone on the floor and Wei Jiabai’s distorted face, eyes wide.

Checking the monitors, a doctor calmly reached under his nose. “His heart’s stopped. It was already riddled with holes—unsalvageable.”

“Such a pity,” another said. “The conference just announced heart cloning success, but he couldn’t wait. A bit longer, and he might’ve gotten a new heart.”

A nurse scoffed, “Pity? He brought this on himself. If he’d followed doctor’s orders instead of stirring trouble, he might’ve lived two more years. Never seen a heart patient so reckless.”

“His ties to Yuanjing are messy. Maybe the conference shocked him, and his heart gave out. If I were Yuanjing, I wouldn’t want to save him.”

“Enough. Arrange his affairs and notify his family.”

Who could’ve guessed Wei Jiabai’s heart would stop the moment Yuanjing announced the cloning success?

On the road, Jiang Hong got a call about Wei Jiabai’s death. Glancing at his son, laughing with the Qiaos and Xia, he said indifferently, “Is that so? I see. We’ll talk later.”

No need to tell Xiao Jing. Though Wei Jiabai was innocent in Yuanjing’s abandonment, Jiang Hong couldn’t bear him benefiting from his son’s work. This outcome felt best.

Yes, this was fine. His son had finally accepted him. Jiang Hong smiled uncontrollably.




  

    Jiang Hong didn’t mention it, but Yuanjing learned of Wei Jiabai’s death from Zhou Hengjun. His reaction was merely a raised eyebrow before dismissing it.

Death was the fitting end for Wei Jiabai, not surviving by stealing someone else’s heart through despicable means, trading one life for his own. In this life, Yuanjing had many career paths but chose organ cloning to make those like Wei Jiabai despair. The people who harmed his original self in his past life deserved to live in hell.

Wei Jiabai’s funeral was handled by Wei Xiangrong, who had no choice with the Jiang family watching. The Jiangs may have lost affection for Wei Jiabai, but that didn’t mean they’d let the Weis disgrace him. Wei Xiangrong’s feelings for his son had long faded over the years. After the funeral, he felt a weight lift.

But life didn’t get easier for the Weis. Wei Xiangrong, Wei Yun, and their twins were now infamous across China. Originally planning to send the twins abroad for elite education, Wei Xiangrong was forced to do so sooner due to the hostile public opinion at home.

His company shrank drastically. Once backed by the Jiangs and aided by Jiang Bo, Wei Xiangrong thrived in business. Now, with his fallout with the Jiangs and Jiang Bo’s company collapsed, competitors pounced, though they held back from utterly destroying him. Otherwise, his company would’ve followed Jiang Bo’s into ruin.

In prison, Jiang Yujin and Jiang Bo received news of Wei Jiabai’s death. The lifeless Jiang Yujin went mad again, desperate to see her son and confront Yuanjing and his mother for not saving him. She injured a guard, earning a harsh lesson that left her bedridden for a week. When she rose, the last spark in her eyes was gone.

Jiang Bo didn’t lose it, but he became unresponsive, as if life had lost meaning. Though free of heart disease, his heart felt hollow.

---

When the first patient to receive a cloned heart transplant recovered and showed remarkably strong vitals, Qiao Yuanjing was showered with honors. Meanwhile, fresh from the lab, he tackled his undergraduate final exams. Still a student, he was graduating early, with professors crafting custom exams for him.

This was unprecedented, but the professors were thrilled. Yuanjing was a national treasure, coveted by many, so they were gentle, fearing he’d fail a subject.

Of course, Yuanjing passed with stellar grades. After his thesis defense, he earned his bachelor’s degree, then swiftly pursued master’s and doctoral assessments, with the state and Tsinghua paving the way.

The night he got his bachelor’s, Yuanjing confessed his relationship to Qiao’s parents, kneeling with Zhou Hengjun to admit it. They were quickly pulled up to talk.

Saying it aloud, Qiao’s parents felt a weight lift. They’d wondered why the boys were so close, from high school through years unchanged. Zhou Hengjun cared for Yuanjing better than they did, even taking cooking classes despite running a company, just to ensure Yuanjing ate well.

Zhou’s cooking impressed them. Once a young master, now a billionaire CEO, he was devoted. They couldn’t bear to break the boys apart—Yuanjing might never find a partner as caring as Zhou.

As for their future, they now saw Yuanjing’s care would be handled by the state, never left destitute. What was there to worry about?

“We can’t say much,” Qiao’s dad said. “You’re not reckless kids. You’ve thought this through better than us. But Xiao Jing, do your birth parents know? Will they object? Should we talk to them?” Ever doting, he took on this daunting task.

Yuanjing and Zhou exchanged glances. Yuanjing sat beside his dad, hugging him. “Dad, they’ve noticed and haven’t objected. They’re likely fine with it. But Hengjun and I wanted your approval first before discussing it openly with them.”

“Great, that’s great!” Qiao’s parents beamed. Their son prioritized them—their greatest blessing was bringing him home from the mountains. Who didn’t envy their good fortune now?

When Yuanjing and Zhou faced Xia Mingfeng, she promptly handed Zhou a thick red envelope as a first-meeting gift, nearly embarrassing the now-CEO Zhou.

“I’ll handle your dad,” Xia said. “Next, I’ll discuss with your parents to host a dinner to formalize your relationship. This meal matters—it tells everyone you’re a couple, so if issues arise, people have grounds to speak.”

“A certificate means little. It’s about staying committed, no matter what. I wish you both happiness.”

To Xia, her son’s happiness trumped all. If he was happy, she’d shield him from any criticism.

“Thanks, Mom.” CEO Zhou grinned foolishly, finally able to claim his place beside his “little fox.”

The dinner was small, attended by big shots. To them, Yuanjing’s lifestyle didn’t matter—his brilliant mind did. Still young, he’d surely achieve more.

Yuanjing didn’t disappoint. After hearts, other organs followed, perfected to help countless patients recover. The lab’s byproducts, like anti-aging supplements and cosmetics, flooded the market, creating a multi-trillion industry single-handedly.

---

Ten Years Later

After organ cloning, Yuanjing’s team unveiled another stunning achievement, presenting it to top officials.

“This is…”

“I call it a gene enhancement agent,” Yuanjing said. “This initial version, with ten injections, significantly boosts physical and environmental resilience, theoretically extending lifespan by 20–30 years. There’s room for improvement.”

The officials gasped. A gene enhancement agent, straight out of sci-fi, was now real.

“Begin clinical trials immediately. If successful, deploy it in the military first!” the top official decided, unanimously approved.

“Academician Qiao, your contributions over the years are etched in the nation’s heart,” the official said, grasping Yuanjing’s hand.

Yuanjing smiled. The idea for the agent sparked while developing cloning culture medium, realized after a decade.

Meanwhile, Zhou Hengjun’s intelligent robots went global, his Yuanheng Company a household name. But to him, the company was secondary—he’d proven he was worthy to stand beside Yuanjing.

Post-meeting, Yuanjing exited to find Zhou waiting. Their bond, like fine wine, grew richer over time.

Zhou took his hand, surrounded by discreet security. With the gene agent’s success, Yuanjing’s protection level was now the highest.

“I’ve got news,” Zhou said.

“What? So secretive?” At 30, Yuanjing looked barely older than 20, time seemingly favoring him.

Zhou smiled. “Jiang Yujin’s out of prison. Her first act was to stab Wei Xiangrong. He died in the hospital, and she’s back in jail, not even free for a day.”

Yuanjing raised an eyebrow, unsurprised. “She’s always been obsessive. Her world revolved around Wei Xiangrong and her son. With her son gone and Wei alive, she’d rather end the man who betrayed her herself.”

“She only saw those two—never her parents or brother. After everything, she still didn’t get it. No, it’s her self-centered nature.”

The murder barely rippled society. Only Old Lady Jiang couldn’t bear it. Already frail, her daughter’s actions left her bedridden. When Jiang Yujin’s verdict came, she passed away.

Another decade later, China launched the gene enhancement agent globally, shocking the world again. Declaring it was delivered by Academician Qiao Yuanjing ten years prior, China, now a global leader, left other nations unable to protest unless they wanted to miss out on the agent.

---

Yuanjing and Zhou lived to 130, passing together. Moments after closing his eyes, Yuanjing returned to the system space, asking 520, “I’ll meet him again, won’t I?”

520 flickered. “Host’s clearance insufficient. System cannot answer.”

Yuanjing touched his empty chest. Though the system gave no answer, he felt certain he’d meet his love again, in different forms or identities, but always by his side.

Given the system’s stinginess, he hadn’t expected an answer anyway.

“Check my points and profile.”

“Ding! Host successfully prevented the Qiaos’ deaths and preserved his heart, fulfilling the original’s life. Reward: 1000 points. Host identified the cause of the Qiaos’ and original’s deaths and retaliated against the culprits. Reward: 1000 points.”

Profile:

- Name: Yuanjing

- Points: 2000 + 1000 + 1000

- Soul Strength: 11 + 3

- Skills: Poison Ability (Beginner, requires activation), Medicine (Beginner+), Pharmacology (Beginner+)

- Merit: 15000 + 50000

Yuanjing was surprised that exposing and punishing the culprits earned 1000 points, deepening his understanding of tasks. Noticing the “+” by Pharmacology, he asked, “My biomedical achievements went to Pharmacology?”

520 wiggled in an “8” shape. Biomedicine and pharmacology are intertwined. Host’s work last life was all about healing.

Yuanjing just raised an eyebrow, not pressing further. Despite the honors, he knew his work was limited by the era’s technology. He grew excited for future worlds, realizing after two lives his thirst for exploration and higher peaks.

Noticing the merit points he’d overlooked before, he asked, “What’s merit for?”

Merit was likely from healing and charity in his first life, with more from cloning and the gene agent in the second. Xia Mingfeng and Zhou Hengjun also did plenty of charity.

520 flipped. Host, please figure it out.

Useless question, but Yuanjing figured merit was good—the more, the better. “Send me to the next world.”

---

Great Xia Dynasty

“Hiss, it hurts.”

Entering the new world, Yuanjing woke to a throbbing head. Without looking, he knew it was injured. Opening his eyes, it was pitch black—where the hell was he?

Rustling sounds came from the dark, and distant wolf howls made him shiver.

“520, where am I?” Yuanjing called the system while feeling the head wound. As expected, it was a bloody gash, now crusted over, no longer bleeding. The original owner likely died when he entered this body.

Expecting no reply, he was surprised when 520’s mechanical voice answered, “Host, you’re in the mountains. It’s 11 p.m.”

Yuanjing had no energy to argue. This body was a child’s, maybe seven or eight, dressed in coarse ancient clothing. Had he landed in ancient times, in a poor family? Why was he here, dying from a head injury?

He tore a cloth strip from his clothes to bandage his head, massaged acupoints for strength, and knew he needed a safe spot. Bugs, snakes, or beasts could make a meal of this frail body.

Guided by instinct, he found a tall tree and climbed slowly, dizzy and starving, his stomach growling. This world’s start was hard mode.

After immense effort, he reached a branch, panting. Listening to the surroundings, he finally said, “Receive memories.”

Pain hit, but his stronger soul made it bearable compared to past lives, though this body’s poor state didn’t help.

The memories gave him some grounding, but anger followed. The original, Tao Yuanjing, eight years old, was from Tao Family Village. He didn’t fall—he was pushed down a slope by his cousin, killed by her.

So innocent, so infuriating!

In his third life, he was still Yuanjing, just with a different surname, easing his immersion.

Tao Yuanjing’s memories were simple. Tao Family Village was an ordinary Great Xia Dynasty village, mostly kind folks. The Tao clan dominated, with their patriarch as village chief. Yuanjing’s family was one of many Taos.

His grandfather had passed, leaving Grandmother Song to raise three children, a formidable widow who married them off and saw grandchildren born. Yuanjing’s father, Tao Dayong, the youngest, married Xiao Song, and Yuanjing was their only son.

The eldest, Tao Dazhu, married Wang, with three daughters and a son. The second, a daughter, was married off. The family was small for the village, but not peaceful.

“520, what’s the task?”

“Live as the original, honor your parents and grandmother, make them respected, and fulfill the original’s life. Reward: 1000 points. Failure: 100 years in the black room.”

Yuanjing touched his wound. An eight-year-old wouldn’t have such wishes, but dying young, knowing a bright future was stolen, even the gentlest soul would burn with resentment.




  

    The original Tao Yuanjing, like his father, had a silver tongue and was the apple of Grandmother Song’s eye. Though not robust, as her cherished grandson, she scrimped and saved to fund his education.

He was gifted in studies. Born to a peasant family, he eventually passed the imperial exams, becoming a scholar-official—a classic rags-to-riches tale. Grandmother Song and Xiao Song earned noble titles, becoming the envy of the region.

When he became a ‘xiucai’ (licentiate), the Tao family’s fortunes improved. As a ‘juren’ (provincial graduate), neighbors offered land. After passing the ‘jinshi’ exam and becoming an official, their lives flourished. Though only reaching third-rank, Song became a respected matriarch, proud of her grandson. The eldest Tao branch and married-off Tao Hua also benefited, becoming wealthy, their descendants educated, potentially forming a scholarly lineage.

But Tao Erya, the second daughter of the eldest branch, was reborn after a drowning incident, filled with hatred for Yuanjing. Her first act was luring him to the mountains, pushing him down a ravine while he wasn’t looking. His body wasn’t found until the next day.

The small corpse devastated Song, who fainted. Xiao Song, five months pregnant, miscarried from grief, losing both lives.

Song awoke heartbroken but couldn’t collapse—the family needed her.

Tao Erya seized the chance to push her parents to split the family. Succeeding, she led them to the county, using a magical spring—her golden finger—to grow rare flowers, amassing wealth. She later married into the Northern Prince’s mansion, becoming a lofty princess, a true winner.

Yuanjing pulled out a smooth stone bead, jade-like, that the original always wore. Perhaps it brought his success, but it vanished after his body was found.

The Taos didn’t know, but Yuanjing did: Tao Erya, later renamed Tao Yuzhu, stole it. She’d coveted it in her past life, but Yuanjing, attached to it, wouldn’t part with it. When Song came as Erya took it, she panicked, swallowing the bead. Unable to retrieve it, she discovered a clear spring within, unlocking its uses, growing more beautiful under its influence.

This plot infuriated Yuanjing. The original lost his life and handed the heroine her golden finger. Without it, could she have risen, seducing the handsome Northern Prince with her “rescue” to become a princess?

Now inhabiting the original’s body, would Yuanjing deliver the golden finger to her? Only a fool would. He’d develop it himself, watching coldly as Erya tried to become a winner without it.

But survival came first. His head grew heavy from blood loss, the mountain’s cold, and hunger. An eight-year-old’s body was failing. With no strength to leave the mountains and villagers not arriving until dawn per the plot, the magical spring bead was his only hope.

He forced his eyes open, asking 520, “What’s this bead? How do I use it? Must I swallow it?”

“Ding! Detected: Spiritual Spring Bead. Host, exchange it for points or bind it?”

“No-brainer—bind it. Does it cost points? How many?”

“Five hundred points.”

“Deduct them. Bind it now.”

“Understood, Host.”

The bead vanished from his hand, but Yuanjing felt its connection, rooted in his mind like the system. He saw a spring within, water gushing out.

Trying to summon it, the first attempt splashed the tree, the second drenched his head. The night wind made him shiver—surviving this might still leave him sick for days.

On the third try, a trickle flowed from his fingers. He brought them to his mouth. The sweet water, tastier than any mineral water from past lives, filled his stomach. His spirit lifted, no longer teetering on collapse, a warmth sustaining him through the night.

Hugging himself against the tree, the dizziness faded, but his body needed rest. Slowly, his eyes closed, unbothered by nearing beast roars.

It felt like a blink, but when he opened his eyes, dawn broke. Feeling better, he climbed down to find food and herbs for his wound.

Descending, he noticed it took longer than climbing up. Had the tree grown overnight? He’d splashed it with spring water—could it have grown?

He’d experiment back at the Taos. Per the plot, the spring aided plant growth, but not this fast.

He ate sour berries, found anti-inflammatory herbs, mashed them, and applied them to his head wound, wrapping it with spring-water-cleaned cloth. His first-life Chinese medicine training with his master would help him survive this era where a cold could kill.

“Whoa! Ginseng—50 or 60 years old!” Yuanjing, thrilled, uncovered a plant in the weeds and dug it up with his hands.

He knew its value. The Taos weren’t wealthy, scrimping to fund his studies. To fulfill the original’s life, he’d follow that path, earning titles for his grandmother and mother. Money was vital, and this ginseng was a treasure.

After effort, he unearthed it whole, cleaned his hands and the root with spring water, and wrapped it in his outer garment.

He no longer felt cold.

Then he heard distant calls.

“Jingbao, where are you?”

“Tao Yuanjing, hear your dad? Answer! Your parents and grandma are waiting!”

“Dad, I’m here, down below!” Yuanjing shouted, feigning weakness.

Tao Dayong, haggard with a scruffy beard and bloodshot eyes, was near collapse. Hearing a voice, he shouted, “Is that Jingbao? Did you hear him?”

“No,” the village youths, searching all night, thought he was hallucinating.

Village chief’s son Tao Yonglin said, “Split up and check. Maybe Dayong heard right.”

They did, and those nearby heard Yuanjing. “Someone’s calling ‘Dad’ down there! The bushes hid a gap. He’s below—let’s go!”

“Really? Jingbao, hear your dad? Answer!” Tao Dayong called, voice trembling with emotion.

“Dad, I’m down here.”

“It’s him! Jingbao, don’t be scared, Dad’s coming!” Dayong charged through vines, nearly slipping, but was caught by others.

Yuanjing saw them descend. The drop was dozens of meters—no wonder the body had a head wound and scratches, clothes tattered. Without the spring water, he wouldn’t have lasted.

Seven or eight men arrived, Dayong rushing to him, eyes teary with relief after a night of panic. Then anger flared, his hand raised. “You naughty boy! You scared your grandma and mom! Who told you to play here? Why didn’t wolves take you?”

“Hey, Dayong, don’t hit him! Xiao Jing’s had it rough. Check if he’s hurt,” Yonglin interjected.

Across three lives, Yuanjing had never faced this. Startled, he froze, though the slap never landed, stopped by Yonglin.

Grievance welled up. Thinking of the Taos’ chaos and the original’s death, Yuanjing let tears flow, sobbing, “It wasn’t me being naughty! Sister Erya took me to play and pushed me down! It hurt so much, my head hurts, waaah…”

Everyone froze. Dayong pushed Yonglin aside, hugging him. “What? Erya? She brought you here and pushed you?”

“Yes, Second Sister said there were tasty fruits. When I went to pick them, she pushed me. Dad, why’d you take so long? I was scared I’d never see you, Mom, or Grandma again, waaah.”

He was only eight—crying wasn’t shameful.

Yonglin and the others gasped, exchanging looks. Dayong’s family was frantic, yet Erya said nothing, letting them search all night. They hadn’t dared tell Dayong, losing hope.

How old was she? How could she be so vicious? Why?

Dayong, shocked and furious, knew his son was playful but obedient, never entering the mountains alone due to wolf warnings. He wouldn’t lie. Was it really Erya?

Why? How dare she?

Yonglin, calmer, asked, “Xiao Jing, did anyone see you and Erya go up?”

“Yes, Feng Goudan saw, but Second Sister didn’t take him.”

“Let’s go back!” Dayong declared. “I’ll ask Big Brother how he raised such a vicious daughter. How have I ever wronged her to harm my son?” Hugging Yuanjing, he stormed off, trembling with anger and lingering fear.

Yuanjing, sobbing, buried his face in Dayong’s shoulder, embarrassed. Good thing no one knew an old soul was in this body, or he’d die of shame.

Exhausted from crying, he fell asleep. Dayong, seeing the head wound and tear-streaked face, ached for him.

Yuanjing had no intention of hiding Erya’s actions. She wanted a family split? Fine, this would ensure it. He doubted Dayong would let him live under the same roof as her.

Erya hated him? Let her watch his family thrive without her benefiting. Her shamelessness stunned him after reading the plot.

How could such a selfish, shameless person be the heroine, gifted rebirth and the original’s spring bead?

Before exiting the mountains, someone spotted Dayong carrying Yuanjing and ran to report.

Though Song and Xiao Song didn’t search, they hadn’t slept, looking haggard, especially Xiao Song, pregnant. Tao Dazhu, the eldest, had just returned from another path.

Wang whispered, “What if we can’t find him? How can Little Sister bear it, pregnant?”

Dazhu, crouching, held his head. “I don’t know. Our team’s back to eat, then we’ll search again. If we can’t…” He couldn’t finish.

In the kitchen, Erya tended coals, her sallow face flickering in the firelight, eyes glinting with malice. She didn’t believe Yuanjing could survive that fall.

She told herself she wasn’t wrong. In her past life, Yuanjing caused her early death, refusing to help as she died. Unable to retaliate then, reborn, she’d make him pay.

So what if he’d succeed? The more he did, the more he’d scorn his sisters. Better he die. Reborn, she’d lead her family to prosperity, letting Yuanjing watch from hell.

He was surely dead. Whether they found the body didn’t matter—no one would suspect her. Feng Goudan, that kid, would forget for a snack.

She’d take her parents from their biased grandma and bullying uncle and aunt, making them watch her family rise.

“Third Aunt, we found Tao Yuanjing! Uncle Dayong’s carrying him back—almost home!”

The house erupted in noise. Song and Xiao Song rushed out, Song grabbing the messenger. “Really? You sure it’s my darling grandson?”

“Really!” the boy nodded. “They’re almost here. Look!”

“Mother, let’s go see! Jingbao’s back!” Little Song urged.

“Oh!” Song sprinted faster than anyone. “My precious, let Grandma see you!”

Dazhu and Wang ran out, shocked. He was back? Unharmed?

Erya, stoking the fire, couldn’t believe it. How could that brat survive? Tao Daya saw flames and shouted, “Erya, what’re you doing? The fire’s out of control!”

A ladle of water doused the flames, soaking Erya’s clothes.

Startled, she realized the fire nearly caught her. Had Daya not acted, it could’ve been bad. She stepped out, asking, “Big Sister, is Yuanjing really back?”

Daya, exhausted from worry, wanted to check Erya’s forehead. “What’s with you, calling Little Brother by his full name? Change your clothes and come see if he’s back.”

Daya left without thinking. Erya’s expression darkened, fear flickering. If Yuanjing told their parents and grandma she led him up and pushed him, what would they do?

No, he slipped and fell. She was too scared to speak up. Yes, that’s it. She hid in her room to change, too scared to go out.

She hadn’t considered he’d survive. What now? He trusted her—would he believe her excuse? Finding another chance would be hard. Why was he alive?




  

    The sound of crying woke Yuanjing. Before he was fully awake, he found himself pulled into an embrace far softer than his father's. Yuanjing's consciousness snapped into clarity—sure enough, it was someone else. Now, he was being held tightly by his grandmother, Madam Song, who was calling him her "darling" and "precious."

Yuanjing felt embarrassed again. Having lived through three lifetimes, he had never experienced such treatment. The embarrassment made his toes curl.

He was born an orphan and grew up in an orphanage, which made him especially cherish the familial love he experienced in his first and second lives. But back then, he had transmigrated as a high school graduate or student, and even though Mother Qiao doted on him, it was never like this.

Yuanjing struggled to free himself from Grandmother Song's embrace. Seeing his son's face flush red from the effort, Tao Dayong quickly took him from her. "Mother, be careful. Jingbao has a head injury and plenty of scratches on his body. Let's go back and talk. I have something to say."

Noticing Tao Dazhu and his wife arriving behind them, a flash of hatred crossed Tao Dayong's eyes. It was their precious daughter who nearly cost him his son. Compared to the child in his wife's womb, Yuanjing was the son he cherished most. Not only did Jingbao inherit the best traits of both him and his wife, making him exceptionally good-looking, but he was also remarkably clever—just like his father.

The teacher at the school had said that with proper nurturing, Yuanjing had a good chance of becoming a scholar. That’s why Tao Dayong placed such high value on his eldest son, who had nearly been harmed by Tao Erya.

Grandmother Song didn’t notice anything amiss, but Tao Dazhu, the elder brother, caught the look in Dayong’s eyes and was puzzled. He followed them home. Tao Yonglin and the others who had come down from the mountain also cast strange glances at Tao Dazhu and his wife.

Seeing her son return, Xiao Song, standing at the door with a pregnant belly, let tears stream down her face. When Tao Dayong saw her condition, his hatred for Tao Erya and his elder brother’s family intensified. If something had happened to Jingbao, could his wife, in her current state, have withstood the blow? Did that wretched Tao Erya intend to destroy his family?

"Alan, take Jingbao back to the room. Get him something to eat—he hasn’t eaten or drunk anything all night. After he’s full, clean him up and let him sleep."

"Alright, Jingbao, come with Mama," Xiao Song (Little Song) said, her heart settling back into place upon seeing her son safe.

"Yonglin, could you fetch Doctor Yao to check on Jingbao?" Tao Dayong asked.

"Sure thing, Dayong. I’ll be right back," Tao Yonglin replied.

"Is Jingbao alright? Are his injuries serious?" Grandmother Song asked in alarm.

"Wait a moment, Mother. I have something to say to you, Big Brother, and Sister-in-Law," Tao Dayong said, standing in the courtyard. He had no intention of hiding anything from the villagers. He didn’t believe in keeping family scandals behind closed doors. He wanted everyone to know what a vicious heart Tao Erya, raised by his elder brother, had—daring to harm her own cousin. What wouldn’t she do?

The men who had come down from the mountain knew what Tao Dayong was about to say and stayed to bear witness. They, too, wouldn’t tolerate such a thing.

"Dayong, what’s going on? Don’t scare me," Grandmother Song said, worried, noticing her younger son’s dark expression, which was somewhat frightening.

Tao Dayong scanned the crowd and saw Tao Daya and Tao Sanya, but Tao Erya was nowhere to be found. He asked Tao Dazhu and his wife, Wang Shi, "Big Brother, Sister-in-Law, where’s Tao Erya?"

"Second Girl?" Tao Dazhu looked at Daya. "Where’s Second Girl?"

Tao Daya, intimidated by her uncle’s demeanor, pointed to the house and said, "Erya’s changing clothes. Her clothes got wet."

"Get her out here! I have questions for her. I want to know what Jingbao did to her to make her want to harm him!" Tao Dayong’s face turned red, his neck veins bulging as he shouted toward the house.

Grandmother Song’s mind buzzed, and she nearly lost her balance. She hurriedly asked, "Dayong, what do you mean? Was Jingbao’s condition caused by Second Girl?"

"No, that’s impossible! How could Second Girl have such a wicked heart?" Lady Wang waved her hands, shaking her head in denial. "Husband, say something!"

"Oh, so I, as her uncle, am wrongly accusing Second Girl? Or is Jingbao falsely accusing her? Call her out to face me, or I’ll drag her out myself!" Tao Dayong sneered. He wouldn’t rest until he made a scene today—he was that protective of his son.

Grandmother Song was just as protective, especially of Jingbao, her most cherished and valued grandson. Without doubting her son or grandson’s words, she let out a cry and stormed into the elder brother’s room. She grabbed Tao Erya, who was hiding inside, by the ear and dragged her out, kicking and cursing in rage. "You wretched girl, hiding now? Feeling guilty, are you? Last night, when the whole family was in a frenzy, you didn’t say a word! You black-hearted, rotten-livered thing, festering with malice. How did our Tao family produce a scourge like you?"

The old lady was furious and heartbroken, pinching and hitting without mercy. Tao Erya screamed in pain. Tao Dazhu hurriedly tried to stop his mother, and Lady Wang, feeling sorry for her daughter, stepped in to help. Seeing her chance, Tao Erya hid behind her mother.

Unable to reach Erya, Grandmother Song turned her anger on Tao Dazhu, pounding his chest. "Eldest, are you trying to kill your mother too? Can’t stand to see your nephew thrive, don’t want him to live?"

"Mother, how can you say that? How can I face anyone after this?" Tao Dazhu protested.

"Then why are you stopping me from disciplining your daughter? Wasn’t it her who pushed Jingbao down the mountain? She watched the whole family and the village risk their lives searching all night and didn’t say a word! She wanted Jingbao dead! How did I end up with such a vile granddaughter? Old man, open your eyes and see how your eldest son and his daughter are bullying this old woman!"

Grandmother Song collapsed on the ground, slapping her thighs and wailing. Tao Dazhu’s face flushed with urgency, unsure how to calm his mother. Finally, he turned, dragged Tao Erya from behind Lady Wang, and slapped her so hard she fell to the ground, spitting out a tooth mixed with blood.

"Second Girl!" "Second Sister!" Tao Daya and Tao Sanya rushed to her.

But the villagers in the courtyard showed little sympathy for Tao Erya. Seeing her guilty, evasive demeanor and her silence in the face of accusations, they knew she was likely responsible. Like Grandmother Song, they felt a chill in their hearts and wanted to see the girl punished.

In an era where boys were valued far more than girls, especially since Tao Yuanjing was a scholar, he was far more important than a granddaughter.

Tao Dayong watched coldly, his hatred for Tao Erya so intense he could strangle her.

With such a commotion in the courtyard, how could Yuanjing and Xiao Song, inside the house, not hear? Especially when Xiao Song learned it was Tao Erya who harmed her son, she questioned Yuanjing in a low voice. He nodded, confirming it was Erya’s doing. Xiao Song was about to rush out to confront her but was stopped by Yuanjing, who claimed his head hurt, keeping her by his side.

Xiao Song was five months pregnant, and with the chaos outside, Yuanjing feared she might get hurt if she went out. In his original life, Xiao Song had died along with her unborn child. He was terrified the child in her womb now might suffer the same fate.

"Mother, don’t go. Father knows what to do. You have to trust Father and Grandma," Yuanjing said, feeling no sympathy for what Tao Erya was enduring. If he hadn’t arrived, the original Yuanjing would have died, Xiao Song would have lost her life and her unborn child because of Erya, and yet Tao Erya felt no guilt. She even shamelessly led her family to split from Tao Dayong’s, using the original Yuanjing’s golden finger to live a good life.

Thus, Tao Erya bore the weight of three lives, and her single life wasn’t enough to atone for it.

Xiao Song sat down, biting her lip. Seeing the wound on her son’s head nearly made her faint with rage. She whispered fiercely, "We’ll split the family. This time, your father must split with the elder branch. Who knows what kind of heart that Second Girl has?"

She and Lady Wang, her sister-in-law, had never gotten along. To Xiao Song, Wang Shi seemed honest on the surface but was deceitful inside. Tao Erya’s actions confirmed Lady Wang’s true nature. Perhaps she had badmouthed their family behind their backs, leading Erya to harbor such malice.

After all, Lady Wang’s first three children were all girls, which displeased Grandmother Song. But Xiao Song, soon after marrying in, became pregnant and gave birth to a grandson, elevating her status in the Tao family above Wang’s. Unable to resent Grandmother Song, Lady Wang likely redirected her hatred toward Little Grandmother Song.

Tao Dayong declared with hatred, "Big Brother, let’s split the family. Even if you beat Tao Erya to death, I can’t live under the same roof as you. Seeing you reminds me of how she tried to harm my son."

"Dayong, you… Mother, is there some misunderstanding?" Tao Dazhu hadn’t expected Dayong to demand a family split. He looked to Grandmother Song, hoping she’d intervene. With their mother still alive, how could they split the family?

Lady Wang’s face showed no emotion, but inwardly, she was secretly delighted. Splitting the family was good news. Tao Yuanjing, her nephew, needed money for his studies, which meant their family of six had to tighten their belts. In the past, she had no sons, so she accepted it. But now that her youngest son was born, she felt more confident. The family’s earnings should be saved for her son.

Tao Dayong helped his mother, Grandmother Song, to her feet and said, “Mother, I can’t live with Big Brother’s family anymore. Mother, Jingbao and I will take care of you. Come live with us.”

“How can an elderly parent live with the younger son? Tradition says the eldest son takes care of the parents,” Tao Dazhu interjected.

Tao Dayong snorted coldly. “Who knows if Tao Erya’s malicious intent came from Mother favoring Jingbao? She hated Jingbao enough to want him dead, and she might resent Mother’s favoritism too. I don’t dare entrust Mother to you two.”

Tao Dazhu’s expression was as if he’d been struck by lightning. Though their mother was partial, he knew it was justified. Before his younger son was born, he, too, valued his clever nephew more. But with these words spoken, how could his family maintain any reputation in the village?

“Third Brother…” Tao Dazhu’s voice was hoarse, but he was always clumsy with words and didn’t know how to defend himself.

Grandmother Song also despised Tao Erya, who had nearly destroyed her greatest hope in life. Gritting her teeth, she declared, “Fine, we’ll split the family! I’ll live with Old Third. I don’t need you, Eldest, to take care of me. I’m afraid if I live with you, even a bite of food might poison me.”

If she didn’t agree to split, she feared Old Third would take his wife and Jingbao and leave the family altogether. She knew her son’s temperament well.

Amid the chaos, on the second day after Yuanjing’s transmigration, the Tao family announced the end of this drama with a family split. Since Grandmother Song was to be cared for, Tao Dayong’s family naturally stayed in the ancestral home, while Tao Dazhu’s family of six was sent to the old house at the foot of the mountain. Tao Dazhu left with reluctance and shame, unable to face staying any longer after such a scene.

The village doctor, Yao, came to check on Yuanjing’s injuries. Yuanjing knew his condition well: excessive blood loss requiring rest, a head injury that wasn’t serious, and superficial scratches. Doctor Yao was curious about the medicine applied to Yuanjing’s head, noting it was well-chosen. A few more applications would lead to a full recovery. He also prescribed some tonics to replenish blood and energy.

Yuanjing thought this was a perfect chance to reveal his basic medical knowledge to his family. “I’ve read a few medical books. When I woke up in the mountains with a splitting headache, I found these herbs, mashed them, and applied them. It helped a lot.”

“Haha, Dayong, your son is truly clever! If he weren’t set on studying, he’d make a fine doctor. Don’t worry, Yuanjing will turn misfortune into blessings,” Doctor Yao said.

Tao Dayong’s mood finally lifted that day. Nothing made him happier than praise for his son’s intelligence. “Thanks for your kind words, Doctor Yao. He’s just a kid messing around.”

As is typical, whether in ancient or modern times, Chinese humility dictated such modesty, though he secretly wished for more praise.

Since nourishment was needed, Grandmother Song caught a laying hen that day, slaughtered it, and made soup for Yuanjing and the pregnant Xiao Song. If Yuanjing and Xiao Song hadn’t insisted, Grandmother Song and Tao Dayong would have let the mother and son drink the entire pot, meat and all, without touching a drop themselves.

That night, Yuanjing relaxed and slept soundly. When he opened his eyes at dawn, he felt much better—perhaps due to the spiritual spring water or the strengthened soul from living three lives.

He didn’t rush to get up but lay in bed thinking about Tao Erya. Her hatred for the original Yuanjing was baffling. Without the original Yuanjing’s success in the imperial exams, Tao Erya would have remained a village girl, at best moving to the county.

In her first marriage, the original Yuanjing was already a young scholar studying in the county academy, preparing for further exams. He rarely returned home but learned Tao Erya was marrying a man she chose—a scholar from a neighboring village, good-looking but from a poor family with only a widowed mother and two sisters.

Grandmother Song wasn’t fond of such a match, but Tao Erya was smitten and insisted on marrying him. Before Yuanjing’s success as a scholar, the Tao family’s circumstances were similar to the groom’s. If the man passed the next exam, he’d be a scholar like Yuanjing, making the families well-matched.

The original Yuanjing, being young and inexperienced, left the decision to the family, and Tao Erya married. The marriage wasn’t as ideal as she’d hoped. The man didn’t pass the scholar exam soon after but took years to barely scrape through. By then, Yuanjing was in the capital preparing for the metropolitan exam, their statuses worlds apart.

When Yuanjing became a jinshi (successful candidate in the imperial exam), Tao Sanya married well to a fellow jinshi, becoming an official’s wife. Tao Erya, learning of this, was consumed with resentment. Her husband’s widowed mother controlled the household, leaving all labor to Erya. After becoming a scholar, her husband lost ambition, content to teach at a local school.

Unwilling to accept this, Tao Erya sent word home, demanding a divorce to remarry. She refused to live a hard life, envious of Tao Sanya’s status and even Tao Daya’s husband, who prospered in business thanks to Yuanjing. She alone was miserable.

She forgot she’d chosen her husband, believing her family, including Yuanjing, had wronged her with their favoritism.

The Tao family refused her divorce—divorce was rare in that era, and she already had a daughter. What would happen to the child?

In a fit of rage, when her mother-in-law scolded her again, Tao Erya pushed her down, leaving her unconscious. She looted the household’s money and joined a caravan to the capital to find Yuanjing.

Fortunately, her married sister visited home, or the widowed mother might have died. The families became enemies, and Tao Erya’s husband divorced her.

When the original Yuanjing saw Tao Erya arrive, he was furious, having learned the truth from a letter. But as her cousin, he let her stay.

Was Tao Erya content? No. She came to the capital hoping Yuanjing would find her a husband at least as good as Tao Sanya’s.

Later, Tao Erya fell for a charming man, becoming his concubine and dying in harem disputes. Yuanjing thought she brought it on herself—it had nothing to do with the original Yuanjing, who had tried to stop her. Just like her first marriage, she was blinded by a man and even wanted Yuanjing to make her the man’s main wife, which he refused.

Yuanjing couldn’t understand why Tao Erya hated the original Yuanjing so much that, upon her rebirth, she tried to kill him. In her previous life, her first husband and his mother met bad ends, and in the capital, she ruined the main wife of her second husband, causing her disgrace and death. Yet, when given a chance to become the main wife, she abandoned it for a better option.

Her life was a cycle of relentless scheming.

This time, Yuanjing cut off Tao Erya’s path to rise from the start. Could she still cause trouble in the capital? Yuanjing was curious. Reflecting on the plots of his previous two lives, he didn’t dare make assumptions. After all, Tao Erya was the story’s female lead. Even without the opportunities provided by the original Yuanjing, she might find other strokes of luck.

After getting up, Yuanjing heard that Tao Erya had been beaten again by her parents and was bedridden for days. Feeling cheerful, he almost hummed a tune. Looking at the sky outside, the weather was truly fine today.

“Dear grandson, stay in bed and rest. The doctor said so. Grandma will bring breakfast to your room soon,” Grandmother Song said anxiously.



  

    With three elders watching over him, Yuanjing was forced to stay in bed for a full five days. Only after Doctor Yao confirmed he could get up was he finally free. During those five days, he had to read in secret because his grandmother believed that since he’d injured his head, he shouldn’t strain his mind.

The five days of rest gave Yuanjing time to absorb the original host’s knowledge as his own. Though his soul had grown stronger, he wasn’t confident he could surpass the original’s achievements. He was good at research, but studying for the imperial exams and becoming an official? That wasn’t necessarily his strength.

Still, he couldn’t live a worse life than the original’s first life. What kind of fulfillment would that be?

Once allowed out of bed, Yuanjing eagerly grabbed his bookbag and headed to the school. Tao Dayong personally escorted him, carrying him on his back the whole way to avoid tiring him. He handed Yuanjing to the teacher, having already informed him of the injury and requested leave. The teacher, who saw great potential in Yuanjing, had been worried. If the boy’s mind was damaged, who could replace such a bright student?

“Father’s leaving now. Study well with the teacher, and I’ll pick you up this evening,” Tao Dayong said, still concerned.

“I know, Father. I’ll be good,” Yuanjing replied. After five days, he’d been forced to adapt to acting his current age, playing obedient when needed.

Seeing his son wave obediently, Tao Dayong felt satisfied, brimming with energy. He headed to town to find work, determined to earn more money for Yuanjing’s books, pens, paper, and future exam expenses. That wretched Tao Erya tried to harm his son? He’d make sure she’d watch Yuanjing thrive without getting a shred of benefit, regretting it for life.

His thoughts mirrored Yuanjing’s—truly father and son.

Compared to the honest Tao Dazhu, Tao Dayong, favored by Grandmother Song, was far more quick-witted. He believed his son took after him. If the Tao family had had money for his education, he wouldn’t be a mere farmer. Whenever there was no fieldwork, he’d go to town or the county, always bringing home some money.

Teacher Chen tested Yuanjing and found not only had he retained his studies, but he’d even improved slightly since his injury. Relieved, the teacher was glad the boy’s mind was unharmed.

That evening, Yuanjing remembered something. The ginseng he’d brought back hadn’t been noticed by anyone. Fearing it might be discovered and divided as part of the family split, he’d locked it in a box. He didn’t want Tao Erya to get a single coin—he was that petty.

After dinner, Yuanjing retrieved the carefully rewrapped ginseng and brought it to the main room. Placing it on the table, he said, “Grandma, Father, Mother, I actually found something valuable in the mountains that day. I forgot to take it out earlier.”

Seeing her grandson lively again, Grandmother Song’s mood improved. Her voice was naturally loud, but she softened it for him. “What treasure? Oh, my precious grandson wants to honor his grandma!”

Yuanjing blushed. With Grandmother Song’s doting, it was a miracle the original hadn’t been spoiled rotten.

“Grandma, look.” Yuanjing unwrapped it for them to see.

They hadn’t eaten pork, but they’d seen pigs run, right? Though they’d never seen whole ginseng, Grandmother Song, Xiao Song, and Tao Dayong gasped upon seeing it.

“Ginseng? Dayong, am I seeing this right? Is this really ginseng?” Grandmother Song asked.

“Mother, you’re not mistaken. It’s ginseng! Our Jingbao is truly blessed. No wonder Doctor Yao said he’d turn misfortune into fortune—Jingbao’s luck has arrived,” Tao Dayong replied.

“Oh, let Grandma hug you! Our Jingbao is destined for great things!” Grandmother Song pulled her grandson into her arms, calling him her “darling” and “precious” again. What could Yuanjing do but accept her affection?

After Grandmother Song was done, Xiao Song took her turn, doting on her son. Her large belly made Yuanjing nervous, especially when it moved—the baby kicked him. Yuanjing was amazed. This was his brother. In three lives, this might be the first time he’d witness a new life’s arrival.

“Mother, what should we do with the ginseng?” Tao Dayong asked.

“Jingbao, you decide,” Grandmother Song said. It was his find, after all.

Three pairs of eyes turned to Yuanjing, putting him under pressure. He braced himself and said, “Maybe Father can take it to the county’s medicine shop to ask? It should fetch some money. My studies cost a lot, and Mother’s about to have my little brother.”

“Good, we’ll do as Jingbao says. Our Jingbao is so sensible!” Grandmother Song praised.

Xiao Song beamed. “Jingbao, is it really a brother in my belly?”

Yuanjing realized he shouldn’t know this, but there was a saying that children’s eyes were sharp enough to see the baby in a mother’s womb. At eight, he still counted as a child, right?

He nodded confidently. “Yes, it’s a brother. Mother will give me a little brother.”

The three adults were thrilled. Another son was coming—in this era, the more sons, the better.

Yuanjing also thought a boy was good. Not because he favored sons over daughters, but because of the era’s norms. Since he was destined not to marry or have children, a brother to carry on the family was essential. ‘Little brother, your big brother will look out for you.’

The next day, after dropping Yuanjing at the school, Tao Dayong hurried to the county, aiming to return in time to pick him up.

Yuanjing had told him the ginseng was fifty or sixty years old, so Tao Dayong knew what to expect and wouldn’t be cheated by the medicine shop. His son was clever, recognizing ginseng and even knowing how to gauge its age.

Like Yuanjing, he was glad the ginseng hadn’t been revealed before the family split, or they’d have had to share it with Tao Dazhu’s family. The thought of that money benefiting Tao Erya made Tao Dayong sick. Thankfully, his son was smart, waiting until now to show it. In truth, Yuanjing had simply forgotten.

Tao Dayong visited two medicine shops before revealing the ginseng at the third. The old doctor’s eyes lit up. “Who prepared this? It’s well-handled, every root intact.”

Tao Dayong beamed with pride. “My son did it. He’s read a few medical books and even treated his own injuries.”

The old doctor smiled, not taking the boast too seriously but in a good mood from the quality ginseng. He gestured and said, “I’ve been looking for good ginseng lately. How about this price?”

“Eighty taels?” Tao Dayong’s voice trembled.

“Yes. If you find more like this, bring it to me. I won’t shortchange you. Our shop’s an old name—ask around in the county.”

The offer was fair, and Tao Dayong had chosen this shop after inquiries. Overjoyed, he clasped his fists and said, “Then it’s yours, Doctor.”

Leaving with eighty taels, Tao Dayong felt surreal. He’d never held so much money. His family had never saved this much. It was all thanks to his blessed son, Yuanjing.

Fearing attention, he didn’t linger in the county and hurried back. Only when he saw Yuanjing emerge from the school did his heart settle. He lifted his son with a hearty laugh.

Catching his father’s look, Yuanjing knew the ginseng sold well. He was pleased, noting his father’s caution—wealth shouldn’t be flaunted.

After saying goodbye to the teacher, on a quiet stretch of road, Tao Dayong whispered the amount to his son.

He gestured an “eight.” “Eighty taels! Jingbao, can you believe it? Now we can raise your brother well, and you can study as much as you want.”

Yuanjing was surprised. He didn’t know this era’s ginseng prices, but he knew they varied widely across dynasties, from a few taels to hundreds. In this era, prices were high, and in a small county, the value would only be greater elsewhere.

“Father, you, Mother, and Grandma should eat better too. When I pass the exams and become an official, you’ll enjoy the rewards. If we got eighty taels this time, who knows what we’ll get next?” Yuanjing urged. Though he’d secretly added spiritual spring water to the household’s water tank, it wasn’t a cure-all. They needed proper nourishment.

“Alright, I’ll listen to Jingbao,” Tao Dayong said, fully trusting his son.

Back home, Grandmother Song and Xiao Song were overjoyed. The money was entrusted to Grandmother Song, the head of the household, but Tao Dayong shared Yuanjing’s words about everyone eating better. Grandmother Song’s eyes teared up, praising her filial grandson.

They kept the matter quiet, quietly prospering. From then on, besides Xiao Song and Yuanjing eating eggs regularly, Grandmother Song and Tao Dayong did too, occasionally enjoying fine grains and meat.

With the spiritual spring water, the family’s complexion noticeably improved, no longer sallow.

With the ginseng matter settled and no immediate money worries, Yuanjing redirected his research focus to studying. His self-discipline surpassed the original’s, and in a short time, Teacher Chen noticed his progress, growing fonder of him. This student might go beyond scholar status.

In his first life, Yuanjing studied traditional Chinese medicine with his master, reading many ancient texts. Later, while developing medicines, he scoured old books, so classical Chinese and calligraphy were no issue. His penmanship was better than the original’s, and he quickly immersed himself in study.

Perhaps his only strength was dedication to whatever he did. This life, he’d enter officialdom through the exams.

Focused on studying, Yuanjing forgot about his enemy, Tao Erya.

But Tao Erya seethed with hatred for him. The worse her life became, the more she blamed Yuanjing as the culprit.

She later claimed it wasn’t her fault, but nosy village women asked Feng Goudan, who honestly said he saw Tao Erya lead Yuanjing into the mountains. No one doubted Yuanjing’s story anymore. Villagers warned their children to avoid Tao Erya, fearing her malicious heart.

By the time Tao Erya could leave the house, a month had passed. She lay in bed, enduring pain, resenting her father, mother, elder sister, and even her little brother. If they’d sincerely stopped her father, would she have been beaten so badly? Yuanjing didn’t even die—he came back fine!

Though Tao Daya and Tao Sanya protected her that day, they harbored resentment. Before their brother was born, they treated Yuanjing like a brother, and even after, their feelings barely changed. Tao Daya, now twelve and nearing betrothal age, worried more. With Yuanjing’s scholarly support gone and Tao Erya’s reputation dragging her down, finding a good match would be nearly impossible.

Already reserved, Tao Daya grew more withdrawn. Who would believe she wasn’t like her second sister?

Tao Sanya saw Yuanjing as an elder brother, often trailing him. Learning her second sister tried to harm him was unthinkable. Both were her family—how did they become enemies?

“Big Sister, what was Second Sister thinking? Why did she do it?” The oppressive household atmosphere drove Sanya to whisper to Daya, unable to keep her thoughts bottled up.

Daya patted her younger sister’s head with pity and sighed. “I don’t understand either. And Second Sister… she doesn’t seem remorseful. Big Brother never wronged us—he’s kinder to us than most boys are to their sisters. Sanya,” she cautioned, seeing Sanya’s pure nature, “don’t believe everything Second Sister says. Tell me if something happens, or go to Father and Mother. If that doesn’t work, find Grandma or Big Brother.”

Sanya didn’t fully understand but remembered the advice. She’d avoid Second Sister—she didn’t like her anymore. Sometimes, Second Sister’s looks scared her, like she wanted to devour her.

Sanya didn’t know that in her past life, she became an official’s wife while Tao Erya suffered miserably, fueling Erya’s hatred. In Yuanjing’s received plot, Sanya’s end was tragic, tormented to death by her in-laws, while Erya shed crocodile tears, calling it bad fate.

“Where are you dead girls? Can’t you see your brother’s fussing? Hurry and soothe him! Once you’re married, your brother will be your only support. If you don’t treat him well now, how will he back you later?” Lady Wang, no longer the docile figure from the Tao household, scolded her daughters harshly.

Tao Daya and Sanya hurried out. Life after the split wasn’t as good as in the main house, and their mother was harsher.

Tao Erya’s head pounded from the noise, her body already in pain. She could only endure, or her mother would find an excuse to beat her, keeping her bedridden longer.

Perhaps her only solace was her second husband from her past life, Yan Rusong. Reborn, she refused to be a remarried woman. She’d marry him honorably as his main wife, ensuring that vicious woman suffered hell’s torments. If not for her, Yan Rusong wouldn’t have avoided her room, leading to her death. This time, she’d avenge her murder.

Yan Rusong must love her—why else would he let her near and enter his household? This life, she’d bear his children.

As for Huang Congchun and his mother, she’d ensure they suffered this time for bullying her in the past life.

She’d planned to honor her father, but he didn’t listen to her defense and beat her bedridden. This life, neither her father nor mother would get her filial piety.

Tao Erya burned with hatred.

When she could finally get up and go out, endless chores awaited. Lady Wang, humiliated by her, wished to strangle her and worked her relentlessly. Though she was a concubine in her past life, there were maids to serve her, Tao Erya was unaccustomed to such labor. Protesting earned her a slap from Lady Wang, forcing her to comply silently.

When Tao Jinbo soiled himself, Tao Erya had to wash his diapers. Carrying the basin, she faced villagers’ pointing and children throwing mud, chanting, “The scourge is out! The scourge is out!”

Tao Erya nearly ground her teeth to dust. Damn Tao Yuanjing! She wanted to tear him apart. Why didn’t he die? If he’d died in the mountains, none of this would’ve happened.

Somehow, Tao Erya felt her life shouldn’t be this hard. Her intuition told her it was all tied to Tao Yuanjing.

That day, on the way home, Yuanjing walked instead of being carried, claiming it was for exercise. He wanted to go to school alone, but Tao Dayong, Grandmother Song, and Xiao Song wouldn’t allow it, so he accepted the escorted routine.

“Father, what did you say? Tao Erya ran away?” Yuanjing was shocked but, on second thought, it fit her character.

Tao Dayong gently patted his son’s head, careful of the scar. “Yes. I was working in town when someone called me back to help search. Villagers saw Tao Erya leave alone last night. She sneaked out, and your aunt found their money stolen.”

“I asked around in town and learned a girl was seen joining a caravan passing through. No one knows where it’s headed.”

Good heavens!

Yuanjing had to admire Tao Erya’s boldness. A ten-year-old girl, though thin, was pretty—fitting for a female lead. But to run off alone in this era? He wouldn’t dare unless pushed to desperation.



  

    When the father and son returned home, Tao Dazhu’s family, minus Tao Erya, was gathered there. It was clear Lady Wang had cried hard—whether over the stolen money or her second daughter, no one could say.

Grandmother Song only had two sons. Though she was displeased with Lady Wang and despised Tao Erya for harming her grandson, she hadn’t shortchanged Tao Dazhu’s family during the split. Besides keeping the main house, the family’s twenty-five taels of silver were divided, with ten taels given to Tao Dazhu’s family for repairing the old house and buying necessities.

Twenty-five taels wasn’t a small sum—it was what Grandmother Song had scrimped and saved over years for her precious grandson’s education. But of the ten taels Lady Wang received, her natal family borrowed two, and less than one was spent on small expenses. The remaining seven taels and some copper coins were all taken by Tao Erya, leaving nothing behind. If she hadn’t disappeared, Lady Wang would’ve beaten her half to death, no need for Tao Dazhu to lift a finger.

Seeing her eldest grandson return, Grandmother Song didn’t want to argue with Tao Dazhu’s family anymore. Irritated, she said, “Alright, go back to your own home. You raised that girl—can you blame me? We gave you plenty of grain. If you’re frugal, it’ll last until the next harvest.”

She added, “I’m telling you, I didn’t shortchange you during the split. Each family got ten taels, and the remaining five are my coffin money. Are you eyeing even that? Get out, all of you!”

Grandmother Song grabbed a broom, swinging it fiercely. Lady Wang, already intimidated by her, and Tao Dazhu, who didn’t dare defy his mother, left with their tails between their legs.

Grandmother Song was furious. She thought, ‘Good thing we split them off. If that wretched girl stole from me, what would happen to my precious grandson?’ The eighty taels from the ginseng sale might’ve been squandered too. The angrier she got, the more determined she was to hide that money.

She had no intention of subsidizing Tao Dazhu’s family with the eighty taels. She knew Lady Wang seemed honest but might think Grandmother Song hid more than twenty-five taels to favor Dayong. If she gave them money, not only would her kindness go unappreciated, but it’d stir up trouble. For now, Tao Dazhu’s family wasn’t starving—they could wait.

Seeing her grandson looking more like a scholar every day, Grandmother Song’s face lit up with a smile. Her dear grandson was thoughtful, unlike that wretched Tao Erya. She saw clearly now—that girl was a disaster. Her leaving was for the best, or she’d have ruined more than seven taels.

Tao Dayong and Xiao Song shared the same thought. They wanted to strangle Tao Erya, but they knew killing her would earn no sympathy in the village—only accusations of cruelty, since she was family. Her running away was better; out of sight, out of mind, sparing them the anger of seeing her.

They figured Tao Erya, carrying money, would be an easy target. A little girl thinking she could make it big? She’d likely be caught and sold off somewhere.

Yuanjing thought it was fine too. For now, he’d have peace without constantly guarding against Tao Erya’s schemes. As for whether she’d still rise as the story’s female lead, he’d deal with it later. He believed men had more opportunities than women in this era.

To prevent the plot’s unpredictability, Yuanjing doubled down on his studies, aiming to succeed early. The higher he climbed, the less Tao Erya could touch him.

But one matter needed the adults’ attention to prevent future trouble from Tao Erya. “Grandma, given her nature, if she fails outside, fine. But if she rises and turns against us, or causes trouble that drags our family and Tao Village down, we’re in danger. Why not ask the clan leader to alter the clan registry—remove Tao Erya or something?”

The clan leader would understand better than him. With Tao Erya’s attempt on her cousin’s life and theft, the Tao clan wouldn’t tolerate her in the registry.

Tao Dayong set down his chopsticks. “Mother, Jingbao’s right. That girl’s a disaster, always stirring trouble. Jingbao’s destined for the exams and an official career. If she ruins his future…”

Grandmother Song hesitated at first, but the thought of her precious grandson’s future being harmed erased all doubts. “Fine, after dinner, I’ll talk to the clan leader. That wretched girl’s gone—good. We’ll act like she was never born.”

The clan leader, already furious about Tao Erya’s actions, agreed immediately when Grandmother Song approached. After consulting a few clan elders, they opened the ancestral hall and amended the registry. Tao Sanya was moved to Tao Erya’s place, and coincidentally, a year later, Lady Wang gave birth to another daughter, filling Sanya’s former spot.

The clan leader informed Tao Dazhu’s family of the decision—not asking their opinion. The Tao clan wouldn’t keep such a morally corrupt member, lest she ruin their reputation. He instructed all Taos to stick to this story.

Thus, Tao Erya—now Tao Yuzhu—became a nonentity in Tao Village. The current Tao Erya, six years old, became Yuanjing’s cousin.

Before the birth of Tao Dayong’s second son, Tao Village welcomed the autumn harvest—the busiest yet most joyful time for farmers. With favorable weather, a bountiful yield was expected, filling granaries and securing food for the year. The villagers were thrilled.

Xiao Song, heavily pregnant and unable to bend, couldn’t work the fields. Yuanjing wanted to help, but the family stopped him, insisting his hands were for holding a brush, not a sickle. When he persisted, Grandmother Song looked ready to throw herself in his path. What could he do but stay home?

“I won’t work the fields, but Grandma, hire two helpers. We have the money. If you and Father wear yourselves out, medical costs will exceed the wages. Don’t you want to live long to see me succeed?” Yuanjing argued.

Grandmother Song wavered. She wanted to see her grandson thrive and be envied by all.

“Mother, listen to Jingbao. It’ll lighten your load,” Tao Dayong added.

With her son and grandson so filial, Grandmother Song beamed. “Alright, I’ll listen.”

Tao Dayong hired two diligent, honest laborers, and in two days, their fields were done. Yuanjing, staying home, ensured everyone ate well to keep up their strength.

Besides buying meat in town, he dug a trap at the mountain’s base, adding spiritual spring water to lure game, mimicking Tao Erya’s plot tactic. The next morning, he found two rabbits in the trap and happily carried them home by their ears.

Tao Dayong was stunned. Catching rabbits like that? Then he thought, ‘Jingbao’s just blessed. Others couldn’t, but he can.’ Falling from that height, surviving a night in the mountains—anyone else would be dead.

He cheerfully cooked the rabbits into a stew, and the family, plus the two laborers, ate heartily.

After the harvest, Yuanjing filled the trap to avoid suspicion. He’d find other ways to improve their lives.

Post-harvest, as everyone recovered from exhaustion, Xiao Song went into labor.

Coming from school, Yuanjing saw his father’s anxious expression and asked what was wrong.

“Your mother’s giving birth to your brother. She hadn’t delivered when I left.”

Yuanjing nearly fainted. She was in labor, and his father was here picking him up? “Father, hire a cart and get a doctor! What if Mother has a difficult birth?”

“But it’s not her first,” Tao Dayong said.

“They say childbirth is like passing through death’s gate. I don’t want a stepmother—I’m worried about Mother!” Knowing the plot where this child didn’t survive, Yuanjing feared its inertia might harm his mother and brother.

“Alright, Jingbao’s right,” Tao Dayong agreed.

He wasn’t entirely at ease either. He and Xiao Song, cousins who grew up close, naturally married. His distraction while fetching Yuanjing showed his worry. He scooped up Yuanjing, ran to the town’s clinic, hired a cart, and rushed to the village.

Entering the courtyard, they heard Xiao Song’s screams. Yuanjing’s legs weakened, his heart racing. This wasn’t modern times—childbirth was deadly even then, let alone now. Despite his medical skills, he couldn’t reveal them. Tao Dayong, hearing the screams, grew frantic and dragged the doctor inside.

Tao Dazhu and Lady Wang were there to help, as family ties persisted post-split, or the village would judge them. Lady Wang, annoyed by the fuss, muttered, “My sister-in-law’s so delicate, getting a doctor from town. I birthed four without that treatment.”

“Shut up!” Grandmother Song overheard, glaring. “If you can’t talk sense, keep quiet. Four? You birthed three!”

Lady Wang paled and fell silent.

The doctor arrived just in time. Xiao Song was in difficult labor—without him, it could’ve been disastrous. Yuanjing’s spiritual spring water had helped her condition. By nightfall, a baby’s cry rang out. Tao Dayong collapsed in relief.

Yuanjing had wanted to check on her but was barred by Grandmother Song, who deemed the birthing room inauspicious for her future-glory grandson. When the baby was born, Yuanjing, legs like noodles, shuffled to the door and asked, “How’s Mother?”

Grandmother Song’s joyful voice answered, “Don’t worry, Jingbao. Your mother’s exhausted and asleep. Once the room’s cleaned, the doctor will check her pulse. She gave you a brother.”

Like his father, Yuanjing sat down in relief, pounding his weak legs and sharing a smile with Tao Dayong.

Lady Wang soured again. Xiao Song’s first was a son, now the second too. She knew she’d never outdo her sister-in-law, whose womb bore sons. Touching her own belly, she resolved to have another son to compete.

Yuanjing was oblivious to their rivalry.

When Grandmother Song brought out the swaddled baby, Yuanjing and Tao Dayong stood, peering at him. Tao Dayong reached for his son, but Grandmother Song swatted his hand. “With your clumsy hands, don’t make my little grandson cry. Jingbao, look at your brother. Isn’t he handsome?”

Yuanjing saw a red, wrinkled baby—not handsome—but it wasn’t his first time welcoming life, though it was as a brother. He grinned, “Grandma’s right, he’s handsome. Father, what’s his name?”

Usually quick-witted, Tao Dayong just scratched his head and laughed. Grandmother Song held the baby to Yuanjing. “Your father’s a rough man—how’s he to pick a good name? Jingbao, you name him. Let your brother share your luck.”

Tao Dayong was initially disappointed, but as the conversation progressed, he joined Grandmother Song in looking expectantly at Yuanjing. Yuanjing was speechless—such indulgence could truly spoil him. Though he thought this, he happily took on the task. “Alright, I’ll name him. Since my name is Yuanjing, let’s call my brother Yuanze. Grandma, you pick his nickname.”

“Yuanze? Tao Yuanze? Wonderful, what a fine name! Worthy of our family’s scholar!” Grandmother Song beamed, unable to stop smiling. “His nickname will be Little Ox—may my little grandson grow as strong as an ox.”

A humble nickname ensured survival, but with too many “Dog Eggs” in the village, Grandmother Song quickly settled on Little Ox and started using it. Poor Tao Dayong, the father, had no say in either the formal or nickname.

Yuanjing was genuinely happy. The brother doomed by the female lead in the original plot was finally born, and his mother was safe.

Tao Daya and the current Tao Erya stood hand in hand at a distance. Though they’d once been close, Tao Erya’s actions made the sisters wary of approaching Yuanjing.

Yuanjing held no grudge against them. Seeing their hopeful yet timid gazes, he waved them over. “Come see Little Ox.”

Tao Erya’s eyes lit up, looking at her elder sister. Tao Daya hesitated but took a step forward, and the rest came easier.

Perhaps Little Ox was fated for hardship. His birth was difficult, and afterward, Xiao Song lacked enough milk. Grandmother Song could only make rice soup for the crying baby. Yuanjing knew this wouldn’t do. During a midday break at school, he scouted the town and found two ewes—one with ample milk, one yet to give birth. He arranged with the old shepherd to return later.

When Tao Dayong came to pick him up, Yuanjing convinced him to buy both sheep.

Leading them home, Tao Dayong snapped out of it, slapping his forehead in regret. “Your grandma’s going to scold me. Why’d I spend this money? Should we return them?”

Yuanjing rolled his eyes. “Father, sheep’s milk is better than rice soup. If Little Ox doesn’t drink it all, Grandma and I can too. Also, I thought Father could start a business. How about raising sheep, starting with the unborn lamb?”

Yuanjing had tested the spiritual spring water. Undiluted, it sped up plant growth—vegetables that took a month grew in ten days, tasting better too. He hadn’t deliberately used it on the garden, but the household’s water tank, laced with spring water, supplied washing and cooking water, which was used to water the garden. This diluted irrigation slightly boosted growth, unnoticed by Grandmother Song, though she remarked the vegetables tasted better without thinking much of it.

Yuanjing figured feeding sheep with diluted spring water or grass grown with it would produce better livestock than others’. Once established, they could buy a hillside to expand, not limited to sheep. This could ensure steady income year-round.

The Tao family and village were farmers through and through. Other trades might not suit them, but farming and animal husbandry were manageable. This was just the first step. Once he passed the scholar exam, he’d gain influence in the village.

Tao Dayong eyed the pregnant ewe skeptically. “Can we really raise them?”

“Why not? Two sheep aren’t much trouble. Father, give it a try. I think it’ll work.”

Tao Dayong trusted his blessed eldest son. If Yuanjing thought it was feasible, maybe it was. “Alright, let’s hope your grandma doesn’t scold me.”

Yuanjing chuckled.

As expected, when they got home, Grandmother Song saw Tao Dayong had spent half a tael on two sheep and grabbed a broom to swat him. “Wasting money like that? Can’t keep it in your pocket? You spendthrift!”

Yuanjing watched the spectacle, laughing, before persuading his grandma. Her dear grandson’s words carried more weight than her son’s. Like Tao Dayong, she believed Yuanjing was blessed. When he said sheep’s milk was nourishing for Little Ox, herself, and him, she melted. Oh, her dear grandson was so filial.

Grandmother Song hugged Yuanjing, calling him her “darling” and “precious,” while Tao Dayong looked on, exasperated, jealous of the favoritism his son received.

Xiao Song, still in confinement, heard about the commotion and found her son’s thoughtfulness touching. She knew he bought the sheep because of her low milk supply. To her, the excuse of her drinking sheep’s milk was secondary—she understood children raised on sheep’s milk fared better than those on rice soup.



  

    For the next few days, Tao Dayong stayed home instead of seeking work in town. He built a sheep pen, determined to take his son’s idea of raising sheep seriously. A clean pen was essential for proper care.

The first ewe’s milk was just enough for Little Ox and Yuanjing. Yuanjing didn’t refuse, finding the almond-boiled sheep’s milk free of any gamey taste. He felt his current body was physically weaker than his previous lives, where his partners had been taller. Unwilling to be shorter again, he aimed to grow taller while still young.

As for his partner’s whereabouts? Yuanjing had no clue, but he sensed they were in the same world, unsure of when or in what form they’d appear.

When the second ewe birthed three lambs, milk became abundant. Each night before bed, Grandmother Song happily drank a small bowl. After a few days, perhaps psychologically, she felt she slept better.

Yuanjing sprinkled spiritual spring water where Tao Dayong cut grass and secretly fed some to the ewes when no one was watching.

Two years passed calmly. The biggest change was that Tao Dayong became Tao Village’s sheep-raising expert, with over a hundred sheep. He’d bought a small hill for grazing and planned to expand. His sheep, flavorful and free of gaminess, gained fame far and wide.

Initially, Tao Dayong marketed them himself, but now buyers came to him, reinforcing his belief in the venture. Without Yuanjing’s prompting, he used two years’ savings to buy the hill, still with money to spare.

Grandmother Song’s life became comfortable. With excess milk, Yuanjing taught her to make milk powder and candy. She and Xiao Song worked together, amassing private savings. With money came confidence, and their spirits visibly improved.

Now ten, Yuanjing had grown significantly and no longer needed Tao Dayong to escort him to school.

One day, returning from town, he found guests at home—a buyer from a neighboring county inspecting the sheep. Walking back from the hill with Tao Dayong, the buyer said, “Your sheep are well-raised, clean, and healthy. You’re truly skilled, old brother.”

Tao Dayong was proud but humble. He knew his success tied to his son, who periodically mixed herbs into the feed, keeping the sheep healthy and robust. His son, brilliant from just a few books, knew so much. It took Tao Dayong two years to learn those herbs.

He’d never reveal this—it was the Tao family’s sheep-raising secret, to be passed down generations.

With guests present, Yuanjing didn’t mention his news. The buyer stayed overnight, leaving with ten sheep the next morning.

Before heading to school, Yuanjing stopped Tao Dayong, who was about to get busy. Everyone was there except the sleeping Little Ox. Yuanjing said, “Teacher Chen says I can try the exam this year.”

The exam? What?

Tao Dayong blinked, then excitedly rubbed his hands. “Teacher Chen really said that? Isn’t it a bit early? Jingbao, you’re only ten.”

Grandmother Song swatted her son. “Our Jingbao’s always been bright. Teacher Chen’s praised his studies. If he says Jingbao can take the exam, let him try. Jingbao, don’t worry—go for it. Grandma supports you.”

“And Mother and Little Ox too,” Xiao Song added.

“Mother,” Tao Dayong said, half-laughing, half-exasperated, “I’m not doubting Jingbao. I’ve heard these exams are grueling. I’m worried he’s too young to endure it.”

Grandmother Song grew concerned.

Yuanjing shrugged. “I’ve been exercising these past two years. Don’t you trust my stamina, Father? Teacher Chen says I can try, so I’m definitely taking the county exam.”

If all went well, he’d take the prefectural and institute exams too, earning scholar status for some influence. Otherwise, as a ten-year-old, he’d be seen as unreliable— “no hair on the chin, no weight to his words.” Plus, scholar status meant tax and corvée exemptions. These two years, his father paid to avoid corvée, but Tao Dazhu had to serve, returning after a month looking drained, barely recovering in a year. Farmers in this era had it rough.

“Alright, Jingbao. Once you’ve decided, I can’t stop you. Should I go with you to the school today to ask what we need to prepare?” Tao Dayong offered.

“Sure,” Yuanjing didn’t object.

Teacher Chen was open, detailing every precaution and procedure to Tao Dayong. He had high hopes for Yuanjing, his most gifted student in years. Barring accidents, Yuanjing’s knowledge ensured he’d pass the scholar exam with good results.

Tao Dayong was thrilled, meticulously preparing as instructed. He booked a room at a county inn days in advance, as Yuanjing couldn’t commute daily during the exam.

The county exam was in February, with spring’s chill still biting. Xiao Song made unlined clothes per Teacher Chen’s advice and prepared a rabbit-fur inner vest to keep Yuanjing warm in the exam shed.

Grandmother Song and Xiao Song saw Yuanjing off at the village gate, urging Tao Dayong to care for him and send word if anything happened.

Tao Dayong personally escorted his son, entrusting the sheep to Tao Dazhu. Without Tao Yuzhu, the brothers’ relationship had eased. With so many sheep, Tao Dayong hired help, and not hiring his brother would look bad. Tao Dazhu worked diligently.

Little Ox came too, clinging to his big brother’s leg. Born into better family circumstances, he was a blessed, chubby child, admired by villagers. He adored Yuanjing but saw him little due to school. His greatest wish was to grow up and join his brother at school.

Tao Dazhu’s family also came to see Yuanjing off. The former Tao Sanya, now Tao Erya, stayed home as she was too young. Tao Daya, who should’ve been betrothed, still had no prospects. Yuanjing noticed she’d grown quieter, always working or caring for her siblings. The current Tao Erya was timid—both girls suffered from Tao Yuzhu’s and Lady Wang’s actions.

Lady Wang held four-year-old Tao Jinbo, reportedly hogging all the milk, leaving none for Tao Erya. Yuanjing didn’t know what to say about his aunt. Before the split, Grandmother Song valued grandsons but didn’t neglect granddaughters. Lady Wang, however, doted excessively on her only son, ignoring Grandmother Song’s advice.

In Yuanjing’s family, when Little Ox misbehaved, Xiao Song hesitated to discipline him, but Yuanjing insisted on teaching him lessons to prevent future mistakes. Grandmother Song never interfered, so despite being younger than Tao Jinbo, Little Ox was better behaved.

Lady Wang coaxed her squirming son. “Don’t fuss, Jinbo. Study and pass the exams like your big cousin. Mother’s waiting for you to make her proud.”

Xiao Song, never close with her sister-in-law, scoffed inwardly. Tao Jinbo, naughty and disliked, passing exams? Did Lady Wang think every child was as clever as her Jingbao?

Xiao Song adjusted Yuanjing’s collar. “Listen to your father outside. Mother and Grandma will wait at home with good food.”

Yuanjing nodded, patting Little Ox’s head. “Don’t worry, Mother. I’ve been to the county with Father plenty of times. I’ll be fine. Mother, Grandma, go home. Father and I are leaving. Little Ox, obey Mother and Grandma, alright? I’ll bring you treats when I’m back.”

“Treats?” Little Ox’s mouth watered, thumb creeping toward it.

Xiao Song quickly pulled his thumb out, holding his hand to wave at Yuanjing. He waved back, climbed onto the ox cart with his father, and left.

Little Ox wailed when the cart vanished, sensing this wasn’t like Yuanjing’s usual school trips, though he couldn’t explain why. For days, he’d run to Yuanjing’s room each morning, crying and demanding his brother.

Arriving in the county a day early to avoid rushing, Tao Dayong was more nervous than Yuanjing, who remained calm, his maturity belying his age. He ate and rested as needed, his enhanced memory from soul growth retaining all he’d studied. In his spare time, he leisurely practiced calligraphy at the inn.

Tao Dayong oversaw the inn’s kitchen, personally delivering meals to Yuanjing’s room. He’d heard of students falling ill from bad food during exams.

After resting a day, they went to the exam shed before dawn. Teacher Chen arrived to see off his students—four from the school, Yuanjing the youngest. Standing in line, he drew curious glances, but he ignored them.

Tao Dayong was all nerves, not noticing his son’s composure. Teacher Chen, stroking his beard, said, “Yuanjing’s young, but his steadiness surpasses adults. Don’t worry, Tao. I can’t promise much, but he’ll pass the county exam with good marks.”

“Thanks to your teaching, Teacher,” Tao Dayong said, crediting him. Chen was pleased, hoping to nurture a student who’d surpass him.

After inspection, Yuanjing waved to his anxious father, picked up his exam basket, and walked in confidently. After identity verification, he found his assigned seat—luckily, not a “stinky” one.

For five days, he entered the exam shed before dawn and left at sunset, taking five tests. Exhausted, Yuanjing found ancient exams far tougher than modern ones.

He stayed in the county overnight after finishing, returning home the next day after sleeping in. Tao Dayong, focused on his son’s meals and rest, never asked about the exam to avoid pressuring him. Seeing other candidates, Yuanjing was the youngest and smallest, and he ached for his son’s ordeal.

After breakfast, they strolled, buying a braised chicken to celebrate and treats for Little Ox before heading home.

Relaxed after the exams, Yuanjing was in high spirits. In this world, his life had been confined to a small circle, never apart from family for so long. At that moment, he deeply missed his grandma, mother, and Little Ox.

They reached home near noon. Grandmother Song and Xiao Song fussed over Yuanjing, insisting he’d grown thinner in just a few days and needed nourishing meals at home.

Yuanjing, amused yet exasperated, didn’t feel thinner. He teased Little Ox with candied hawthorns he’d bought. After days apart, the little guy was sulky, refusing to come over.

“This kid cries for you every day you’re gone, but now that you’re back, he’s throwing a tantrum,” Xiao Song said, playfully tapping her younger son’s nose.

Yuanjing pretended to bite the candied hawthorn, and Little Ox instantly dropped his sulk, shouting and pouncing into his brother’s arms. Yuanjing laughed heartily. The candied hawthorn was claimed, and Little Ox refused to leave his brother’s embrace. Yuanjing held him while chatting with his mother and grandma. Villagers came to check on him, learning only after he left that he’d gone to take the exam. They were astonished, but few believed he’d pass—his age was a hurdle, with many older candidates still struggling.

On the day the results were announced, Tao Dayong took Yuanjing back to the county, joined by Teacher Chen and three other candidates from their school.

They arrived early, waiting for the county exam results to be posted. Hundreds of candidates and their companions crowded around, a chaotic scene Yuanjing experienced for the first time in this era. Tao Dayong, stunned, started to join the throng, but Yuanjing grabbed him.

“Father, the results aren’t going anywhere. Let’s wait.”

“Haha, I told you Yuanjing’s the calmest,” Teacher Chen chuckled.

The other three candidates from their school, older than Yuanjing, didn’t interact much with him due to the age gap. Tao Dayong couldn’t sit still, craning his neck before deciding to push through for a look.

Then someone shouted, “Who’s the top scorer? Anyone know a candidate named Tao Yuanjing?”

The call repeated several times with no response. Teacher Chen and Tao Dayong froze. Tao Dayong turned to Chen, dazed. “Teacher, did I hear wrong? Who’s the top scorer?”

“No mistake—top scorer is Tao Yuanjing! Haha, no need to look. Tao Yuanjing, the top scorer, is my student!” Teacher Chen laughed excitedly, drawing many eyes.

Tao Dayong was overjoyed, scooping up Yuanjing, who’d been sitting calmly, and laughing, “Haha, my son’s the top scorer! My son took first place! You’ve made your father proud!”

Onlookers assumed one of the older teens near Teacher Chen was the winner. Tao Dayong’s outburst revealed the top scorer was a child being held aloft, a mix of shocking and comical.

Caught off guard, Yuanjing was hoisted up—something rare since he was eight, especially in public. Even his thick skin couldn’t handle it. Seeing countless surprised eyes, his face flushed red. He squirmed, whispering urgently, “Father, put me down! Everyone’s watching!”

After three pleas, Tao Dayong realized the setting, chuckled, and set him down, straightening his son’s clothes. He clasped his fists to the crowd, who responded with good-natured laughter. Anyone with a child this young topping the exam wouldn’t act much differently.

Teacher Chen, seeing his student’s rare blush, smiled. “Tao, Yuanjing’s a tongsheng now. You can’t treat him like a child anymore.”

Tao Dayong nodded solemnly. “You’re right, Teacher. I got carried away.”

Sobering up, he reminded himself not to do this again. His son, the top scorer, would interact with much older peers, and such actions might make others look down on him.

Still, his grin stretched ear to ear. His Jingbao was the top scorer!

Eventually, the other three students checked the results: one failed, two passed. For Teacher Chen, this was a great outcome. He encouraged the failed student to try again next year, while the two who passed, along with Yuanjing, would take the institute exam in April. As the county exam’s top scorer, Yuanjing earned tongsheng status directly, skipping the prefectural exam, and would prepare for the June institute exam to become a scholar.

Bidding Teacher Chen farewell, they returned to Tao Village. Grandmother Song, Xiao Song, and Little Ox waited at the village gate, with few others present, doubting Yuanjing’s success.

Seeing his wife, mother, and youngest son from afar, Tao Dayong couldn’t contain his joy, shouting, “Mother, Alan, Jingbao’s the top scorer and a tongsheng! First place!”

He shouted several times, prompting Grandmother Song and Xiao Song to rush over, Little Ox toddling behind, calling for his brother.

The ox cart stopped, and Tao Dayong repeated to Grandmother Song, “Mother, Jingbao’s first place, top scorer. He’s a tongsheng without taking the prefectural exam.”

“Wonderful! My darling’s so accomplished!” Grandmother Song hugged her grandson, who never disappointed her.

Xiao Song wiped tears of joy. He’d passed! A tongsheng held high status here. Since the village’s last tongsheng died, none had emerged, showing how tough the exam was.

“Brother, Little Ox wants a hug too!” Little Ox joined in.

Tao Dayong gleefully lifted his younger son high, and Little Ox, abandoning his favorite brother, clapped for his father to lift him higher.

Villagers at the gate overheard and ran to spread the news, especially to the clan leader—this was a big deal for Tao Village.

Before they reached home, the clan leader and others met them. An elder with a cane asked Tao Dayong, “Did Yuanjing really top the county exam?”

“Yes,” Tao Dayong said loudly for the hard-of-hearing elder. “Top scorer, now a tongsheng, heading to the provincial capital for the institute exam in June.”

“Haha, well done, Yuanjing! You’ve brought glory to Tao Village. Tao Dayong, you’ve raised a fine son,” the clan leader said happily.

Tao Dayong puffed out his chest proudly. Yes, his fine son—his family’s pride!



  

    Even before earning the scholar title, Yuanjing noticed a shift in how the villagers treated him. Previously seen as a child—Uncle Yonglin would pat his head or lift him high to show affection—he now faced restraint. At the last moment, Yonglin stopped short of patting his head, instead clapping his shoulder.

Children wanting to play were held back by adults, who now looked at him with respect. The clan elders were also more courteous.

In this era, “all pursuits are lowly; only scholarship is exalted.” This small change made Yuanjing realize how revered scholars with titles were among common folk—far more profound than in modern society, where education wasn’t the only path to success.

Back home, Grandmother Song wanted a grand celebration, perhaps not a lavish banquet but at least a hearty meal with guests. Yuanjing quickly stopped her, suggesting a modest family gathering instead.

“Grandma, this is just the start. I’ll take the institute exam in June and aim to keep going. Celebrating a mere county top scorer now might seem arrogant to others.”

Not wanting to disappoint her, he added, “How about we celebrate when I become a scholar? I’m confident about the June exam, just four months away.”

“Alright, I’ll listen to my dear grandson. We’ll celebrate then. For now, let’s have Eldest’s family over for a good meal. Dayong, kill a chicken and a sheep!” Grandmother Song couldn’t contain her excitement, issuing orders loudly.

Yuanjing, both amused and touched, understood her joy and didn’t stop her, not wanting to dampen her spirits.

Tao Dayong was thrilled, as were Xiao Song, Tao Dazhu, Daya, Erya, and Sanya. Lady Wang, however, felt a twinge of displeasure. ‘It’s not my son who topped the exam—why should I be happy?’ But she hid it, knowing Grandmother Song’s sharp tongue would tear into her otherwise.

Tao Jinbo was conflicted. Visiting the main house meant good food, often meat, but here, neither Grandma, Uncle, nor cousins let him run wild or bully his sisters. Grandmother Song would scold him, unlike at home, where Lady Wang indulged him, thinking it natural.

“Jinbo, you’ll pass the top scorer exam one day and make Mother proud. You’re no less than Yuanjing,” Lady Wang whispered, holding her son.

Xiao Song, fetching firewood, overheard and guessed Lady Wang’s envy. Her son’s success elevated her status, which Lady Wang coveted. ‘Tao Jinbo rival my Jingbao?’ She didn’t even expect Little Ox to be half as clever, yet Lady Wang dared to dream.

After the meal, Yuanjing focused on studying at home. He no longer attended school daily; Teacher Chen assigned targeted tasks, requiring visits every ten days or so.

His family’s expectations soared after his county top scorer result. They grew stricter, keeping Little Ox from disturbing him in the study. Even passing his door, they tiptoed to avoid disrupting his studies. Yuanjing said it didn’t bother him, but they persisted, so he let them be.

During this time, Yuanjing crafted a puzzle-like literacy board for Little Ox, who loved it, playing while learning characters. Tao Dayong, when free, taught his younger son using it, having learned many characters himself from Yuanjing over the past two years.

Over three months passed, and the Tao family busied themselves preparing Yuanjing and Tao Dayong’s luggage for the provincial exam.

This time, more villagers saw him off—Yuanjing suspected the whole village turned out. The clan leader and elders offered earnest advice to stay calm, believing that even if he failed, his county top scorer achievement at ten guaranteed a scholar title eventually, perhaps even a juren title, benefiting all of Tao Village.

“Everyone, go back. I’m off and will return after the exam,” Yuanjing said, climbing onto the carriage and waving.

“Dayong, take good care of Yuanjing. Don’t be careless, or I won’t forgive you!” Grandmother Song, reluctant to see her grandson go far, urged Tao Dayong again.

“I know, Mother. Go home,” Tao Dayong replied, used to her repeated instructions without annoyance.

As the carriage rolled away, Little Ox didn’t wail but sniffled, sensing his brother’s absence.

This trip used a hired carriage with a driver, as the journey was long. In town, they met Sun Wenmin, an eighteen-year-old classmate who passed the prefectural exam and was also heading for the institute exam. Only one of the school’s two prefectural candidates had passed.

If Sun Wenmin earned the scholar title, it’d be a fine achievement locally, but he showed no pride. With a ten-year-old county top scorer beside him, he humbly sought Yuanjing’s advice on studies during the journey.

In private, he sighed to his servant, “No wonder Teacher loves Tao Yuanjing. Compared to him, my years of study feel wasted.”

His sturdy servant replied, “Young Master, don’t belittle yourself. Besides Young Master Tao, you’re the only tongsheng from our town this year.”

Sun Wenmin felt his servant missed the point. Discussing with Yuanjing revealed his solid foundation, despite only four years of study since starting at six, from a peasant family.

Only “genius” explained it.

After seven days of travel, they reached Wenchang City, the provincial capital. Even Yuanjing sighed in relief. Used to modern conveniences, the backward era was tough—his backside felt battered.

Sun Wenmin’s landlord family and Tao Dayong, willing to spend on his son, secured a rented courtyard after arriving at an inn. It was quieter than the inn, and Tao Dayong hired a cook to handle meals, letting the candidates focus until exam day.

On exam day, Yuanjing and Sun Wenmin left the courtyard for the first time. Exhausted from studying, they’d only exercised in the yard. Yuanjing wanted to explore the city’s culture and bustle, but seeing Sun Wenmin’s dedication, he couldn’t slack off.

At the exam site before dawn, the process mirrored the county exam, but far more candidates attended. Tao Dayong, like his son, looked around, stunned to see tongsheng not much younger than himself, marveling at the competition.

They spotted an eleven- or twelve-year-old candidate with an exam basket, queuing like them. Noticing Yuanjing, the boy’s eyes flared with competitive spirit, eager to challenge him. Yuanjing found it amusing.

The institute exam had two sessions. As the youngest candidate, Yuanjing’s calm demeanor caught the chief examiner’s eye, but he remained unfazed, having met big shots in his past lives.

He took the exams steadily, leaving the exam hall with ease, spotting Tao Dayong craning his neck. His father rushed over, taking his basket, concerned. Each session tested physical endurance, and Tao Dayong had seen candidates carried out, heightening his worry for his son.

“Has Brother Sun come out yet?”

“Not yet. Father will wait. Rest in the carriage, Yuanjing.”

“Alright.” Yuanjing enjoyed his father’s care. Since becoming county top scorer, one perk was that people stopped calling him “Jingbao.” The nickname embarrassed him, and protests had been futile. A county top scorer brought such benefits—he wished he’d taken the exam sooner.

Soon, Sun Wenmin emerged, supported by his page, and they returned together.

A frail scholar, Sun Wenmin washed, ate, and collapsed into bed. Yuanjing felt fine, perhaps due to spiritual spring water or his enhanced soul. Tao Dayong marveled—his son was younger than Sun Wenmin yet so resilient.

When Sun Wenmin woke and learned of Yuanjing’s vigor, he envied him. Yuanjing explained he exercised daily, improving stamina without hindering studies.

Considering future exams, Sun Wenmin wondered if he should hire a martial arts teacher to train his body. The provincial exam, with three sessions locked in for three days each, was daunting.

Rested, the four explored Wenchang City. It was far more bustling than the county. At a bookstore, its collection surpassed the county’s. Yuanjing, unable to resist books, and Sun Wenmin, a fellow book lover, browsed eagerly.

Yuanjing picked a mix—exam texts like the Four Books, plus miscellaneous histories and anecdotes. Having studied official histories, these enriched his understanding of the era.

For Tao Dayong, it was buy, buy, buy for his son.

Reaching for a travelogue, another hand grabbed it simultaneously. Yuanjing looked up—it was the young tongsheng from the exam, now showing clear arrogance up close.

Yuanjing’s eyes flickered, realizing the boy targeted him, not the book. He let go, smiling good-naturedly. “You want this travelogue? It’s yours.”

To an eleven- or twelve-year-old, still a child in Yuanjing’s eyes, he was lenient.

‘Who needs his leniency?’ The boy, catching Yuanjing’s gaze, bristled, shoving the book back. “I came because you’re here. What’s your name? Want to bet who ranks higher in the institute exam?”

Sun Wenmin and Tao Dayong, hearing the commotion, rushed over, worried about a conflict. Sun Wenmin chuckled, seeing the boy’s desire to compete with someone his age.

Yuanjing blinked. “Sure. I’m Tao Yuanjing. Your name?”

“I’ll remember you. I’m Yu Xiao, twelve—definitely older than you.”

“Pleased to meet you, Brother Yu. You’re two years my senior.”

Two young teens exchanging names so formally seemed like child’s play, but as tongsheng, it was serious. Sun Wenmin stifled a laugh, recalling Yu Xiao’s identity.

“You’re the top scorer from Yangning County?” Yuanjing, focused on studies, was unaware of external news but had heard of this boy during the prefectural exam.

“Yes, and I know you’re your county’s top scorer,” Yu Xiao said slowly. Initially, seeing a younger candidate, he’d guessed Yuanjing’s identity, as Yuanjing was the only top scorer younger than him. He’d felt upstaged but now felt a bit sheepish.

“It’s nearly noon. Want to eat together?” Yuanjing invited, knowing that to fulfill the original’s life in officialdom, he needed allies—classmates and friends were future connections.

“Alright, since you’re sincere,” Yu Xiao agreed.

Yuanjing nearly laughed. Yu Xiao’s eager eyes betrayed his reluctant tone, reminiscent of his lover, Hengjun. Though Yu Xiao wasn’t him, his presence stirred Yuanjing’s longing, wondering where his true love was.

Seeing his son make friends with a decent kid like Yu Xiao, Tao Dayong was pleased. They left the bookstore for a restaurant.

Over the meal, Sun Wenmin felt more outshone. With Yuanjing, a genius, and now Yu Xiao, another, he felt painfully ordinary, his pride deflated.

Their group grew by two—Yu Xiao and his servant. Yu Xiao, clearly from the best background, expanded their outings beyond the city. A famous temple outside Wenchang drew many visitors, including exam candidates and wealthy families with veiled young ladies.

At the mountainside, they saw a troop of mounted soldiers pass swiftly toward Wenchang City.

“What’s happening? These soldiers carry an unusual aura,” Yu Xiao remarked, surprised.

Yuanjing noted Yu Xiao’s keenness, likely from a privileged upbringing. He, too, sensed a battle-hardened edge in the soldiers—they’d seen blood.

Sun Wenmin shrugged. “It’s not our concern. There’s a pavilion—let’s rest there.”

“Alright,” Yu Xiao said, distracted.

Yuanjing had the best stamina, with Yu Xiao and Sun Wenmin lagging. While they rested, Yuanjing explored further, drawn to better scenery. His father went to burn incense, praying for his exam success.

Near a mountain spring and small waterfall, Yuanjing paused, spotting blood in the water, quickly diluted. After two seconds’ thought, he followed the blood trail to a hidden spot, finding a figure slumped on a rock, blood seeping into the stream.

By sight, the man was tall, with long legs, one foot in the water. That wasn’t the point—Yuanjing’s heart raced. The closer he got, the more he felt a familiar soul. Thank goodness he’d come.

Touching the man’s shoulder to check his wounds, Yuanjing was met with sharp, eagle-like eyes as the man awoke. A true ten-year-old might’ve flinched, but Yuanjing only raised a brow, calmly saying, “You’re injured. I know some medicine. Want help?”

He added, “I’m Tao Yuanjing, a tongsheng here for the institute exam.”

Stating his identity eased the man’s guard and laid groundwork for future contact. How else would the man find him?

Given the man’s aura and severe injuries, Yuanjing suspected he was a significant court figure.

The man stared for half a minute before saying, “Alright, go ahead.”

With great effort, Yuanjing moved him to flat ground and examined his wounds, gasping. That he was still alive was miraculous. Without Yuanjing, would he have died like Zhou Hengjun in a past life, lost to an accident?



  

    The man was covered in wounds from swords and knives, with over a dozen large gashes. The most severe were the two cuts on his waist and chest, so deep they exposed bone. Soaked in water for too long, the flesh around the wounds had turned pale and curled outward. If Yuanjing were an ordinary ten-year-old boy or just a common person, such wounds would have left him trembling with fear.

But now, he calmly cleaned the dirt from the wounds. He found a large leaf, ostensibly to hold water for washing the injuries, but in truth, he used spirit spring water. He poured it generously over the man’s wounds without hesitation, then searched the surroundings for any herbs he could find. He crushed them with a stone and applied them to the wounds, tearing strips from the man’s inner clothing to bandage the two most serious ones.

From beginning to end, Mu Cheng’an’s gaze followed Yuanjing, watching him work diligently on his injuries and search for usable herbs. When the herbs were applied, a faint coolness soothed the wounds. If it were an experienced doctor at work, such actions would seem ordinary. But on a ten-year-old boy, this composure felt uncanny.

Strangely, Mu Cheng’an had no urge to stop him. Perhaps the herbs might worsen his condition? When had he, Mu Cheng’an, ever trusted a stranger so implicitly?

Yuanjing knew the man’s eyes were fixed on him but pressed his lips together and worked tirelessly, unconcerned about others noticing his medical knowledge. Still, due to limited conditions, he was far from satisfied with the treatment. He used a leaf to hold more spirit spring water and brought it to the man’s lips, still unaware of his name.

“Drink some water.”

Mu Cheng’an stared at him for three seconds before opening his mouth. Yuanjing carefully tilted the leaf, letting the water flow through a notch into Mu Cheng’an’s mouth. It was sweet, and Mu Cheng’an drank greedily.

Seeing him drink, Yuanjing felt a slight relief. From personal experience, he knew the spirit spring water aided healing. Otherwise, his own scar wouldn’t have allowed him to be up and active within five days.

When Mu Cheng’an shook his head and closed his mouth, Yuanjing stopped feeding him water. Hearing someone call his name in the distance, he quickly said, “The wound treatment is too rough. If you trust me, I’ll be staying at the temple tonight. Come find me, and I’ll treat you again and change the herbs. My classmates are calling me, so I have to go.”

After one last glance at the man, Yuanjing hurriedly left. The man’s gaze followed him until he turned onto another path and disappeared.

Yuanjing knew his actions were risky for a stranger. Of course, he only acted this way because he knew this man was his beloved. For anyone else, he wouldn’t have been so dedicated or used the spirit spring water—who knew if he was saving a man or a monster?

Sun Wenmin called out a few times and laughed when Yuanjing finally appeared. “Where’d you run off to? Me and Brother Yu almost thought a mountain spirit had snatched you away.”

Yuanjing chuckled. “If anything’s getting snatched, it’d be someone like you, Brother Sun. I’m too young.”

Sun Wenmin burst out laughing. As Yuanjing reached his side, they walked together toward the pavilion.

“Mountain spirit? Tao Yuanjing?” Mu Cheng’an mulled over the words, a faint smile breaking across his stern face. To him, Tao Yuanjing, appearing out of nowhere, was indeed like a mountain spirit. A young boy with composure and medical skill far beyond his years, treating his wounds expertly under limited conditions. In just this short time, he already felt better. With a bit more rest, he might be able to leave.

Back at the pavilion, Yuanjing chatted and laughed with Sun Wenmin and Yu Xiao for a while before suggesting they spend the night at the mountain temple and return to the city in the morning. This way, they could enjoy themselves fully without exhausting themselves. The two frail scholars thought it a great idea and agreed.

After resting, the three headed up the mountain. As they left, Yuanjing glanced at the spot where the man was hidden, hoping he was alright and that the spirit spring water would sustain him until evening. He hoped the man would find him later.

On the way, Yuanjing deliberately gathered herbs. Sun Wenmin and Yu Xiao assumed it was just a refined hobby. Meanwhile, a wealthy household descended the mountain, surrounded by servants and a sedan chair clearly carrying a lady. The three stepped aside, avoiding any glance.

At the mountaintop, Tao Dayong, along with the bookboy (Sun Wenmin’s servant) and servant (Yu Xiao’s), was waiting. As Yuanjing approached, his father wanted to pull him aside for a private word, but Yuanjing asked him to wait, mentioning their plan to stay at the temple overnight. Tao Dayong let his son decide.

Sun Wenmin tactfully said, “Yuanjing, talk with your father. We’ll arrange tonight’s lodging.”

“Alright.”

After they left, Tao Dayong pulled his son to a corner, his face full of shock. “Jingbao, guess who I saw earlier?”

So excited to share with his son, he slipped and used the nickname “Jingbao.” Yuanjing was surprised—something that could make his father act this way and share with him? A flash of insight hit, and he blurted, “Could it be Tao Erya?”

“Exactly!” Tao Dayong nearly slapped his thigh but kept his voice low. “She was with that household going down the mountain. You must’ve passed them. Tao Erya’s a maid in that mansion, and she seems to be doing well, serving their young lady. Her clothes and accessories were much finer than the other maids, almost like a noble lady.”

Yuanjing was genuinely shocked. He hadn’t expected news of Tao Erya after two years. He quickly asked, “Father, did you meet face-to-face? Did she recognize you?”

Tao Dayong waved his hands. “No, no. I was wandering alone and heard some girls laughing, so I meant to avoid them. But I caught a glimpse of a girl’s profile and thought she looked familiar, like Tao Erya. I hid and watched a bit longer—definitely her. But she’s not called Tao Erya anymore. I heard someone call her Yuzhu or something.”

“Father, that’s fine. We passed a household on the way, but all three of us stepped aside. Tao Erya wouldn’t expect us to be up here on this mountain.”

“Right, she probably thinks we’re still back in Tao Family Village. Who’d guess we’d come to the provincial capital? Later, I asked around about that household. They’re surnamed Yan, a wealthy merchant family. When we get back to the city, I’ll have someone look into this Yan mansion properly.”

Tao Dayong was being cautious. Tao Erya wasn’t a kind person. If she’d risen in status and still held a grudge against their Jingbao, she could cause trouble and ruin his son’s future. He’d want to strangle her.

Yuanjing nodded. “Good. It’s better to know our enemy. But be careful when you inquire, Father.”

“Don’t worry, Jingbao. Your father knows how to handle things.” Tao Dayong had that much prudence.

After their talk, the father and son walked out. Yuanjing hadn’t expected a trip outside the city to bring two surprises. Overall, they were pleasant ones. He hoped night would come soon.

The temple monks arranged a small courtyard for them to stay in, perfect for their group. After eating vegetarian meals and returning to the courtyard, Yuanjing realized a problem: he and his father were sharing a room, so the man couldn’t visit. Restless, he hoped the man would still come and be clever enough to signal him so he could slip out.

After settling his father in bed early, Yuanjing sat under a lamp with a book, his mind elsewhere. Tao Dayong, used to this, thought about Tao Erya and the Yan mansion while snoring.

Some time later, Yuanjing heard a pebble land in the courtyard. He shot up, glanced at his soundly sleeping father, tucked his prepared items into his robe, and slipped out quietly, closing the door behind him.

Following the sound, he saw a shadowy figure outside the courtyard. The figure moved forward upon seeing him, and Yuanjing followed without hesitation. No doubt about it—this was his beloved, the wounded man he’d saved earlier.

The figure stopped at a secluded spot and turned to face Yuanjing, a strange glint in his eyes. He hadn’t expected Yuanjing to come out. For a scholar, following like this was far too risky. What made this ten-year-old boy so bold?

“How are your wounds?”

The man didn’t speak, only nodded slightly, his eyes still fixed on Yuanjing.

Yuanjing took out the tools and herbs he had prepared from his robe and said, “Let me take another look.”

“Alright.” Finally, a single word. Then, right in front of Yuanjing, the man began to undo his clothes. Yuanjing didn’t shy away—not only was this his beloved, but as a healer, when would he ever need to avoid a patient’s body?

Yuanjing had Mu Cheng’an sit on a rock. At ten years old, Yuanjing was hardly tall, and looking up at the man made him feel like he was twice his height. When the man finally sat, Yuanjing could look straight ahead without craning his neck. Unconsciously, he rubbed the back of his neck, tired, not noticing the faint smirk on the man’s lips.

Yuanjing began removing the bandages from earlier that day. They were stained red with blood again. There was no helping it—even with hemostatic herbs, movement would inevitably reopen the wounds. How much blood could this man afford to lose? Under the moonlight, his lips looked pale.

“I want to stitch your wounds with needle and thread,” Yuanjing said. “Otherwise, they’ll struggle to heal. I specifically asked the young monks here for some needle and thread. If you agree, I’ll start.”

“What’s that mean?” Mu Cheng’an’s eyes flickered. He’d never heard of such a technique.

As Yuanjing took out the needle, he explained the process. The needle and thread had been sterilized over a candle flame, and the needle’s shape had been adjusted.

Mu Cheng’an understood this meant sewing his flesh like fabric. If it could truly help the wounds heal, he didn’t mind being a test subject.

“Go ahead. I can handle it.”

Yuanjing glanced at him. Perhaps because their souls were so familiar, he could read the man’s thoughts in a single look. So, he added a few more words about sterilization and the like. He cleaned the wounds again, noting with relief that, likely due to the spirit spring water, there was no inflammation, and the man showed no signs of fever. This could also be due to his strong constitution.

After cleaning the wounds with more spirit spring water, Yuanjing began stitching. The needle piercing flesh was a sharp sensation, but the young boy didn’t flinch. His hands were quick and steady, as if he’d done this countless times, his calm almost unnatural.

While stitching, he talked to the man, suggesting he drink some salt-sugar water and giving him the proper ratio. Noticing the wounds looked the same as in the afternoon and that the man hadn’t changed clothes, Yuanjing figured he was still alone, not yet reunited with any subordinates. He didn’t believe this man had no one under his command.

Tying off the stitches with a butterfly knot, Yuanjing applied crushed herbs and rebandaged the wounds with the same strips, wishing he had cleaner ones but making do.

“Done. Try to move as little as possible for the next few days. Once the wounds are fully healed, you can remove the stitches yourself.” He explained how to do so, unbothered by the lack of response.

After helping the man put his outer clothes back on, Yuanjing felt he had no reason to stay. He gathered the remaining thread and prepared to leave.

“Cheng’an,” the man said. “My name is Cheng’an. You saved my life, and I owe you a debt. Think about how you want me to repay you, and tell me next time we meet.”

Yuanjing almost blurted that a life-saving debt should be repaid with devotion, but his young frame would only make that a joke, and it felt too abrupt. He nodded lightly. “Alright, Cheng’an. See you.”

This time, Yuanjing left decisively, without lingering.

Cheng’an? Was that really his name? Based on the story’s plot, no character was named Cheng’an. A man with such presence and a heavy aura of blood and killing shouldn’t be obscure.

Back in his room, Yuanjing paused, a realization hitting him. He remembered someone—not just Cheng’an, but Mu Cheng’an.

This man existed only in the memories of the story’s main characters. He was the former Northern King and the male lead’s adoptive father. According to the male lead, his adoptive father was betrayed and killed by court spies colluding with foreign enemies. After Mu Cheng’an’s death, his title passed to the male lead, his adopted heir. The female lead, rising from a village girl to the Northern King’s consort, became the envy of many.

Yuanjing hadn’t expected his beloved to have such an identity. From his appearance that afternoon, he seemed around thirty. To Yuanjing, whose soul was far older, this age wasn’t an issue. But now, he was speechless. Did this mean he’d be the male lead’s stepfather? A stepfather younger than the adopted son?

If the female lead still ended up with the male lead, the relationships would be a mess. Of course, the female lead was no longer his cousin Tao Erya—only his distant cousin Tao Erya remained.

Recalling the hundred or so soldiers he’d seen rushing down the mountain that afternoon, Yuanjing suspected they were connected to Mu Cheng’an. Since Mu Cheng’an hadn’t shown himself, those soldiers likely had ill intentions. Per the plot, the old Northern King died around this time, allowing the male lead to inherit his title.

Mu Cheng’an’s wounds were much better than earlier, his recovery remarkable, so Yuanjing felt some relief. He likely wouldn’t die early as in the story. With that, he soon fell asleep.

The next morning, after breakfast at the temple, they descended the mountain.

Entering the city, Yuanjing noticed stricter guards and inspections, with more soldiers present, some carrying the scent of blood. It was indeed tied to the Northern King. Yuanjing glanced discreetly, noting that his father, Yu Xiao, and the others hadn’t noticed anything unusual. He blended in and entered the city.

Later, Yuanjing attended two literary gatherings with Yu Xiao, meeting other scholars. Yu Xiao was well-known among them, and as the top county exam scholar introduced by him, Yuanjing piqued their curiosity. He joined in their poetry recitations but didn’t steal Yu Xiao’s spotlight.

Compared to him, Yu Xiao was a true young genius—quick-witted and solidly skilled. Yuanjing had no doubt he’d shine in the imperial exams.

Since Yuanjing performed averagely, others didn’t pay him much mind. County exam toppers were common, and not all succeeded. Yuanjing didn’t care how they viewed him, remaining calm.

That day, returning home, he saw his father, who gave him a knowing look. Yuanjing went to his room, and his father followed.

“Yuanjing, I found out.”

“Father, have some tea and take your time.” Yuanjing poured him a cup.

Tao Dayong drank and shared what he’d learned.

The Yan family, though merchants in Wenchang City, held status because the family head’s sister married into a marquess’s household in the capital, to the marquess’s brother. Thus, people respected the Yan family despite their merchant background.

Recently, however, the Yan family’s fortunes had declined. The family head fell ill after getting caught in the rain and died despite the best doctors’ efforts. His legitimate son was too young to inherit the family business, which would likely pass to a collateral branch. This left Madam Yan and her children in a precarious position, so she announced they’d move to the capital to join her sister-in-law.

“They went to the temple that day to pray for blessings. The day after returning, they left for the capital. Since Tao Erya serves their young lady, she likely went along. That’s one less worry for me,” Tao Dayong said.

Yuanjing blinked. “Her luck’s incredible. From Tao Family Village to the capital, step by step.”

Tao Dayong sighed. “You’re right, Yuanjing. How does heaven let someone like her have such fortune? Of course, our Yuanjing’s always been blessed.”

Yuanjing smiled, keeping this in mind. In the capital, he’d surely hear of Tao Yuzhu again. This plot’s inertia was stubborn. Despite exposing Tao Yuzhu’s true nature, she’d climbed this far. Even he had to admire her luck and cunning.

Perhaps bigger surprises awaited in the capital. Yuanjing felt things wouldn’t be so simple.

Unless she leveraged a man’s power, it would be hard for a woman in this era’s inner quarters to target him. Compared to Tao Yuzhu’s memories of her past life, Yuanjing would reach the capital much earlier this time. If she relied solely on those memories, she might not notice him.



  

    It was the day the exam results were announced. Yu Xiao had reserved a spot at a teahouse early and invited Yuanjing and Sun Wenmin to join him to wait for the news.

Sun Wenmin was visibly nervous, pacing the courtyard since early morning. The dark circles under his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept well. Tao Dayong wasn’t much better. Only Yuanjing and Sun Wenmin’s burly bookboy slept soundly until dawn.

Seeing Yuanjing emerge refreshed after breakfast, Sun Wenmin gave a wry smile. “I’m a few years older, yet I’m not as composed as you, Yuanjing. But I suppose that’s because you’re confident in your results.”

As for himself, Master Chen had said he was on the borderline—lucky enough to pass, perhaps scraping by at the bottom, or unlucky enough to fail. On the way to Wenchang City, he’d discussed much with Yuanjing, and after settling in the courtyard, Yuanjing had given him some pointers. Sun Wenmin felt he’d improved, which made him care even more about the outcome, hoping he’d pass.

“Let’s go. Yu Xiao’s probably getting impatient.”

When they arrived at the teahouse, it was packed inside and out, but the opposite gate was still closed, as the results hadn’t been posted yet.

Yu Xiao waved to them from upstairs. Tao Dayong told his son to hurry up, saying they’d stay below to check the results as soon as they were posted. Yuanjing knew he couldn’t stop his father and let him be.

Over this period, he’d met some scholars. Climbing the stairs, he greeted several, but his short stature made him far less noticeable than Sun Wenmin.

Yu Xiao was quite popular upstairs. When they arrived, a scholar in his twenties was flattering him. Despite being much shorter, Yu Xiao held his head high, exuding pride and confidence. When Yuanjing and Sun Wenmin reached the table, the scholar merely nodded slightly, barely acknowledging them.

Yuanjing didn’t mind but grew curious. Yu Xiao’s status seemed higher than he’d imagined. No rush, though—his background would likely be revealed in the capital.

After the scholar left, Yu Xiao grimaced and said to Yuanjing, “This early in the morning, everyone’s betting on who’ll take the top spot.”

Yuanjing smiled. “Yu Xiao, you’ve got a lot of support, don’t you?”

Yu Xiao was proud in front of others, but having spent time with Yuanjing, he knew there were always greater talents. He felt a threat from Yuanjing but didn’t let it hinder their friendship. He only befriended those on his level, after all.

Yu Xiao snorted, pointing at a figure. “See that show-off? Plenty of people genuinely think he’ll take the top spot.”

Sun Wenmin looked and chuckled at Yu Xiao’s description. “That’s Zou Weiting. I’ve heard of him. He’s been known for his talent since he was young. He topped the county exam at fourteen. I figured he delayed the prefectural exam to aim for the top spot here. Otherwise, he’d have already earned his scholar title.”

Yu Xiao scoffed. “That’s exactly why I can’t stand him. If he’s so capable, he should’ve taken both the county and prefectural top spots back then. Waiting two years—what kind of skill is that?”

As they spoke, Zou Weiting approached, greeting Yuanjing and Sun Wenmin with a clasped-hand salute before addressing Yu Xiao. “Brother Yu, I looked for you a few days ago, but you weren’t around. Seems you’ve made new friends.”

Yu Xiao snapped, “Zou, we’re not close. Stop calling me ‘Brother Yu.’”

Zou Weiting smiled good-naturedly, tolerating Yu Xiao’s attitude.

Yu Xiao shifted gears. “Don’t think you’ve got the top spot guaranteed, Zou. I bet you won’t get it.”

Zou Weiting raised an eyebrow. “You think it’ll be you, Brother Yu?”

Yu Xiao pointed at Yuanjing, who was watching the exchange. “I’m betting on my good brother here.”

Yuanjing, mid-sip of tea, nearly choked. Zou Weiting finally looked at him seriously, surprise in his eyes. This boy, even younger than Yu Xiao, seemed an unlikely choice. Was Yu Xiao just picking someone randomly to undermine him?

Yu Xiao pressed on. “If I win, stay out of my sight from now on. Get as far away as you can.”

“And if you lose?” Zou Weiting asked with a smile.

Yu Xiao shrugged. “I won’t lose. But if I do, I’ll grant you one request.”

“Deal. You’re straightforward, Brother Yu.” Zou Weiting shone like a beacon, drawing eyes wherever he went, making their table the center of attention. Most didn’t favor Yu Xiao’s bet, but who was this young boy?

Some who’d met Yuanjing at recent literary gatherings revealed his identity: another county exam topper, even younger than Yu Xiao.

“The results are out! The results are out!”

No one had time to chat anymore, all eyes turning outward. From the teahouse’s upper floor, they could see the scene below clearly, though only those with sharp eyesight could read the posted list.

Yuanjing couldn’t, and neither could the others.

He’d lost track of his father. Yu Xiao was calm. “Don’t worry. I’ve got people checking the list. Whoever sees it first will report back quickly.”

Yuanjing gave him a thumbs-up.

“Young master, you passed!” A servant pushed through the crowd, one shoe missing, shouting as he ran. “Young master, you got third place! Young Master Tao is the top scorer!”

“What? Only third? Who’s the second-place bastard?” Yu Xiao leaned over the railing.

The servant reached the teahouse’s base, yelling, “It’s Young Master Zou Weiting!”

“Damn it!” Yu Xiao fumed. Anyone but Zou taking second would’ve been better. Why did Zou have to outrank him?

“You’re the top scorer again, Yuanjing?!” Sun Wenmin exclaimed, delighted.

Yu Xiao instantly cheered up, laughing loudly and searching for Zou Weiting. “Zou, did you hear that? My good brother got the top spot. You’re behind him. I won the bet! Thought you were all that, huh? Look at you now!”

Those still waiting turned to Yuanjing, who remained calm. Could this barely grown boy really have taken the prefectural exam’s top spot? Some doubted it was a mistake, but another report confirmed the top scorer was indeed Tao Yuanjing.

“Young master, you passed!” Sun Wenmin’s sturdy bookboy pushed through the crowd, proving his strength’s advantage. “You got forty-ninth place!”

Out of fifty admitted, Sun Wenmin was second-to-last but still passed. Overjoyed, he couldn’t stop smiling. Yuanjing congratulated him.

“Let’s head back. The good news will be delivered soon. Brother Yu, let’s meet again next time,” Sun Wenmin urged, eager to receive the official announcement.

“I’ll go downstairs with you. I should head back too,” Yu Xiao said.

Zou Weiting, left behind, was still dazed. When his people confirmed he’d placed second and Tao Yuanjing was the top scorer, he gave a bitter smile. “Didn’t expect Yu Xiao to call it right. That guy’s arrogant, but his eye for talent isn’t bad. This Tao Yuanjing must have something special.”

Rejoining an ecstatic Tao Dayong, they returned to the courtyard. When the official announcement arrived with gongs and drums, neighbors came to congratulate them. Tao Dayong’s beaming smile never faded. If not for their upcoming plans, he’d have packed to rush home and share the news.

“Father, the messengers might reach Tao Family Village before we do,” Yuanjing said.

“Really?” Tao Dayong was thrilled but slightly regretful not to be there for the moment.

After the results came the Deer Banquet, hosted by the education commissioner and the prefect. Yuanjing, Yu Xiao, and Sun Wenmin went together. Inevitably, they ran into Zou Weiting, who now greeted Yuanjing seriously, no longer underestimating him due to his youth. Anyone who’d taken the prefectural exam knew the top spot wasn’t just luck.

Inside, as the top scorer, Yuanjing was seated at the front. The commissioner and prefect couldn’t help but chuckle at the young boy’s mature demeanor.

During grading, names were concealed. No one expected the top scorer to be such a young child, but his merit was undeniable.

Both officials admired talent. If one weren’t returning to the capital and the other weren’t leaving his post, they’d have considered taking Yuanjing as a disciple. Instead, out of appreciation, they jointly recommended the top three scholars—Yuanjing, Yu Xiao, and Zou Weiting—for study at Egret Academy.

When the commissioner announced this, the three stood to express gratitude. Other scholars looked on with envy. Egret Academy was renowned, having produced numerous jinshi scholars, including top imperial exam placers. Studying there almost guaranteed passing the imperial exams and earning an official post.

The three left with recommendation letters and the officials’ endorsements. Yuanjing was pleased—his access to books was limited, and he knew little of the court. Egret Academy would meet his needs. The only downside was its distance from home, making frequent visits impossible.

They agreed on a date to travel to Egret Academy together, then parted to return home. Yuanjing and Sun Wenmin set off together.

Leaving Wenchang City, Yuanjing noticed the blood-scented group had also left. He didn’t return to the mountain outside the city. With his beloved’s status and abilities, he should avoid this deadly crisis.

On the first night out of the city, staying at an inn, Yuanjing, asleep at midnight, suddenly woke with a sense of unease. He looked toward the window and saw it being pushed open, a hand reaching in. Sensing someone awake, the hand froze briefly before tossing something inside.

Yuanjing leapt up, opened the door, and stepped out. A black-clad figure stood at a distance, gave him a clasped-hand salute, then vanished into the darkness.

It was him! Yuanjing knew only one person would do this. It meant he was safe, didn’t it? Yuanjing returned to his room and picked up the items on the floor: a handkerchief wrapped around a note and a jade pendant. The note, written in bold, elegant strokes, read:

‘Present this token to claim the favor.’

Yuanjing smiled. The man was truly safe. The black-clad figure was his subordinate, delivering the message, which meant they knew his whereabouts perfectly.

He smoothed out the note and tucked it into a book. As for the jade pendant, Yuanjing cheekily considered it a token of affection. He found a cord, tied it, and hung it around his neck.

The jade was clearly of exceptional quality, not something a family like theirs could typically own, so keeping it close was safest.

Yes, that’s how it was.

Meanwhile, in a residence elsewhere, the black-clad figure drifted in and pushed open the study door. Mu Cheng’an looked up. “You delivered the items?”

“Yes, but…”

“He noticed you?” Mu Cheng’an guessed, seeing his subordinate’s hesitant expression.

“Yes, my lord is wise. Young Scholar Tao even chased after me.”

Mu Cheng’an chuckled. “Quite the bold one, as expected. Alright, you may go.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Sipping tea, Mu Cheng’an thought about Tao Yuanjing. His actions didn’t match his age at all. What ten-year-old had such vigilance? Yet with Tao Yuanjing, it didn’t feel surprising—more like it was only natural.

But then, what ten-year-old could consecutively top the county and prefectural exams? Of course he was different. Mu Cheng’an looked forward to meeting Tao Yuanjing in the capital in a few years.

On their way home, as Yuanjing had predicted, the official messengers had already reached Tao Family Village with the good news. The gongs and drums drew out the entire village. When the results were announced, everyone was overjoyed. Grandmother Song and Xiao Song wept with happiness, tears streaming down. It was the clan leader who reminded them about the reward money, ensuring the messengers weren’t neglected.

“Great! When Dayong and Yuanjing return, we’ll slaughter pigs and sheep and have a big celebration!” 

Villagers showered them with congratulations, eagerly awaiting Yuanjing’s return.

A ten-year-old scholar was a rarity even across the Great Xia dynasty.

Yuanjing and Sun Wenmin first paid respects to the county magistrate and Master Chen before returning home, agreeing to attend each other’s celebratory banquets.

Upon arriving at Tao Family Village, Yuanjing and his father were swarmed by enthusiastic villagers. Flattering words poured out like they cost nothing. Yuanjing couldn’t help but laugh and cry as some aunties brought their children, trying to get them to touch him—even just his sleeve—to share in the young scholar’s talent and luck.

The day after returning, no one could stop Grandmother Song from slaughtering pigs and sheep for a grand celebration. The Tao family hosted a lively two-day feast. Besides villagers and guests invited by Yuanjing and Tao Dayong, some uninvited guests arrived with generous gifts. Yuanjing left these matters to his father.

Tao Dayong hadn’t spent his time away idly. He was savvier than Yuanjing in some ways, knowing what gifts to accept or reject to ensure his son’s future remained untarnished. His standards weren’t so low.

After attending Sun Wenmin’s banquet, Yuanjing knew some matters needed attention. Now with some authority, the clan no longer saw him as an unreliable child.

He was heading to Egret Academy, where he might only return home once or twice a year. He needed to settle things at home to leave with peace of mind.

Yuanjing asked his father to invite the clan leader and several elders to their house for a discussion.

“What are you planning, Yuanjing? You don’t need to worry about home. Your father’s got it covered,” Tao Dayong said, puffing out his chest. Everywhere he went, people called him the young scholar’s father, and he couldn’t be prouder.

“Father, our family’s life will keep improving, widening the gap with the villagers and clan. That’s not good. So I’ve thought of a way to help everyone in the village live better. Little Ox will stay in Tao Family Village for years, and a better village environment will benefit him too,” Yuanjing explained. He also had a concern: Tao Yuzhu was a ticking time bomb. Even if she was no longer in the clan registry, the clan leader and members would side with him. But given how resourceful the story’s female lead was, he had to stay cautious.

If he could help the villagers and clan prosper alongside his family, Tao Yuzhu would have no leverage in Tao Family Village. A scholar’s reputation was paramount in this era.

“Really? What do you want everyone to do? Raise sheep with me?” Tao Dayong had to admit his son thought more thoroughly than he did. What a son!

“Father, let’s keep sheep to ourselves. But everyone can grow herbs to increase their income.”

“Can that work?”

“Of course. I’ve been experimenting. That plot in the courtyard is where I’ve grown herbs, and I’ve saved plenty of seeds over the past two years.”

“Alright, if you say it’ll work, it will. I’ll go get the clan leader,” Tao Dayong said. Could his son be wrong? Never.

Hearing Yuanjing had a plan to help everyone prosper, the clan leader and elders came over excitedly. Seeing the Tao family’s changes over the years, who’d choose poverty over wealth?

Yuanjing shared his idea with the clan leader and elders. Tao Yonglin, also present, was in awe of the ten-year-old scholar, thinking how lucky Tao Dayong was to have such a son and wishing he could adopt him.

Yuanjing led them to the backyard garden to show his herb plantings. The old lady and Xiao Song had no idea what he was up to, but no one interfered, letting him tinker. Little Ox often came to “help” his brother, though he mostly caused trouble.

The plot was small, but the categorized herbs grew remarkably well. After Yuanjing explained their names and value, the clan leader and elders were convinced. This was far more profitable than crops.

In his first transmigrated life, Yuanjing had established several herb cultivation bases. He knew which herbs suited what soil and environment. After careful selection, he chose herbs ideal for Tao Family Village’s soil, with high economic value. With seeds nurtured by spirit spring water, success was assured.

“Well done! Tonight, I’ll call all the villagers to the clan hall to announce this. Let’s see if everyone’s willing to grow these herbs with you. My family will be the first to join,” the clan leader declared.



  

    Though less than half the villagers were willing to try planting herbs with Yuanjing and the clan leader, Yuanjing felt this was already a good result. This wasn’t a modern, information-saturated society. Convincing farmers who’d relied on crops their entire lives to change was no easy task.

Some offered half an acre, others half their fields. Thus, herb cultivation began in Tao Family Village. To support his son and grandson, Tao Dayong and Grandmother Song kept only two acres for family grain, dedicating the rest to herbs.

As for selling the herbs, Yuanjing believed his father could handle it well, perhaps training a couple of assistants. As long as the herbs were high quality, there’d be no trouble finding buyers.

Once everyone’s lives improved, Yuanjing thought, in a couple of years, he could suggest to the clan leader to establish a village school for the children’s education.

But for now, he needed to set out. The agreed-upon date with Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting was approaching.

Knowing his brother wouldn’t return in just a day or two, Little Ox clung to his leg, sobbing loudly, refusing to let him go. His cries tugged at Yuanjing’s heart, leaving him helpless. He lifted him up. “How about I take Little Ox to the academy?”

“Yes, yes!” Little Ox instantly abandoned his parents and grandmother, prompting Xiao Song to pinch his face in mock annoyance. This little son was such an ungrateful pup, with eyes only for his brother.

“Then let’s make a deal, alright?” Yuanjing said.

“What deal?” Little Ox asked in his childish voice, still sniffling.

Yuanjing tapped his nose. “If Little Ox studies hard, in three and a half years, I’ll take you to the capital, and we’ll never be apart again.”

Three and a half years? Little Ox started counting on his fingers, but hearing they’d never part again cheered him up. “Brother, you have to keep your promise. I’ll study hard and become a top scholar like you!”

“Deal. Let’s pinky swear.”

“Pinky swear, hang tight, no changing for a hundred years!”

Tao Dayong saw clearly: only his eldest son could calm his youngest. After the pinky swear, Little Ox stopped clinging, though his longing gaze still made his heart ache.

“Grandma, Mother, now that our family’s doing well, hire help if needed. Or have Father buy a household servant,” Yuanjing said, adapting to local customs without opposing the buying of people. “Take care of yourselves and live long to enjoy your son and grandson’s blessings.”

“Alright, Grandma listens to her dear grandson,” Grandmother Song said.

“Mother will remember too. I’ll keep an eye on your grandma,” Xiao Song added. The old lady was getting on in years and needed proper care.

Yuanjing knelt and kowtowed to Grandmother Song and Xiao Song, then stood and left with his father. This time, his father was escorting him to Egret Academy, along with a newly bought bookboy, insisted upon by Tao Dayong to manage his son’s daily needs so he could focus on studies.

As for Lady Wang, whose schemes were growing in the village, Yuanjing wasn’t worried. With the clan leader and his grandmother in charge, could she escape their grasp?

Thanks to his scholar status, Tao Daya secured a good marriage match. By a twist of fate, it was the same family from Tao Yuzhu’s memories of her past life. Without Tao Yuzhu’s interference, Tao Daya and her husband lived happily.

There was one difference: in the original host’s life, he was kind to his sisters, teaching them to read despite his studies. This helped Tao Sanya marry well later. But in this life, with Yuanjing in charge and the family divided, he had no intention of teaching them to read or taking responsibility for Tao Sanya’s future. Their fates depended on their own abilities.

Egret Academy was located between this province and the next, taking longer to reach than the provincial capital. Tao Dayong settled his son in, reluctantly leaving only after everything was arranged. He’d never been apart from his son for so long. Before even leaving the academy, he missed him.

But he had to go. With only two women and a child at home, though entrusted to his elder brother, he wasn’t at ease and hurried back.

Yuanjing’s life at Egret Academy began. He gradually grew to love it. The teachers were exceptional, and he could choose courses in music, chess, calligraphy, painting, riding, and archery. The academy was well-informed, receiving immediate news of court affairs, and Yuanjing had access to every issue of the court gazette.

For instance, after arriving, he heard discussions about Northern King Mu Cheng’an and learned the origins of this non-royal prince title.

The Northern King, as the name suggested, guarded the northern frontier against foreign invaders, earning great merit. This time, Mu Cheng’an was ambushed and gravely injured while returning to the capital, going missing. To prevent a border crisis, the news was kept quiet until he returned to the capital, injured. At the academy, Yuanjing heard many debates about the Northern King’s injury, with varied opinions.

The Great Xia dynasty was young, only on its third emperor. When the founder overthrew the previous dynasty, the first Northern King made immense contributions. The founder once said, “Without the Northern King, I wouldn’t have my empire.” Thus, he made the Northern King a non-royal prince to share in the realm’s glory.

However, Northern Kings were short-lived. The current Mu Cheng’an was the fourth, and if he perished in this attack, a fifth would soon inherit the title.

Learning this, Yuanjing suspected the short lives of past Northern Kings were due to their overwhelming merit threatening the throne. Who ambushed Mu Cheng’an? Foreign enemies or internal ones?

Yuanjing felt that even if foreign enemies were involved, infiltrating without alerting Mu Cheng’an suggested internal collusion.

He recalled a plot detail: before meeting the male lead, the female lead heard gossip about his origins. Adopted by the old Northern King, the male lead might be a royal son born outside the palace, often staying there briefly. When the old Northern King showed no intent to marry, the male lead was adopted to inherit the title.

Though the plot didn’t elaborate, Yuanjing thought such details weren’t baseless. If the male lead was truly the emperor’s illegitimate son, Mu Cheng’an’s ambush warranted deeper scrutiny.

Still, he trusted Mu Cheng’an, being in the thick of it, understood his situation better. Knowing Mu Cheng’an was safely back in the capital, Yuanjing felt relieved, focusing on his studies and awaiting the day he’d go to the capital for the exams.

In the capital, at the Northern King’s mansion:

Mu Cheng’an’s wounds were nearly healed, but he feigned severe injury, staying bedridden and refusing visitors, even rarely seeing the young prince of the mansion.

That day, he spoke with an aide who’d just returned from the border, looking worriedly at his lord’s pale face. “My lord, your wounds…”

Mu Cheng’an waved it off, tapping a few acupoints. His face regained color, and the aide understood—he was faking for outsiders.

Mu Cheng’an said, “The emperor sent a eunuch to check on me. I had to show I’m truly unwell to ease his mind.”

The aide’s heart sank. “So it’s really…” He pointed toward the palace.

A flash of menace crossed Mu Cheng’an’s eyes but quickly faded. “He’s gone to great lengths. The Northern King title ends with me. As long as I live, he can’t rest, eager for me to pass it on.”

The aide felt indignant for his lord. Without the Northern Kings guarding the frontier, could the emperor sit so securely in his palace?

Yet every emperor prepared to discard their tools once used. In Mu Cheng’an’s generation, the Northern King’s bloodline was effectively severed—early on, the palace ensured he couldn’t have heirs. The title would fall to the royal family.

“The border can’t slacken. My Mu family has guarded it for generations, never letting enemies invade. In a few days, return to the border and keep a close eye on those sent there,” Mu Cheng’an ordered.

The aide stood, respectfully accepting the command, then asked, “What about the young prince? The emperor wants him to train at the border, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, to take over my army sooner. Don’t worry, head back first. I’ll handle things here. That boy, raised pampered in the capital, isn’t fit to lead the Northern Army yet.”

Hearing this, the aide relaxed. He’d seen the young prince—indeed too green.

With his lord well, the aide knew he needn’t worry. Mu Cheng’an would arrange everything properly.

After the aide left, a black-clad figure brought news from outside. Mu Cheng’an opened it. If Yuanjing were there, he’d see it detailed his life at Egret Academy.

Alone in the study, Mu Cheng’an’s lips curved, no longer cold. After reading, he flicked the letter, murmuring, “Quite the little fox, thriving so quickly at the talent-filled Egret Academy.”

But he could only watch his young savior from afar. If the emperor knew Tao Yuanjing saved him, the boy wouldn’t survive, nor would his family and clan. This irked Mu Cheng’an. He awaited his savior’s arrival in the capital, but even then, they couldn’t interact openly.

This thought reignited his anger, his patience with the emperor nearing its limit. Yet handling the aftermath properly was key, forcing him to slow down and plan carefully.

As Mu Cheng’an’s said, Yuanjing thrived at Egret Academy, earning the teachers’ affection. Soon, the academy’s headmaster took him as a closed-door disciple, while Yu Xiao was taken by a vice-headmaster. Both quickly gained fame in the academy.

Besides preparing for the imperial exams, Yuanjing studied chess, painting, and the flute, planning to learn the zither later. His riding and archery skills were surprisingly excellent. The only downside was the distance from home, allowing only one or two visits a year, relying on letters otherwise.

To correspond with his brother, Little Ox learned to read and write in a short time. Though his handwriting was crooked, Yuanjing could decipher it, imagining his little brother pouting at the desk, ink smudged on his face and hands, getting a scolding from their mother.

Time flew. Three years passed. Not only Yuanjing but Tao Family Village transformed greatly. Each visit, he noticed changes. Now, every household grew herbs, processed into medicines with excellent sales. After establishing markets, nearby merchants came to collect, sparing the village deliveries.

The village school, proposed by Yuanjing, had opened. The teacher, a tongsheng recommended by Master Chen, was sufficient to teach the village children reading and writing. For further education, they could attend schools in the town or county.

Three years later, a much taller Yuanjing returned to Wenchang City. He’d written to his father not to come, but Tao Dayong, unable to rest easy, arrived a few days early. This time, they didn’t need to rent a place. Yuanjing stayed at his teacher’s spacious residence in the city, joined by Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting.

As the trio arrived, they saw Tao Dayong waiting at the gate. The gatekeeper, knowing his identity, didn’t block him.

“Father, I told you not to come. The trip takes so much time,” Yuanjing said.

“I had nothing else to do. I couldn’t sit still at home, and your grandma and mother were worried too, urging me to come early,” Tao Dayong said with a grin. He looked much healthier than when Yuanjing first came, greeting Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting with ease.

Sun Wenmin didn’t come this time. Having barely passed the prefectural exam three years ago, he had no confidence in the provincial exam and chose not to suffer through it. He still corresponded with Yuanjing, discussing studies in their letters.

“Your brother wanted to come, but he’d only cause trouble, so we stopped him. He might complain in his next letter,” Tao Dayong said, knowing his son missed home. Though his wife hadn’t given him more children, he was content. Both his eldest and youngest sons were his pride.

Yuanjing smiled. “Soon, Father. Have you thought about moving to the capital?”

Tao Dayong’s eyes widened slightly. “You mean…?” His son was so confident he’d pass the provincial exam and go to the capital for the imperial exam?

His son was only thirteen.

Yuanjing thought for a moment. “Barring any surprises, I should pass. So we should plan early. After the provincial exam, we can start arrangements to avoid rushing next year. Finding a house in the capital isn’t easy.”

Tao Dayong stood, excitedly rubbing his hands. Moving to the capital! He’d dreamed of it but hadn’t expected it to happen so soon. Still, he had concerns.

“What about the sheep at home? Stop raising them or let your uncle take over?” Though past issues were resolved and his relationship with his elder brother was amicable, those events left a shadow. Tao Dayong couldn’t fully trust his brother and hadn’t shared his sheep-raising methods.

His brother, while helping with the sheep, earned well from growing herbs and had built a new brick house. Without Yuanjing, he wouldn’t have such a good life. Tao Dayong was reluctant to share more.

Yuanjing suggested, “In the capital, we could buy a small estate nearby to raise sheep, or you could explore other trades.”

Tao Dayong realized, with his son’s words, moving to the capital didn’t seem so daunting. He laughed. “Alright, I’ll discuss it with your grandma when I return. She’ll decide, but she’ll definitely listen to you.”

Tao Dayong knew his son’s words carried more weight than his own. His mother couldn’t bear to be apart from her grandson for long.

Yuanjing smiled, feeling it was manageable.

He actually had quite a bit of money now. Studying at Egret Academy wasn’t cheap, and he couldn’t rely solely on family support, especially with the capital’s high costs looming. After some thought, Yuanjing, surprisingly, followed the female lead’s path from the story—cultivating flowers.

With spirit spring water, he grew many rare varieties. Besides gifting some to his teachers, he sold the rest through Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting, whose families’ networks had demand for such flowers.
Yuanjing hadn't cultivated them on a large scale, but over the course of three years, he had gradually accumulated several thousand taels of silver, which should be enough to purchase a residence in the capital.
His activities hadn't drawn any particular attention from the teachers and students at the academy, as many scholars considered flower cultivation a way to cultivate their temperament. It was just that Yuanjing produced more rare and valuable flowers, with an exceptionally high success rate. People simply regarded this as one of his talents—some people are just naturally gifted at growing flowers.
Yuanjing hadn't told his father about this yet, fearing it might shock him. He decided to wait until after the provincial examinations to mention it.
This time, their treatment was different from three years ago. They frequently received invitations to literary gatherings and poetry meetings. Besides being the top candidate in the prefectural examination, Yuanjing was also the personal disciple of the dean of Egret Academy, a status that greatly elevated his position. Yuanjing saw nothing wrong with this.
However, all three agreed to focus on their studies behind closed doors and wait until after the examinations to participate in outside activities.
Speaking of these three years, Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting had been like sworn enemies. Actually, if Yuanjing had to describe their relationship in one phrase, he would prefer to use "love-hate relationship." Here they were again, making another bet about the ranking order of the three of them this time. Yu Xiao remained completely confident in Yuanjing, believing that if Yuanjing participated, he would surely claim the jieyuan (top candidate) position in the provincial examination.
Neither Yuanjing nor his father participated in the betting. Yuanjing actually wanted to remind the two that they still hadn't fulfilled their bet from three years ago—had they conveniently forgotten about it together? So what was the point of this new wager?
But these two were enthusiastic about it, sometimes arguing until their faces turned red, yet moments later they would come to Yuanjing together with the same exam question, asking him to help analyze it.
And so, the day of the provincial examination finally arrived.




  

    The provincial exam consisted of three sessions, each lasting three days, meaning candidates had to endure nine days and nights in a cramped exam cell. The experience was grueling, testing not only the scholars’ physical endurance but also their mental resilience.

When Yuanjing finally submitted his papers and left the exam hall on the last day, he lifted his sleeve to smell his clothes. Even with his nose half-numbed, he caught a sour whiff. Tao Dayong, undeterred by his son’s state, rushed over, hoisted him onto his shoulders, and had the accompanying bookboy carry the exam basket. He then carried Yuanjing to the carriage.

Yuanjing appreciated his father’s attentive care. When Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting joined them in the carriage, they collapsed, too exhausted to sit up like Yuanjing, who was sipping tea and eating snacks. Having held on until the final moment, they succumbed to fatigue, glanced enviously at Yuanjing’s energy, and fell into a deep sleep.

Unobtrusively, Yuanjing checked their pulses. They were just exhausted, with no serious issues. During their stay together, he’d secretly mixed spirit spring water into their tea, so their health wasn’t too bad. Some candidates, after all, had been carried out mid-exam.

Back at the residence, Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting were carried to bed, still unconscious from exhaustion. Tao Dayong arranged for a doctor to check the three candidates’ pulses. Yuanjing was in the best condition, while the other two only needed rest to recover, no medicine required. Tao Dayong was relieved.

When Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting woke, they marveled that Yuanjing, the youngest, was the most vibrant, sparking jealousy. But recalling his stellar riding and archery scores at the academy, they could only concede defeat.

When the results were announced, it was both surprising and expected: Yuanjing topped the exam as the ‘jieyuan’, the provincial top scorer. At thirteen, having already been the prefectural exam’s top scorer three years prior, Tao Yuanjing’s name became widely known. Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting also passed, ranking seventh and eighth, respectively. As if fated, just like in the prefectural exam where Zou Weiting took second and Yu Xiao third, Zou again outranked Yu, infuriating the now-recovered Yu Xiao, who grit his teeth, wishing he could bite Zou.

Tao Dayong was ecstatic, dancing with joy. He no longer hesitated—moving to the capital was certain. With such stellar results, his son was bound to pass the imperial exam. Following the plan, after the results, Tao Dayong returned to Tao Family Village to convince the family to relocate to the capital. Yuanjing and the others first returned to Egret Academy to report their results to their teachers, then went home to join their families for the move to the capital.

The headmaster of Egret Academy, Master Mao, was a temperamental old man, fiery in his youth but slightly mellower with age. Knowing his temperament was unfit for officialdom, he devoted himself to education, nurturing generations of scholars for the court.

In his later years, he hadn’t planned to take more disciples, but Tao Yuanjing caught his eye. Yuanjing’s results thrilled him—his final disciple hadn’t disgraced him. A thirteen-year-old ‘jieyuan’—who else could teach such a talent?

On the day the results were announced, a copied list reached the academy. Master Mao had been smugly boasting before Yuanjing’s return, annoying the two vice-headmasters to the point they wanted to shoo him away.

In front of his young disciple, Master Mao maintained composure, offering encouragement where due and tempering expectations when needed. Passing the provincial exam as ‘jieyuan’ didn’t guarantee success in the metropolitan exam. For his final disciple, merely passing the imperial exam wasn’t enough—failing to rank in the top tier would shame him.

Master Mao suggested waiting three more years for the next metropolitan exam, increasing the chances of ranking in the top tier. At thirteen, even passing the imperial exam at fourteen might make others see him as too young to be taken seriously, which could hinder his career. But Yuanjing had decided, and what could he do? He relented to his disciple’s choice.

“I’ve taught you all I can these three years. In the capital, find your third senior brother. Here’s a letter I wrote for him. Your other two senior brothers are posted elsewhere, not in the capital. You can connect later. Let your third senior brother guide you,” Master Mao said.

Yuanjing accepted the letter and bowed deeply. His teacher’s help was immense—not just in academics and character but in paving the way for his official career. In this era, teachers rarely took disciples, treating them like sons. If Yuanjing erred, his teacher would also face consequences.

“Teacher, rest assured. In the capital, I’ll follow my third senior brother’s guidance. My youth means even if I pass the imperial exam, others will see me as too young to court, keeping me out of the capital’s intrigues,” Yuanjing said.

Master Mao stroked his beard and smiled. “That makes sense. Your age has drawbacks and advantages—it’s up to you to use them. Go, your teacher awaits your good news.”

As Yuanjing’s teacher, Master Mao knew appearances and age could deceive. His student, if not a prodigy, had maturity beyond his years. This was why he didn’t outright stop Yuanjing from going to the capital for the exam, trusting his student had his reasons.

Yuanjing bowed again and left.

Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting decided to travel with Yuanjing to the capital for the metropolitan exam. Even if they failed, it’d be good experience. Though they bickered constantly, outsiders saw them as the academy’s iron triangle, always together.

They agreed to meet in the capital and then returned to their respective homes.

Yuanjing returned to Tao Family Village in glory. When the announcement reached the village, it erupted in excitement. Their Tao Yuanjing was a ‘juren’, the top provincial scorer! Could he become the top imperial scholar next?

Villagers spread the news, sparking envy and jealousy in neighboring villages. Why hadn’t such a genius come from their village?

When Yuanjing returned, the village celebrated for days with a grand feast led by the clan leader. Yuanjing had no objections, especially since his grandmother agreed to move to the capital. It was unclear when they’d return, so they let the old lady enjoy herself before leaving.

Lady Wang was practically oozing jealousy but forced a smile while hosting guests. Otherwise, not just the old lady but the entire village clan would criticize her. She couldn’t understand why, seeing her nephew’s success, she thought of her daughter who’d fled with money. Was she alive or dead? Could they just trust her nephew’s word about those events?

Thankfully, Yuanjing was unaware of Lady Wang’s thoughts. His opinion of his aunt wasn’t high anyway, seeing how she spoiled her son, yet remained confident he’d succeed.

After the festivities, the family sat to discuss moving to the capital. The old lady and Xiao Song were both excited and intimidated by the idea of the emperor’s city. They agreed to go but suggested Tao Dayong and Yuanjing go first. As women and a child, they’d only cause trouble now. Better to wait until things were settled, then Tao Dayong could return to fetch them.

Yuanjing saw the logic. His grandmother was elderly, and his brother was young. “That’ll be hard on you, Father, traveling back and forth.”

Tao Dayong waved it off. “No trouble. I’ve got the strength. Yuanjing, focus on your studies. Leave your grandma, mother, and brother to me.”

Since Yuanjing’s return, Little Ox had become his little shadow, sticking close and ignoring his mother. Despite their long separation, the little one remembered his brother and clung to him.

Understanding the adults’ conversation, Little Ox pouted, his lips pursed enough to hang an oil bottle. “So I have to be apart from Brother again for a while?”

His words amused the adults.

Before leaving, Yuanjing donated a batch of books to the village school for students to borrow or copy. He also sent several exam-relevant books to Master Chen, copied from the academy during his spare time. Some were rare, and others he’d compiled himself. He sent a copy to Sun Wenmin, who, inspired, planned to take the next provincial exam.

In Tao Yuzhu’s previous life, the original host took the unmarried Tao Sanya to the capital and arranged a good marriage for her. This time, Yuanjing had little contact with Tao Sanya, now Tao Erya. Though she seemed nice, he didn’t want to follow the original’s path, taking on her affairs as his own, especially since Lady Wang might not even be grateful.

Before leaving, he spoke privately with his grandmother. After Yuanjing and Tao Dayong left the village, the old lady firmly overrode Lady Wang’s objections, decisively arranging marriages for Tao Sanya and Tao Erya. Like Yuanjing, she distrusted Lady Wang, and Tao Dazhu was too soft-hearted. If Lady Wang swayed him, she might marry off her daughters to unsuitable families for hefty dowries, likely spending them on her precious son. Any resulting mess would fall to Yuanjing to clean up.

Lady Wang seethed, thinking that with the old lady moving to the capital, no one would control her. She hadn’t expected this final move, unable to decide her own daughters’ marriages and dissatisfied with the chosen families.

The old lady went further, entrusting the dowries to the clan leader, instructing Tao Dazhu to ensure everything went to the girls’ marriages without keeping a single item, so no one could claim the Tao family relied on selling daughters to support sons.

Tao Dazhu took his mother’s words to heart, fearing she’d disown him otherwise.

She also tasked the clan leader with keeping an eye on Lady Wang. He agreed, wary of her, given she’d raised such a malicious and bold daughter. For Yuanjing and the village, Lady Wang needed watching.

Lady Wang fumed, oblivious that Yuanjing was behind it all. Otherwise, she’d have wanted to tear her nephew apart.

By now, Yuanjing and his father, traveling with a merchant caravan, reached the outskirts of the capital. Seeing the towering city walls, both were thrilled, though for different reasons.

Yuanjing touched the jade pendant at his chest. He’d finally arrived, soon to see Mu Cheng’an again.

The downside of this ancient era was the lack of communication. For three years, there’d been no way to contact each other, especially with the Northern King’s sensitive status. Yuanjing thought that even in the capital, they’d have to meet secretly for a while. Still, it was better than no meeting at all—his expectations were modest.

The capital’s splendor far surpassed Wenchang City, dazzling Tao Dayong. Excited at the prospect of living here, they settled into an inn with Yuanjing’s bookboy, Tao Zi, while searching for a residence.

“By the way, Father, don’t worry about money when looking for a house. Here’s two thousand taels in banknotes. If it’s not enough, ask me for more.” At home, Yuanjing hadn’t had a chance to reveal this sum. He showed less to avoid shocking his father.

Even so, Tao Dayong was stunned. “Two thousand taels? Where’d that come from?”

“I earned it, of course. Tao Zi knows,” Yuanjing said. Tao Zi, an orphan bought by Yuanjing and given his surname, was named after a peach tree Yuanjing saw. Tao Zi liked the name.

Tao Zi nodded, a devoted fan of his young master, eagerly explaining to Tao Dayong. “The young master’s great at growing flowers. Each pot sells for dozens of taels, sometimes more. He entrusted Young Masters Yu and Zou to sell them to wealthy families. He says the money of pretentious types is the easiest to earn.”

“So you really earned it, Yuanjing?” Tao Dayong repeated, holding his chin.

Tao Zi nodded vigorously to confirm.

Tao Dayong exhaled, then beamed with pride. His son was exceptional—not just in studies but in earning money. The family’s sheep and herb ventures over three years hadn’t matched Yuanjing’s earnings. His mother had given him eight hundred taels, thinking it substantial, but it paled next to his son’s wealth. Yuanjing said he had more—enough for himself. Tao Dayong assumed a few dozen taels, not over a thousand.

With two thousand taels, Tao Dayong felt more confident about buying a house.

While Yuanjing visited his third senior brother and contacted Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting, Tao Dayong scoured the city for a residence.

Yuanjing’s third senior brother, Di Rong, a scholar who looked like a martial man, was delighted to see him, patting his head like a son. “Good, good! I’ve been waiting since Teacher’s letter. You’re just as he described.”

Yuanjing felt an instant fondness. “What did Teacher say in the letter?”

“Haha, he said of his four disciples, you’re the best-looking.”

Yuanjing was speechless. Was it right for his upright teacher to describe him so playfully to his senior brother?

To Di Rong, his junior brother was indeed striking, likely to charm the capital’s ladies in a few years—though the outcome would be beyond Di Rong’s expectations.

Di Rong called his son to meet his “junior uncle.” Yuanjing noticed his brother’s clear disdain for his son, who resembled him almost exactly, explaining Di Rong’s fondness for Yuanjing’s appearance. Teacher had mentioned Di Rong’s family: his father was a general, but Di Rong, an anomaly, preferred literature over martial arts and disliked his own looks. Unfortunately, his son took after him and preferred martial arts over studies.

When his son was born, Di Rong had high hopes, naming him Di Yu for grace and talent, only to be disappointed.

Yet, growing up in a military family, Di Rong’s forthright personality bore martial influences despite his scholarly path.

Though only two years younger, the young nephew received a gift from Yuanjing—a carved jade stone. The boy accepted it with both hands, grinning. “Thank you, Junior Uncle.”

His personality mirrored his father’s, undaunted by Di Rong’s disapproval or comparisons to his “clever” junior uncle, showing no jealousy.

“Where are you staying?” Di Rong asked. “Teacher insisted I take good care of you.”

“At an inn for now. My father’s looking for a house to buy, planning to bring the family over,” Yuanjing replied honestly.

“Good. I know you’re not short on money. I’ll have my steward look around too. If he finds something good, this kid will deliver the message.” Teacher had boasted about Yuanjing’s flower-growing skills, and Di Rong had two of his pots at home, so he didn’t stand on ceremony.

“Great,” Yuanjing accepted without hesitation.

Di Rong, now a fourth-rank official in the Ministry of Revenue, was clearly astute despite his forthrightness. Rising from a military family to this position in the scholarly ranks in just a few years showed his high emotional intelligence.

When Yuanjing returned to the inn, Tao Dayong was back, pulling him out eagerly. “Yuanjing, I found a house. If you like it, we can settle it.”

Such luck, finding a suitable house so quickly? Yuanjing was skeptical. Arriving at the three-courtyard residence, seeing its layout, furnishings, and the agent’s price, he understood. Someone had deliberately arranged for this house to come to him.

Who else but Mu Cheng’an?

Yuanjing’s heart warmed, and he bought the house on the spot.



  

    Tao Dayong thought they’d gotten a bargain. The agent said the previous owner, implicated in some trouble, was eager to leave the capital and sell quickly. Though Tao Dayong had slight reservations, his son’s approval dispelled them. It was their good fortune.

The house needed little renovation to be move-in ready. So, after minor tidying, the father, son, and bookboy packed up and moved from the inn. Tao Dayong began arranging to buy servants, as maintaining such a large residence was daunting. Buying help was a necessity.

They personally selected the servants—only male attendants and older women, no beautiful maids. Yuanjing didn’t need them, nor did he want to discomfort his mother, who’d once mentioned at home that someone tried to gift his father a concubine. Fortunately, Tao Dayong’s resolve held firm, and he refused.

After buying the house, Yuanjing sent word to his senior brother. Di Rong was surprised by the location, knowing it wasn’t a place newcomers could easily acquire. Suspecting his junior brother had other connections, he glanced at his straightforward son, wishing he could swap him for Yuanjing.

“Go, deliver a gift to your junior uncle and familiarize yourself with his place,” Di Rong instructed.

“Got it!” Di Yu cheered, as if eager to escape. His father’s strict insistence on studying made any outing a relief.

Di Rong waved him off, too lazy to deal with his son.

Once settled, Yuanjing frequently visited Di Rong for academic guidance. Tao Dayong, with two attendants, returned to Tao Family Village to fetch the family.

Living alone in the house, Yuanjing couldn’t help thinking of his beloved, so close yet out of reach. He pondered how to meet him and gradually win his affection, trusting Mu Cheng’an would wait and fall for him again.

At Egret Academy, he’d sensed someone watching him several times, without malice, much like the black-clad figure who delivered the parcel that night. His beloved had been quietly keeping tabs on him, which explained the house being offered upon his arrival in the capital.

In the stillness of night, Yuanjing stepped out of the study, strolling through the garden, unconsciously fingering the jade pendant. He sighed. The vast gap in their statuses made a natural deepening of their bond challenging. Without the life-saving debt, he might only learn of Mu Cheng’an’s whereabouts after entering the court.

A faint sound came from one side, so soft only Yuanjing noticed. He looked over, took a few steps, and saw a black-clad figure, who might have made the noise to catch his attention.

The figure, seeing Yuanjing notice him, respectfully approached, presenting a letter with both hands. Yuanjing took it.

Without a word, the figure saluted silently and vanished with traceless steps.

As expected, the house was arranged by Mu Cheng’an. Suppressing his joy, Yuanjing returned to the study and opened the letter. Like before, it was a single sheet with bold, elegant characters stating an address and time:

‘White Horse Temple, tomorrow at the hour of Wei.’

He was being invited to meet there. Yuanjing’s heart leapt. His beloved, anticipating his needs, had arranged this without Yuanjing seeking it. That night, he slept soundly.

The next morning, he followed his routine of morning exercises, ate breakfast, reviewed books, and practiced calligraphy. He instructed Tao Zi to prepare the carriage for a trip to White Horse Temple that morning. Tao Zi was thrilled.

Around nine o’clock, the hour of Si, a neatly dressed Yuanjing and Tao Zi set off. It took half an hour to reach the foot of White Horse Temple’s mountain. The temple’s bustling atmosphere far surpassed the one outside Wenchang City, with most visitors being wealthy or noble. At the emperor’s doorstep, the feudal hierarchy felt stark.

A thirteen-year-old like Yuanjing, though handsome, drew little attention on the mountain path. His attire marked him as non-elite, requiring no special notice.

This suited Yuanjing perfectly. He didn’t want to attract attention, especially since he was meeting the Northern King. If Mu Cheng’an’s enemies learned his purpose, this mission might end prematurely, landing him in a dark cell.

The thought made Yuanjing shudder. He couldn’t fail this mission. He didn’t seek a lifetime with his beloved in this world—only a deep connection would suffice.

After lunch, he cautioned Tao Zi to avoid offending nobles and let him roam. Yuanjing wandered to a secluded area behind the temple. Mu Cheng’an wouldn’t meet in a crowded spot, and Yuanjing trusted his actions were being watched.

Without a pocket watch, judging time by the sun’s position was inconvenient. Yuanjing strolled to a bamboo grove by a spring, reminiscent of his first encounter with Mu Cheng’an.

As if summoned by his thoughts, he sensed a gaze. Looking up, he saw Mu Cheng’an in a luxurious black robe with gold trim. Yuanjing’s eyes lit with joy, but he cautiously held his tongue, stepped forward, and bowed respectfully. “Yuanjing greets the Northern King.”

“You’re quite clever,” Mu Cheng’an said, not sounding like a rebuke, though it depended on the listener.

Hearing this, Yuanjing looked up with a smile. “Your Highness didn’t entirely conceal your identity from me. With a bit of attention to court news, I could deduce it. Is Your Highness fully recovered?”

Court rumors said that since the ambush three years ago, the Northern King’s health had declined, keeping him in the capital rather than the border. Yuanjing, concerned, wasn’t sure if this was a ruse to mislead enemies or a genuine lingering ailment.

Mu Cheng’an couldn’t quite place his feelings. Knowing Tao Yuanjing was in the capital, he’d wanted to meet him. Though Yuanjing was his savior, there were many ways to repay such a debt. Yet, over three years, he’d grown attached to this young boy. Seeing him now, more striking than three years ago, confirmed it.

But he was still so young. Sometimes, Mu Cheng’an wondered if something was wrong with him, fixating on a ten-year-old. He’d even had a similarly aged, attractive child brought to him once, only to hurriedly send them away after a glance.

Seeing Yuanjing’s mature demeanor now, Mu Cheng’an teased, “Whether I’m fully recovered, you could tell by checking my pulse. Don’t you know medicine?”

Yuanjing smiled, relieved to have an excuse to check himself. “I’d embarrass myself before Your Highness. I’ve only read a few books,” he said modestly, inviting Mu Cheng’an to extend his hand.

Mu Cheng’an complied, baring his wrist. Yuanjing placed two slender fingers on it, carefully feeling the pulse. To Mu Cheng’an, Yuanjing resembled a seasoned physician.

Yuanjing relaxed. Mu Cheng’an’s condition wasn’t as dire as rumored; he was fit to return to the border. The injuries from three years ago had healed, but, “Your Highness is mostly fine, but past injuries, though healed, have taken a toll. It’s not evident now, but if they flare up one day, illness could strike like a landslide.”

Yuanjing’s brow furrowed. This could shorten Mu Cheng’an’s lifespan. Already twenty years older, any reduction meant less time together.

Mu Cheng’an’s heart confirmed Yuanjing’s medical skill. Several doctors had said the same, but as a lone man, he’d never cared about his health. Seeing Yuanjing’s concern, he felt he should start taking care.

With that thought, Mu Cheng’an withdrew his hand and naturally took Yuanjing’s, leading him deeper into the grove. “Since you know medicine, how about tending to my health? You know I don’t trust the palace physicians. The old emperor would love for me to die soon so the title passes to his son.”

Mu Cheng’an held his hand casually, and Yuanjing felt no awkwardness, following compliantly. Still growing, he had to tilt his head to meet Mu Cheng’an’s gaze. Surprised, he asked, “Is the young prince really the emperor’s son born outside the palace?”

Mu Cheng’an chuckled. “So you’ve heard that too. Seems there are few secrets in the capital.”

Yuanjing marveled. He knew from the plot, not from gossip about the young prince’s origins. “Does Your Highness share any father-son bond with the young prince?”

“Pfft, what father-son bond? For most of these three years, I’ve been at the border, while he’s in the capital, surrounded by people arranged by ‘that one’. What kind of bond could we have?” Speaking of his nominal son, Mu Cheng’an’s eyes held no trace of affection.

“That must be tough,” Yuanjing muttered, stumbling over his words. This instantly amused Mu Cheng’an, who laughed. If his subordinates saw this, their jaws would drop.

If anyone else had said such a thing, Mu Cheng’an would’ve kicked them out. A powerful prince like him needing pity? Yet Yuanjing’s words delighted him.

Indeed, only this boy could stir his emotions. This meeting was to confirm his feelings.

This young boy was special to him, wasn’t he? Over the past three years, aside from his two close classmates, Yuanjing hadn’t been particularly warm with others.

Unknowingly, they reached a bamboo hut. Mu Cheng’an led Yuanjing inside, where everything was made of bamboo. A tea set was arranged on the table. They sat, and Mu Cheng’an personally poured Yuanjing a cup.

Yuanjing inhaled the aroma—fine tea. He considered growing tea plants with his spirit spring water but hadn’t had the chance. Perhaps now he did.

Seeing Yuanjing’s expression, Mu Cheng’an decided to send him some tribute tea. Until he could sort out his feelings, he’d keep this boy in his circle, a thought that brightened his mood, dispelling the gloom the old emperor cast.

“You know my identity, yet you dare meet me? Aren’t you afraid of being implicated?” Mu Cheng’an asked.

Yuanjing set down his cup, looked up, and smiled. “Maybe it’s fate. I felt a connection the moment I saw Your Highness.”

“Haha…” Mu Cheng’an burst into laughter for the first time. His guards outside, hearing it, were stunned. What had the boy said to make their lord laugh so heartily? That alone warranted attention.

The thick-skinned Yuanjing blushed slightly, his fair skin turning pink, tempting one to pinch it. So Mu Cheng’an did, following his impulse.

“Ow…” Yuanjing’s eyes widened, his dark gaze questioning why he’d been pinched.

Mu Cheng’an quickly released him, hiding his hand behind his back, fingers rubbing together. As expected, the boy’s skin was soft and smooth—truly a child’s. It made his own thoughts seem a bit sordid. For over thirty years, he’d rarely cared for anyone, yet he couldn’t let go of this boy.

Yuanjing’s tender skin reddened instantly. Mu Cheng’an looked away, uneasy. He’d bullied a child—and found it slightly addictive.

Yuanjing rubbed his cheek with the back of his hand. Fine, he’d teased Mu Cheng’an verbally before, so this physical pinch evened things out.

But this body was too young at thirteen, too small.

“To tend to Your Highness’s health, I lack herbs. With enough materials, I could make pills for you to take over time, which might help,” Yuanjing said.

If they lived together, he could openly use spirit spring water, but he wasn’t sure if it alone would suffice. After some thought, pills made from herbs grown with spirit spring water, processed with it, would likely be most effective.

“Fine. Write the prescription, and I’ll have someone fetch the materials,” Mu Cheng’an replied.

“Also, send the herb seeds if possible, or fresh herbs. I’d like to experiment,” Yuanjing requested.

“Alright.” This was trivial for Mu Cheng’an. Though the request was odd, considering Yuanjing’s rare flowers and Tao Family Village’s herb industry, perhaps the boy had unique talents.

“You saved my life. How should I repay you?” Mu Cheng’an asked seriously, looking at Yuanjing.

Yuanjing couldn’t say “marry me” to repay the debt—his beloved would be his eventually, so that condition wasn’t worth it.

His mind calculated quickly. Lowering his eyes briefly, he looked up and said, “Your Highness practices an internal martial art, right? Could you give me a manual for one I could practice?”

Three years ago, when checking Mu Cheng’an’s pulse, he’d noticed his internal energy, surprised that such martial arts existed. Coming from a post-apocalyptic world with superpowers, martial arts seemed normal enough. He wanted a manual to train, hoping it would aid future missions in other worlds.

Mu Cheng’an hadn’t expected this request. It surprised him and deepened his curiosity about the boy. He chuckled lightly. “Just a manual? A future scholar-official wants to train as a martial artist?”

Yuanjing explained earnestly, “For health. I’ve always been interested. My riding and archery scores at the academy were top-notch, but advancing further is hard. As for other things, I’ll earn them myself.”

Seeing Yuanjing’s proud expression, Mu Cheng’an’s mood lifted further. The academy’s riding and archery were nothing to him.

“Fine. I’ll send it to your residence. If you have questions, come ask me,” Mu Cheng’an said.

“How will I see Your Highness later?” Yuanjing seized the chance to ask.

Mu Cheng’an’s lips curved. “Come here, and you’ll naturally see me.”

“Good,” Yuanjing replied happily.

Descending the mountain, Yuanjing was in high spirits. In this life, he’d waited five years to spend this time with Mu Cheng’an. The hard-won moment felt precious, lingering in his mind.

His joy was obvious. Tao Zi asked, “Young Master, what happened to make you so happy?”

Still smiling, Yuanjing said, “I admired the scenery, and it lifted my spirits.”

“Oh, then I’m happy too. I had fun!” Tao Zi said cheerfully, taking it at face value.

Yuanjing shook his head with a laugh, quickening his pace down the mountain.

Back home, he dove into the study, carefully crafting a prescription for Mu Cheng’an. He thought that if he didn’t pursue an official career, he could join the Imperial Medical Academy to master its techniques, as medical books were scarce outside.

After dark, when Tao Zi was resting, the black-clad figure returned—third time, same person. Yuanjing handed him the prescription in an envelope, curiously asking, “May I know your name? How should I address you?”

“Wu Yi,” the figure replied in a low, hoarse voice, handing Yuanjing two booklets before vanishing silently into the dark. No one but Yuanjing knew he’d come.

By lamplight, Yuanjing opened the booklets, expecting both to be martial arts manuals. One was, but the other, unexpectedly, detailed a person and a marquis’s household.

Yuanjing read carefully. He’d planned to investigate Tao Yuzhu once settled, but Mu Cheng’an had already prepared this for him. His beloved had been watching him, even looking out for his family.

Yuanjing didn’t find Mu Cheng’an’s actions excessive—quite the opposite, they saved him effort. The contents shocked him. Tao Yuzhu had managed to climb this far.



  

    As early as their time in Wenchang City, it was known that Tao Yuzhu had entered the Yan family, serving as a maid to the Yan family’s young lady. It seemed that the Yan family was the one that had taken Tao Yuzhu from the town. Later, due to the unexpected death of the Yan family’s head, Lady Yan had no choice but to take her children to the capital to seek refuge with her younger sister-in-law, who had married into the Yongchang Marquisate in the capital.

This marquisate was none other than the Yongchang Marquisate of the capital. However, what followed left Yuanjing utterly stunned. On their journey to the capital, the Yan family encountered bandits, and only a few survived from the entire household. The only master left was the Yan family’s underage legitimate son, while the rest were servants.

This group protected the young master and continued to the capital. Upon arriving, one person’s identity changed. Somehow, Tao Yuzhu managed to convince the Yan family’s legitimate son to let her impersonate the young lady she served. She became Miss Yan, now called Yan Zhifu, and the siblings were currently residing in the Yongchang Marquisate.

If not for the information investigated by Mu Cheng’an, Yuanjing and his father would have had to see Yan Zhifu in person to uncover this bizarre case of stolen identity. They might have assumed Tao Yuzhu had died at the hands of the bandits. Even with Yuanjing’s audacity, he could never have pulled off something like this, as he had far more principles than Tao Yuzhu.

Was Tao Yuzhu really looking after the young Yan master? Nonsense. Yuanjing would bet she was after the identity of the Yan family’s young lady. With the Yongchang Marquisate’s protection, the Yan family’s assets and clan in Wenchang City couldn’t easily be taken. With this move, Tao Yuzhu’s status underwent a dramatic reversal. She no longer needed her cousin Yuanjing to rise to the status of a noble lady.

However, since the Yongchang Marquisate was no longer a powerful noble house, her status as a merchant’s daughter living under their roof wasn’t particularly high. At first, she kept a low profile, cautious and reserved. But a year ago, she finally managed to seduce the charming man she had set her sights on in her previous life. This elevated her status in the Yongchang Marquisate, as Young Master Yan Rusong was determined to marry her formally.

Perhaps because it was too easy, she found it unsatisfying, or perhaps the capital’s glamour dazzled her once again. The woman formerly known as Tao Yuzhu, now Yan Zhifu, had recently crossed paths with the young prince of the Northern King’s Mansion, her destined love from her previous life’s storyline. Lately, her interactions with the young prince had become noticeably frequent, yet she hadn’t given up on Yan Rusong, treating him as a fallback.

After all, compared to the flirtatious Yan Rusong, the young prince didn’t have a harem of women, which made him far more appealing. Moreover, the young prince’s status was much higher than Yan Rusong’s. According to her memories from her previous life, the old Northern King would die early, and the young prince, still young, would inherit the title. Marrying him would make her a princess consort in no time.

However, she couldn’t recall exactly when the old Northern King died, only that he was already gone by the time she arrived in the capital. In her mind, even if he wasn’t dead yet, he surely would be soon, especially since she’d heard he was currently recuperating in the prince’s mansion.

The title of princess consort was enough to make her throw herself at it like a moth to a flame.

In the original storyline, Tao Yuzhu had used spiritual spring water to save Mu Jinxuan, which caught his attention and led him to fall for her. This time, without the spiritual stone or any rescue incident, Tao Yuzhu still managed to get entangled with Mu Jinxuan.

“I never would’ve thought that without me, without the cheat of the spiritual stone, Tao Yuzhu would still hook up with Mu Jinxuan. What kind of ability does she have?” Yuanjing was deeply puzzled. Was Tao Yuzhu stunningly beautiful or exceptionally talented, making men fall at her feet?

Or was it because she was the heroine of the storyline, blessed by the plot’s divine favor, with a halo shining on her, blinding these men?

Yuanjing would rather believe the latter. Her appearance was decent enough—petite and delicate—but far from heavenly beauty. As for talent, did she even have any? Ruthlessness and self-centeredness, perhaps. Her greatest advantage over other noble ladies might be her willingness to do whatever it takes to achieve her goals, no matter the cost—shamelessly bold, in short.

Without Mu Cheng’an’s intelligence, Yuanjing might have fallen into Tao Yuzhu’s trap. After all, he was in the light while his enemy was in the shadows. Neither Yan Rusong’s family, headed by Official Yan, nor the young prince Mu Jinxuan were people a mere scholar like him could afford to provoke.

This served as a warning to Yuanjing. He could no longer underestimate his enemies’ tactics, even if they seemed weak and incapable of causing much trouble. Who knew when they might deal him a fatal blow?

After much deliberation, Yuanjing carefully considered how to bring down Tao Yuzhu. Her fake identity was her biggest vulnerability, but with Yan Rusong and the young prince backing her, exposing it might not work. Of course, this assumed Mu Cheng’an didn’t intervene. But simply exposing her felt too lenient for all her scheming. Yuanjing wanted not only Tao Yuzhu to fall but also the young prince, ideally taking them both down. This would eliminate a future threat for Mu Cheng’an and strip Tao Yuzhu of her greatest backer.

Killing Mu Jinxuan wasn’t necessary—another heir could always be adopted. Crippling him would suffice. A disabled prince couldn’t inherit the Northern King’s power, especially not the Northern King Army at the border.

To pull this off flawlessly without leaving traces, Mu Cheng’an’s help was essential. Yuanjing saw nothing wrong with relying on him. He and his beloved were one, even if Mu Cheng’an wasn’t his beloved yet.

Standing at his desk, Yuanjing wrote down his plans on paper, intending to show them to Mu Cheng’an later. He hoped to deal with Tao Yuzhu before the imperial examination to avoid any distractions.

Filling a sheet with dense writing, Yuanjing waited for the ink to dry, folded it into an envelope, and set it aside for delivery. He drank a cup of tea to calm himself, then picked up a manual titled ‘Tai Chi Cosmic Art’ and began studying it under the lamplight.

He stayed up all night. The next morning, Yuanjing stepped out, brimming with energy. In just one night, he had cultivated internal energy, reminiscent of when he first awakened his abilities in the post-apocalyptic world. He could clearly feel a stream of energy flowing through his body, though this energy was much gentler than his previous powers, focused more on nurturing than attacking at this early stage.

Perhaps it was related to his long-term consumption of spiritual spring water. This body had been continuously nourished by spiritual energy, conditioned to the optimal state for cultivating internal energy. That must be why he succeeded in developing internal energy on his first attempt at practicing. Regardless, this was great news for Yuanjing.

In the days that followed, Yuanjing studied diligently during the day to prepare for the imperial examination, while at night, he practiced the ‘Tai Chi Cosmic Art’. Far from feeling exhausted, he found himself brimming with energy.

Five days later, Wu Yi quietly appeared outside the study. Having cultivated internal energy, Yuanjing’s senses were sharper than before, and he immediately noticed Wu Yi’s arrival. After sending Tao Zi to rest, he let Wu Yi in.

Wu Yi brought a large bundle of medicinal herbs and the seeds Yuanjing had specifically requested. After setting them down, Wu Yi turned to leave.

“Wait, Wu Yi,” Yuanjing called out.

Wu Yi stopped, waiting for Yuanjing’s instructions.

Yuanjing handed him a letter. “Please pass this to the Prince, and also tell him that I’ve successfully cultivated internal energy. Thank him for the cultivation manual he sent me.”

Wu Yi’s usually stoic expression flickered with surprise. As a shadow guard, he knew how difficult it was to cultivate internal energy. For Yuanjing to achieve this on his own, without guidance, was he some kind of martial arts prodigy?

“I’m certain,” Yuanjing confirmed confidently. “I cultivated internal energy that very night.”

Wu Yi’s eyes glazed over, clearly shaken. He mechanically took the letter and said in a flat tone, “Congratulations, Young Master Tao. I will inform the Prince. Farewell.”

Wu Yi hurriedly left, fearing further blows to his pride. To think he, the top-ranked shadow guard of the Wu team, named Wu Yi for his unmatched strength, had been outdone by a frail scholar—it was a severe blow to the dignity of the shadow guards.

Meanwhile, upon hearing Wu Yi’s report, Mu Cheng’an propped his forehead with one hand and chuckled softly, his eyes and brows alight with amusement. Having served his master for years, Wu Yi could tell Mu Cheng’an was genuinely delighted. Young Master Tao was indeed special to him.

“What a clever and talented little fellow,” Mu Cheng’an mused. “Wu Yi, should I reward him? What should it be? Right, he’s preparing for the imperial examination. I’ll gather some books and materials that could help him. It’s settled.”

Wu Yi thought to himself: ‘Fine, you’re the master. Your word is law.’

With a wave of Mu Cheng’an’s hand, Wu Yi retreated. Mu Cheng’an then opened the letter.

After reading it, he stroked his chin thoughtfully. He had always known the little fellow wasn’t some innocent soul, but that was fine. If someone was out to harm him and would inevitably cross him again, striking first to eliminate the threat was the smart move. It suited Mu Cheng’an’s tastes perfectly.

As for dealing with that so-called “adopted son” of his—or rather, taking care of that woman while dealing with the son—Mu Cheng’an found the plan of killing two birds with one stone quite appealing. Though he was supposedly recuperating at home, nothing in the capital escaped his notice. He was well aware that his adopted son was currently entangled with Yuanjing’s cousin. That little brat, just like his real father, had terrible taste in women.

Mu Jinxuan’s public backstory was simple: he was the legitimate son of a princess consort of a certain prince. However, the consort died just two years after giving birth to him, and the prince remarried. Mu Jinxuan, favored by the Emperor, was then adopted by the Prince of Northern King with a wave of the imperial hand.

Yes, that prince had been thoroughly cuckolded, and by none other than His Majesty. What could he do about it?

Unable to rebel, he had to endure it.

Fortunately, the woman who caused the scandal had gotten herself killed, and the adopted son was sent to the Northern King’s Mansion, out of sight and out of mind. But secrets don’t stay hidden forever, and the fact that he’d been cuckolded was known to those who mattered.

Mu Cheng’an dipped his brush in ink and began writing a reply, refining and expanding on Yuanjing’s plan. He was pleased that the young man he’d taken an interest in wasn’t soft-hearted.

Just as he finished the letter, intending to have Wu Yi deliver it along with the gathered materials, his adopted son requested an audience.

Mu Cheng’an casually set down his brush, covered the letter with a blank sheet, and said in an emotionless tone, “Come in.” He coughed lightly into his fist, and his face instantly turned ashen.

Mu Jinxuan strode in, gave a perfunctory bow, and said, “Father, why aren’t you resting when you’re unwell?”

‘Rest earlier so you’d have a chance to bother me?’ Mu Cheng’an thought sarcastically. Sitting in his chair, he replied weakly, “What’s the matter? Speak.”

The relationship between father and son was already distant, and the so-called concern was mere lip service. Mu Jinxuan got straight to the point. “Father, I wish to marry Miss Yan from the Yongchang Marquisate.”

“You insolent fool!” Mu Cheng’an snapped. “You’re already betrothed. Are you trying to break it off? The Yongchang Marquisate isn’t even a proper noble house. If you fancy her, just take her as a concubine.”

“Father!” Mu Jinxuan clenched his fists, anger flashing across his face, clearly feeling his father had insulted his feelings. “Zhifu is the only woman I truly care for. I will marry no one but her. She’s the only one fit to be my princess consort.”

Mu Cheng’an sneered inwardly. The Emperor had carefully chosen a betrothed for this adopted son—the granddaughter of the Grand Tutor, a truly refined and virtuous young lady. Breaking off the engagement would actually be a favor to her, sparing her from being ruined by this useless fool.

On the surface, however, he maintained his furious demeanor. “Your betrothal was decreed by His Majesty. If you’re so capable, go to the Grand Tutor’s residence and break it off yourself. The Northern King’s Mansion has no place for such dishonorable behavior. Get out!”

To emphasize his anger, Mu Cheng’an hurled a teacup from his desk. Mu Jinxuan tried to dodge, but the cup was faster, striking his forehead and drawing blood, making his face look menacing.

The surname Mu was a disgrace to the Mu clan’s ancestors, who were probably restless in their graves.

“Fine! I’ll do it myself!” Mu Jinxuan gritted his teeth. All he needed was to petition His Majesty to retract the decree. He was confident the Emperor would be more reasonable than his father—he’d always known that.

Mu Jinxuan stormed out, oblivious to the cold mockery in Mu Cheng’an’s eyes.

Meanwhile, Yan Zhifu, or rather Tao Yuzhu, stepped down from a carriage in high spirits, assisted by a maid as she entered the Yongchang Marquisate. Having been personally escorted back by the young prince of the Northern King’s Mansion, the gatekeepers treated her with utmost respect. Only after she was out of earshot did they start whispering.

“She’s just a nobody from a minor family, but what luck to catch the young prince’s eye. She might even become a princess consort—talk about climbing to the heavens in one step.”

“But isn’t the young prince betrothed to the Grand Tutor’s granddaughter?”

“Pfft, with how smitten he is with Miss Yan, he might defy the imperial decree to marry her.”

“That’s stepping all over the real ladies of our marquisate.”

Yan Zhifu, or Tao Yuzhu, was in an excellent mood. The young prince had promised to petition his father to marry her. The thought of becoming a princess consort pushed Young Master Yan to the back of her mind. After all, how could a mere official’s wife compare to the glory of a princess consort? The women who once looked down on her in this life and her past one would soon have to bow before her.

The thought was exhilarating. Once her marriage to the young prince was settled, she’d deal with the people from Tao Family Village, especially her greatest enemy, Tao Yuanjing. If it weren’t for him, she wouldn’t have achieved such heights. Without Tao Yuanjing, her life was better—she was convinced he had held her back in her previous life.

Imagining Tao Yuanjing kneeling before her, begging for mercy, filled Tao Yuzhu with even greater satisfaction. No, she wasn’t Tao Yuzhu anymore—she was Yan Zhifu. Being Tao Yuzhu, a lowly maid in the Yan household, could never compare to the freedom of being Yan Zhifu.

The marquisate’s people avoided her sharp edge, especially since the young prince had personally warned them. Back in her courtyard, she saw Yan Ziming waiting at the door.

“Why are you here? Standing around for what? Come in with your sister,” Yan Zhifu said. She didn’t mind keeping Yan Ziming around, though he was of little use to her now.

Yan Ziming bit his lip and followed her inside. Once in the room, he said, “I want to return to Wenchang City to reclaim the family assets that belong to our branch.”

“So? Need your big sister to back you up?” Yan Zhifu asked bluntly.

Yan Ziming couldn’t recall why he’d agreed to let this maid impersonate his sister. Perhaps, in the chaos of losing his family, this maid, who had served his sister, gave him the illusion that his sister was still alive, someone he could rely on. But after years together, he knew what kind of person she was. He didn’t want to stay in the capital any longer—he feared for his life.

The servants who had come with them had gradually disappeared over the past three years, likely dead. Yan Ziming knew he might be next, as the only one who knew the truth. The Yan clan in Wenchang City probably wouldn’t even remember what his sister looked like. Whatever this woman and the young prince said would be taken as truth.

Yan Zhifu didn’t think this boy could escape her grasp. As a maid helped her remove her makeup, she said casually, “Wait until your sister’s marriage to the young prince is settled. Then you can go wherever you want.”

Yan Ziming could only swallow his frustration and agree before retreating. Their dynamic was more like master and servant, and even her maids were used to it.

For now, Yan Zhifu had no plans to silence Yan Ziming. His presence allowed her to legitimately siphon money from the Yan family. But once she married into the prince’s mansion as the princess consort, the entire prince’s estate would be hers, and a mere Yan family would mean nothing to her.

“Tao Yuanjing, oh, Tao Yuanjing, how many years until you come to the capital? I can’t wait to see the look on your face when you see me as the princess consort, haha…”

***

Yuanjing visited his senior brother on his days off to seek guidance on his studies. Otherwise, he studied at home. Occasionally, his little nephew would be sent by his parents to deliver things. That day, Di Yu arrived, calling out “Little Uncle” as he searched for Yuanjing in the garden.

Yuanjing was wielding a hoe, working in the garden. Di Yu was thrilled and ran over excitedly. “Little Uncle, what are you doing? Need help? I’m naturally strong!”

Yuanjing set down the hoe and stood up straight. He knew his little nephew was naturally strong—his third senior brother often grumbled about how his son didn’t take after him, hoping his wife would bear another son who could follow his path as a scholar-official.

“I’m starting a medicinal herb garden. Do you know how to farm?”

“Hehe, Little Uncle, if you teach me, I’ll learn! Father says you’re the best at growing flowers. The ones you sent are his treasures—he won’t even let me, his son, touch them.”

Yuanjing laughed. Did this father and son always roast each other behind their backs like this?



  

    Yuanjing set up a medicinal herb garden and planned to create a flower garden as well, continuing to build his reputation for tending to rare flowers. Even if it wasn’t for profit, it would earn him a refined reputation, which would help with social connections in the future. After all, even a scholar-official like his senior brother was fond of these prized blooms.

He personally worked on the herb garden without assistance, enclosing it with a fence. That same day, he planted some of the herb seeds that had been delivered, dividing the garden into small sections, each clearly labeled for easy observation.

This reminded him of the portable space described in the novels he’d read. In the past, he had only skimmed them, but after obtaining the spiritual spring, he believed such things might actually exist. If combined with the spiritual spring pearl, his herb cultivation would become far more convenient.

Planting them out in the open too conspicuously might attract unwanted attention.

Fortunately, at home, he could instruct his family not to meddle, and they wouldn’t interfere. As for Mu Cheng’an, Yuanjing had no intention of keeping it a lifelong secret. He decided to let things unfold naturally—if Mu Cheng’an discovered it on his own, Yuanjing wouldn’t mind sharing the truth.

That evening, Wu Yi returned, delivering Mu Cheng’an’s reply. Watching Wu Yi set down the letter, Yuanjing had a hunch that Wu Yi would become the regular messenger between him and Mu Cheng’an. He said, “Thanks for your trouble.”

Wu Yi’s eyes remained impassive, not quite grasping Yuanjing’s meaning, but he replied earnestly, “It’s no trouble at all.”

Running errands and delivering letters was the easiest task he’d had in his years as a shadow guard. Then he turned and left.

Yuanjing sat down to read the letter. Mu Cheng’an had refined his plan, and Yuanjing could tell at a glance that it was far more thorough than his own. It would make everything appear coincidental, leaving no evidence of manipulation. Even if someone suspected foul play, they’d seem petty, as the matter would look like a simple case of three people entangled in a romantic rivalry.

Yuanjing read the letter several times before burning it to ashes over a candle flame—the safest way to ensure no trouble for himself or Mu Cheng’an.

With that, Yuanjing calmly awaited the day the plan would be executed, eager to see just how powerful the plot’s influence truly was.

---

Besides Di Yu’s frequent visits, the arrival of Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting in the capital added some liveliness to Yuanjing’s social life.

Yu Xiao came from a scholarly family with a long tradition of producing imperial examination graduates and officials. His eldest uncle currently held the position of Left Vice Minister of Works, a third-rank official. Growing up in such a family, Yu Xiao naturally carried an air of pride uncommon among others.

Zou Weiting’s background was equally impressive. His family was a branch of the Huaining Marquisate in the capital. Though a collateral line, they weren’t to be trifled with, backed by the main Huaining Marquisate. Zou Weiting and his family lived quite comfortably.

When Yuanjing first learned of their backgrounds, he was astonished. His luck was remarkable to have befriended two people with such powerful connections. In comparison, he was the least notable, yet both friends treated him as an equal. Back at the academy, their help had been crucial in finding buyers for his prized flowers, fetching good prices.

Of course, his friendship with them was purely personal, unrelated to the Left Vice Minister’s residence or the Huaining Marquisate. After arriving in the capital, he only sent a courtesy note to their gatekeepers and made no further moves, avoiding any suspicion of currying favor.

The three were thrilled to reunite in the capital. They spent two days enjoying themselves before settling at the Tao residence to study for the imperial examination, as it was the quietest place. The preparation books gifted by Senior Brother Di, along with those sent by Mu Cheng’an, were incredibly useful. After all, Di Rong was a top scholar himself—guiding candidates like them was effortless for him.

Meanwhile, the first batch of health-preserving pills, infused with spiritual spring water, was delivered to Mu Cheng’an by Wu Yi, along with instructions for use. Mu Cheng’an picked up a pill and was about to pop it into his mouth when Wu Yi hurriedly intervened, “Master, shouldn’t you have someone inspect it first?”

Wu Yi was skeptical of Tao Yuanjing’s medical skills. Despite the thirteen-year-old scholar’s talents in academics and martial arts, his age limited his medical experience to just thirteen years—hardly comparable to seasoned doctors with decades of practice.

Mu Cheng’an, however, tossed the pill into his mouth without hesitation and washed it down with water. Wu Yi was left speechless.

Looking up calmly, Mu Cheng’an said, “I trust his medical skills. Last time, with such a severe injury, no other doctor could have healed me so quickly or promised to treat my chronic ailment.”

Mu Cheng’an had an inexplicable trust in Tao Yuanjing, a belief that he could save him and wouldn’t harm him, as if it were etched into his soul. He chose to follow his intuition, despite knowing there were inconsistencies about Tao Yuanjing.

“Leave. Don’t bring this up again,” he said.

“Yes, Master,” Wu Yi replied quietly, retreating. In his mind, he elevated Tao Yuanjing’s importance another notch—perhaps he’d need to treat him like a future princess consort.

A month later, they met again at White Horse Temple. Though Mu Cheng’an didn’t mention it, Yuanjing guessed the temple was likely one of his strongholds, allowing him to appear there without the palace’s knowledge.

Yuanjing took Mu Cheng’an’s pulse again, his serious demeanor making Mu Cheng’an chuckle. The boy’s earnestness showed he genuinely wanted to improve Mu Cheng’an’s health. Perhaps, as he’d said, it was fate between them, destined from a previous life.

“How’s my condition?” Mu Cheng’an asked as Yuanjing withdrew his hand.

“You’ve likely consulted other doctors, haven’t you? The pills are effective, but not as much as I’d hoped,” Yuanjing replied. Still, this confirmed that medicines made with spiritual spring water benefited Mu Cheng’an’s health. Once he used herbs fully cultivated with spiritual spring water and infused more into the medicine, the effects would be maximized, potentially eliminating the hidden dangers in Mu Cheng’an’s body.

“Indeed,” Mu Cheng’an teased, “My doctors asked where I found such a divine physician. Isn’t it just a little divine physician who came to me himself?”

Yuanjing’s face flushed at the teasing. “Came to you myself? Well, sort of, but my pride can’t take it. Aren’t you afraid I’ll mess things up next time?”

Mu Cheng’an laughed heartily. At that moment, Tao Yuanjing was like a bristling cat in his eyes—adorable, making him want to ruffle his hair. But this cat might leap up and scratch him. Suppressing the urge, Mu Cheng’an said, “I’ll be waiting to see.”

Yuanjing gritted his teeth. Was this guy so sure he wouldn’t dare sabotage him? If provoked, he might just slip something into his medicine to keep him bedridden.

What goes around comes around. In his previous life, he often teased Zhou Hengjun, and now it was his turn to be teased. Yuanjing wondered if this man held a grudge carried over from that life.

“What are you thinking?” Mu Cheng’an suddenly reached out, covering Yuanjing’s eyes. He didn’t like the way Yuanjing’s gaze seemed to look through him at someone else.

Yuanjing hadn’t expected Mu Cheng’an to be so perceptive. He reminded himself not to slip up—after all, who would suspect he carried memories from multiple lives? To Mu Cheng’an, he was just a native of this world with only this life’s memories.

Yuanjing straightened up. “Sorry, I was lost in thought. It won’t happen again.”

Mu Cheng’an withdrew his hand, giving Yuanjing’s forehead a light tap. “You’re so young—why fill your head with so much? Be careful not to overthink and hurt yourself.”

Yuanjing smiled, accepting the concern. “I won’t. I’m in great shape. I’ve cultivated internal energy and improve every day. Who knows, I might become a master one day.”

“Haha, a scholar aiming for an official post becoming a martial master? For what?”

“For mischief, like sneaking over walls at night to scout,” Yuanjing said, referring to Wu Yi’s kind of work.

Mu Cheng’an leaned closer. “Planning to sneak into my Northern King’s Mansion?”

Yuanjing’s face reddened again. Why did this man love teasing him so much? Stubbornly, he retorted, “Maybe. Once I’ve mastered my skills, I’ll test how formidable the walls of your mansion are.”

Mu Cheng’an chuckled, picturing Tao Yuanjing attempting to scale his walls—a scene that could keep him amused for days. “Good, I’ll be waiting.”

Yuanjing looked away uncomfortably, his cheeks burning. Waiting for what? For him to actually try sneaking into the Northern King’s Mansion?

He doubted he’d even make it over the wall before being surrounded by Wu Yi and the other shadow guards. The mansion wasn’t some place anyone could just infiltrate.

Their time together was both joyful and fleeting. Despite the frequent teasing, Yuanjing felt reluctant to leave, looking forward to their next meeting in a month under the guise of a check-up.

Mu Cheng’an felt the same reluctance, wishing he could keep this young man by his side, with eyes only for him.

Before their next meeting, Tao Dayong, who had gone to fetch his family, arrived in the capital with them to reunite with Yuanjing.

Little Ox, initially thrilled, was exhausted from the journey. Yuanjing settled them in the residence, letting them rest for two days to recover. Then, his grandmother and mother-in-law explored the mansion excitedly. They could hardly believe their eldest grandson had bought such a large, fine house—something they never dared dream of before.

Yuanjing took time to show his family around the capital, helping them settle in. He enrolled Niuniu in a nearby school for basic education. Though he’d learned some characters at home, it wasn’t the same as formal schooling. His grandmother and Xiao Song wholeheartedly supported this.

By then, Yuanjing had also acquired a small estate through connections. Buying property or estates in the capital required influence, which Yuanjing lacked. He couldn’t just leave his family idle in the mansion—they were used to working hard in Tao Family Village, and sudden idleness would make them restless.

The estate was found through his senior brother, Yu Xiao, and Zou Weiting. Zou Weiting had heard of a property owned by the Huaining Marquisate. Its poor location and low yield made it unprofitable, so they wanted to sell. Yuanjing inspected it and found it suitable for his low-profile family at a reasonable price, so he bought it.

When Little Ox had a break, Yuanjing took the family to see the estate. His grandmother and Xiao Song were thrilled. Besides the city residence, owning land outside was a big deal—land was the root of common folk.

The estate was at the foot of a mountain, with a large plot of sloping land that wasn’t very productive for crops. Further down were about ten acres, but with houses and a pond built, there wasn’t much left for farming.

The shortcomings of the estate didn’t matter much to the Tao family. Back in Tao Family Village, they had specifically bought a hillside to raise sheep, so this sloping land was perfect for continuing their old trade.

“This estate is great. Our Yuanjing has a good eye,” the old matriarch said, her eyes crinkling with a smile. “Dayong, hurry up and start raising sheep. Since leaving the village, your mother and I have been itching to do something.”

“Exactly, Mother’s right. Without some income, our savings will keep shrinking,” Xiao Song added.

The matriarch patted her daughter-in-law’s hand and looked at the vast mountain behind the sloping land. She asked the estate’s caretaker, “Does that mountain back there have an owner, or is it unclaimed?”

The caretaker answered honestly, “It’s owned. The mountain and the large plot of land behind it belong to the Northern King’s Mansion in the capital.”

“The Northern King’s Mansion?” Yuanjing was slightly surprised. When he had visited with Zou Weiting, they had been in a rush and left after a quick look, so he hadn’t known about this.

The matriarch, Tao Dayong, and Xiao Song were equally shocked. Back in the village, the county magistrate had been the highest authority they knew, and now they were to be neighbors with a prince? It was a bit daunting.

The matriarch clutched her chest, exclaiming, “Goodness, a prince? Will it be alright for us to live here?”

The caretaker reassured her, “The Northern King’s Mansion rarely sends people here, except for occasional hunting trips in the mountains. They never come onto our estate. You can rest easy, Madam. The prince’s household is known for its strict discipline.”

Though surprised, Yuanjing felt reassured knowing it was the Northern King’s Mansion. He comforted his grandmother, “Grandma, don’t worry. The Northern King’s Mansion has always been a guardian of our Great Xia Dynasty. They won’t bother us common folk for no reason. In fact, being close to their estate might make this place safer. After all, no petty thieves or bandits would dare cause trouble near the prince’s territory.”

The caretaker nodded vigorously. “Exactly as the young master says. This estate has never had any trouble with thieves.”

The matriarch finally relaxed.

Little Ox ran around joyfully, while Tao Dayong busied himself planning the sheep-rearing operation. Besides sheep, they would raise other livestock to cover the family’s expenses, as they had learned that living in the capital was far from cheap.

Tao Dayong’s sheep-rearing venture began smoothly. The matriarch and Xiao Song occasionally stayed at the estate for a day or two, but since Yuanjing and Little Ox were in the city, they spent most of their time there to care for them. Tao Dayong shuttled between the city and the estate, making sure to use spiritual spring water at the estate to ensure the sheep’s quality, as without it, the taste wouldn’t be as good.

In Yuanjing’s view, the Tao family didn’t need great wealth or status—just a stable, peaceful life. The court was clearly unstable these days, with undercurrents of rivalry between the Northern King and the Emperor, as well as disputes among the grown princes. The Tao family needed to keep a low profile and avoid attention.

There was no further news about Yan Zhifu or Mu Jinxuan, but Yuanjing wasn’t worried. He focused calmly on preparing for the imperial examination the following year. The family also celebrated their first New Year in the capital. The festive atmosphere lingered, and soon it was time for the Lantern Festival. In Tao Family Village, attending lantern festivals had been inconvenient, but now the whole family was excited to go. The matriarch had heard from neighbors that the capital’s Lantern Festival was especially lively.

Yuanjing took his family out early to the streets, where colorful lanterns of all shapes hung on both sides, twinkling like stars in a breathtaking display. The Tao family, never having seen such a spectacle, enjoyed themselves immensely.

Tao Dayong hoisted his younger son onto his shoulders, while Yuanjing and his mother flanked the matriarch (Grandmother Song) for protection. They brought along the household’s retainers, knowing that such lively nights often attracted human traffickers.

They satisfied their eyes with the sights, enjoyed some specialty festival dumplings, and, being used to early bedtimes, headed back home after picking up a few lanterns. Others might just be starting their evening out.

As they reached their doorstep, Yuanjing’s eyes caught an unremarkable carriage parked nearby. The gatekeeper handed him a letter. “Young Master, someone delivered this.”

Yuanjing clutched the letter tightly, realizing the carriage wasn’t empty—Mu Cheng’an was inside. This was his letter. But was it really safe for him to be out enjoying the festival on a night like this?

The matriarch glanced over and patted Yuanjing’s hand. “Is it your classmates inviting you out? Go have fun, just come back early. No need to stay with this old lady.”

“Well…”

Tao Dayong waved him off, gesturing to his sleepy younger son in his arms. Yuanjing nodded, waiting until his family entered the house before turning and heading straight for the carriage.

The curtain didn’t lift, but a voice came from within: “Get in.”

Yuanjing smiled, climbed aboard, and slipped inside. Sure enough, Mu Cheng’an was there, dressed in plain clothes, with no attendants except Wu Yi, who stepped out as Yuanjing entered.

“Why is Your Highness here? When did you arrive? Have you been waiting long? Why not send a letter earlier?”

The carriage looked ordinary on the outside but was luxurious within. Mu Cheng’an poured a cup of warm tea and handed it over. “I came to try my luck. I haven’t seen a lantern festival in years—it’s no fun alone. With someone to keep me company, I won’t be bored. If you hadn’t returned, I’d have left.”

Yuanjing didn’t know how long he’d been waiting, but thankfully, he’d come back early. Still, he asked, “You’re going to the lantern festival with me, just like this?”



  

    Mu Cheng’an pulled two items from under the small table, tossing one to Yuanjing. Yuanjing laughed upon seeing it. “So Your Highness had already thought of everything. I was overthinking.”

“Wu Yi, let’s go.”

“Yes.”

The carriage started moving. Yuanjing fiddled with the mask in his hand, then glanced at Mu Cheng’an’s, slightly annoyed. “Why did you give me a cat mask?”

Mu Cheng’an had done it on purpose—the young man was just like a little cat. Pretending to be serious, he said, “I grabbed it randomly and didn’t notice. Try it on, see if it fits.”

What could Yuanjing say? He wanted to swap for Mu Cheng’an’s tiger mask, but he couldn’t let the dignified Northern King wear a cat mask. Even if no one knew, if word got out someday, it would tarnish the king’s reputation.

Fine, he’d bear it. Yuanjing put on the mask, missing the amusement that flashed in Mu Cheng’an’s eyes. The prince stared, clearly satisfied. He had personally chosen this mask, and it suited Yuanjing perfectly.

When they arrived, Mu Cheng’an donned his tiger mask, took Yuanjing’s hand, and they stepped down together, blending into the crowd to enjoy the lantern festival.

One tall, one short, one with a tiger mask, the other a cat mask—onlookers might smile, assuming they were father and son out together. Who would guess that behind the tiger mask was the Northern King, supposedly recuperating at home?

Earlier, Yuanjing had been preoccupied with watching over his grandmother, mother, and brother, so he hadn’t fully enjoyed himself. Now, free of those duties, he won two lantern riddle games, earning two lanterns. He deliberately handed the rabbit-covered lantern to Mu Cheng’an to carry, while he took the one decorated with opera characters.

Mu Cheng’an glanced at the spinning rabbits on his lantern, raised an eyebrow, but didn’t object. To him, the rabbits were like Yuanjing—held in his hand, unable to escape.

Suddenly, a candied haw stick was thrust into his hand. Looking up, he saw Yuanjing holding another, his eyes twinkling with mischief behind the mask, clearly hoping to see Mu Cheng’an make a fool of himself.

Mu Cheng’an gestured to his hands, already holding a lantern and now the candied haw. How was he supposed to eat it?

Yuanjing thought: ‘Did I miscalculate?’

Mu Cheng’an kindly suggested, “How about I carry both lanterns, and you feed me?”

Behind his mask, Yuanjing’s face heated up. This man was definitely more cunning this lifetime. To avoid being laughed at, Yuanjing feigned calm. “Fine, as long as… ahem, An Cheng doesn’t mind.”

“Of course not.” Hearing Yuanjing call him An Cheng made Mu Cheng’an happy. He prompted Yuanjing to take the candied haw and pass him the lantern.

With only one hand free each—the other hands clasped together, as Mu Cheng’an insisted on holding tight to avoid getting separated—Mu Cheng’an carried both lanterns while Yuanjing held the candied haw to his mouth. Smiling, Mu Cheng’an looked into Yuanjing’s eyes and bit off a piece, nearly causing Yuanjing to drop the stick. Yet the prince ate it without batting an eye.

Yuanjing took a bite himself—hiss, so sour. A miscalculation.

In the end, they only ate half. Mu Cheng’an, seeing Yuanjing’s face wrinkle even through the mask, tossed the rest away, freeing Yuanjing from the ordeal.

The candied haw was just the start. They sampled various street snacks along the way, tasting lightly to avoid overeating and being unable to walk.

Suddenly, Mu Cheng’an stopped. Yuanjing asked, “Why’d you stop?”

“Something spoiled the mood,” Mu Cheng’an replied. “Ran into some unpleasant people.”

Yuanjing followed his gaze and saw a noble young man holding a woman’s hand, her face somewhat familiar. They were surrounded by attendants, putting on a grander show than Northern King.

“Tao Yuzhu? No, Yan Zhifu and the young prince?”

“Exactly them. Don’t look at them. Let’s go to the river to see the floating lanterns.” As a prince, Mu Cheng’an knew the festival’s highlights and didn’t want irrelevant people to ruin their evening.

Yuanjing felt the same and immediately changed direction. “Alright, your call.”

The words pleased Mu Cheng’an, who took his hand and led him away.

Just as their figures vanished from the street, Mu Jinxuan and Yan Zhifu glanced back, sensing something, but saw only the crowd.

The feeling passed quickly, and neither thought much of it. Mu Jinxuan said, “The Third Prince is waiting at the teahouse ahead. Shall we join him?”

“Alright, I’ll follow Brother Jinxuan,” Yan Zhifu said softly, gazing at him.

Good thing Yuanjing had left—otherwise, hearing Yan Zhifu’s voice would’ve given him goosebumps and nightmares all night.

Yuanjing had a blast and was reluctantly escorted home by Mu Cheng’an late that night. The prince’s smile lingered as he watched Yuanjing enter the house.

After the Lantern Festival, the Tao family grew busy again as the imperial examination drew closer.

The family couldn’t help Yuanjing with his studies but ensured a quiet, comfortable environment, paying special attention to his meals. As the exam approached, Yuanjing noticed his face had rounded out. This time, he entered the examination hall with his family’s blessings, joined by an unexpected guest outside.

Though it was just an ordinary carriage parked nearby, with the curtain slightly raised, not revealing the occupant’s face, Yuanjing sensed it was Mu Cheng’an. He had come to see him off to the exam without mentioning a word beforehand.

Yuanjing glanced at the carriage a few times, touching the jade pendant hanging close to his chest. Since their reunion, neither had mentioned it, but as for repaying the life-saving favor, Yuanjing had long received his reward.

Once he entered the examination hall, the carriage’s curtain dropped. A faint voice came from within: “Let’s go.”

“Yes,” Wu Yi, once again the coachman, replied, blind to everything.

“It’s time to act.”

“Yes, Master.”

Mu Cheng’an didn’t want to distract Yuanjing during the exam, so he delayed the plan, letting him focus. Now, there was no need to wait. His adopted son couldn’t wait any longer, having secured an imperial decree for his marriage to that impostor woman.

The decree was perfect—it tied the two together, sparing other families’ daughters from his adopted son’s ruinous ways.

The imperial examination consisted of three sessions, each lasting three days. Compared to the provincial exam, the weather was still quite cold, and candidates had to stay overnight in the exam sheds—a grueling experience. Many couldn’t endure it.

When Yuanjing finally emerged, he breathed a huge sigh of relief. His father, Tao Dayong, was waiting outside with a blanket, eagerly watching for him. Seeing Yuanjing, he rushed over, wrapped him in the blanket, and carried him to a waiting carriage, where hot soup was ready to warm him up.

Tao Dayong had grown experienced in caring for Yuanjing during exams. Judging his son’s complexion, he could tell Yuanjing was in better shape than other candidates. As expected of his son—his health was top-notch. He forgot that Yuanjing had been frail at birth, which had prompted the matriarch to encourage his studies.

Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting were also picked up by their families. Yuanjing waited in the carriage until they boarded their own, exchanging farewells before heading home with his father. At home, his family fussed over him, and Yuanjing, free of worries, took a hot bath, drank a big bowl of meat porridge, and crawled into bed for a deep sleep.

Senior Brother Di, concerned for his junior, sent his son to check on Yuanjing, even bringing a doctor in case the Tao family couldn’t find a good one. The Tao family was deeply grateful. The doctor, after checking Yuanjing’s pulse, confirmed he was fine—no medicine needed, just good food and rest.

When Yuanjing woke, he was full of energy. He visited his senior brother, then Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting. Both had barely survived the exam and were still bedridden, unlike Yuanjing, who was already up and about. They were envious.

Two days later, the two were well enough to visit. Perhaps having been cooped up too long, Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting were bursting with gossip.

“Big news! Huge news!” Yu Xiao shouted from afar, not yet reaching Yuanjing’s study. Zou Weiting followed, far calmer.

Yuanjing met them at the study door. “What’s got you so worked up, Yu Xiao?”

Zou Weiting, holding a folding fan despite the weather—favoring style over warmth—smiled. “Don’t blame him. Even I was shocked. The capital will be buzzing about this for a while.”

“No suspense for you, Yuanjing. You know how, right after the New Year, the Emperor granted a new marriage for the young prince of the Northern King’s Mansion, after the scandal of him breaking off his engagement with the Grand Tutor’s granddaughter? No one expected the woman he chose was just a guest at the Yongchang Marquisate…”

Impatient with Zou Weiting’s slow delivery, Yu Xiao cut in. “Turns out, that Miss Yan had another lover. During a horse race outside the city, she was caught secretly meeting him by the young prince, who brought people along. A fight broke out, and in the chaos, the young prince fell off his horse and got kicked. It was a mess. No one knows his condition yet.”

Yuanjing blinked, then blinked again. No doubt, Mu Cheng’an had made his move, and at such a time.

“See, you’re stunned too, right? Unbelievable, isn’t it?” Yu Xiao misread Yuanjing’s expression, assuming he was as shocked as he had been.

Yuanjing rubbed his face, playing along. “Yeah, stunned. What did the Emperor say? And the other man… who was it?”

Zou Weiting scoffed. “Young Master Yan, from Official Yan’s family. Quite famous in the capital, and now even more so.”

Official Yan’s son was known for his talent and looks, his sappy poems adored by many young ladies. But Zou Weiting, having seen him a few times, sneered at the so-called “talent,” believing he tarnished the name of scholars.

Yuanjing knew this too. Otherwise, how could Tao Yuzhu have been so smitten in her past life, clinging to old feelings even after rebirth? Though she later found a better option, she still kept Yan Rusong on a leash, likely reveling in his devotion to feed her vanity.

Now, her vanity must be soaring. The scandalous love triangle was likely the talk of the town, from nobles to commoners.

“The Emperor was furious,” Yu Xiao said. “Young Master Yan and that miss are under custody, awaiting His Majesty’s judgment. But, Yuanjing, why only ask about the Emperor and not the Northern King’s Mansion? Unless…” He glanced around, leaning closer and whispering, “You’ve heard that rumor too?”

Yuanjing caught the hint—Yu Xiao meant Mu Jinxuan’s true parentage. Seeing Zou Weiting cover half his face with his fan to hide a smile, Yuanjing rolled his eyes helplessly. “Who can blame the Emperor for spoiling the young prince so much? Even an imperial betrothal was canceled so easily. It’s hard not to believe the rumors.”

The three shared a knowing shrug and chuckle, then dropped the topic. Some things were better left unsaid.

They dragged Yuanjing to a teahouse, where gossip about the trio’s romantic entanglements abounded, some tales so vivid they seemed overheard from under someone’s bed.

The scandal overshadowed the recent imperial examination, as the young prince’s quick engagement after breaking off his prior one had already drawn attention. Now, this love-rival drama added fuel to the fire.

Candidates awaiting exam results were stunned. The more rigid ones decried it as a disgrace, tarnishing the Northern King’s Mansion’s longstanding honor.

The mansion had an excellent reputation among the people, its members having guarded the borders and sacrificed much, with most Mu descendants dying in battle. Now, only the prince remained, and the young prince was merely an adopted heir. This scandal left both scholars and warriors with a poor impression of him.

This was different from the original storyline. In the plot, Mu Jinxuan had already inherited the title of Northern King, wielding immense power and untouchable by ordinary people. The long-standing prestige of the Northern King’s Mansion carried over to him.

But now, the old Northern King was still alive, holding strong. Though rumors circulated about his poor health, as long as he remained, he was the guardian deity of Great Xia. The young prince’s antics, however, were earning him widespread disdain.

News of Mu Jinxuan’s condition soon spread: one of his legs was shattered, leaving him permanently crippled even after recovery. Despite the Emperor’s efforts to suppress the news, it spread like wildfire. Not only did Mu Cheng’an ensure it wasn’t concealed, but the Emperor’s grown sons also fanned the flames, infuriating the old Emperor, who threw a massive tantrum in the palace.

He summoned the shadow guard tasked with investigating the incident. “Speak! What happened? Was it Mu Cheng’an’s doing?”

The Emperor’s first suspect was Mu Cheng’an. He felt guilty—years ago, when Mu Cheng’an was attacked on his way back to the capital from the border, the Emperor had not only aided the assailants but even sent his own men. Though the plan was meticulous, he feared Mu Cheng’an, who survived, might have uncovered clues. If he had died, it would’ve been settled once and for all.

But for over three years since his return, Mu Cheng’an had stayed in his mansion, seemingly recuperating and doing nothing. The Emperor gradually let his guard down. However, Mu Jinxuan’s injury—and his crippling—was a serious matter. How could the Zhenbei Army, loyal to the prince, follow a disabled heir who couldn’t lead on the battlefield?

Thus, the Emperor suspected Mu Cheng’an had bided his time, striking when everyone’s guard was down.

Unbeknownst to the Emperor, Mu Cheng’an hadn’t just been resting these past three years—he’d been pulling strings behind the scenes.

The shadow guard reported honestly, “Northern King didn’t act, but… several of the princes were involved.”

“Damn it!” The Emperor, enraged, swept everything off his desk. “Have they all turned against me? Why can’t they tolerate Jinxuan? What threat is he to them?”

If the princes heard this, they’d object. No threat? The Emperor’s mind was growing muddled with age, his favoritism toward Mu Jinxuan plain for all to see. If Jinxuan inherited the Northern King’s power, he could bypass the princes and claim the throne. Which of them could challenge a Jinxuan backed by such authority?

Thus, with Mu Cheng’an orchestrating from behind and the princes pitching in, they successfully crippled Mu Jinxuan, cutting off his path to power.

Mu Jinxuan’s suffering stemmed from the Emperor’s excessive favoritism. It fueled suspicions about his true parentage, prompting the princes to act and ensure a cripple couldn’t be elevated to the throne.

The Emperor raged, ordering the shadow guard to leave evidence and keep watching his “fine” sons. Alone in his chambers with only a trusted eunuch who’d served him for years and knew Mu Jinxuan’s origins, the Emperor, exhausted after his outburst, felt powerless.

“You’re sure there’s no trace of Northern King’s hand in this?” No matter how he looked at it, Mu Cheng’an stood to gain the most.

The eunuch chose his words carefully. “It wouldn’t make sense for the prince to act. He can’t produce an heir, so what’s the point? Even if he adopts another, the military power will return to the imperial family after his death.”

The Emperor knew this, but he feared he wouldn’t live to see that day—or that Mu Cheng’an would turn against him with force. As long as the prince lived, the Emperor couldn’t rest easy.

Thinking of the root cause, the Emperor’s anger flared again. “I said that woman wasn’t worthy of him, but he was blinded by her, even breaking off his betrothal to the Grand Tutor’s granddaughter to marry her. And now, that fickle wench—I’ll make sure she suffers!”

Even with an imperial betrothal, she wasn’t satisfied, entangling herself with another man. If they married, wouldn’t she cuckold Mu Jinxuan?

If that happened, it might be karmic retribution for the Emperor cuckolding a certain prince years ago.

The Emperor wasn’t the only one who despised Yan Zhifu. At Official Yan’s residence, Lady Yan, eyes swollen from crying, cursed the “little vixen” for ruining her son. He’d had a good match, but was so bewitched by that woman that he wanted to marry her. When that engagement fell through, she turned to the young prince of the Northern King’s Mansion, yet still strung along her son, leading to this disaster.

“You have to save Song’er, my lord! He’s my life. If anything happens to him, I won’t go on!” Lady Yan wailed.

Official Yan, already irritated, felt his head throb at her cries. “All you do is cry! I told you not to indulge him. You’re the one who spoiled him!”

“What do you mean? How did I spoil him? Where were you when it came to teaching him?” Lady Yan, no pushover, snapped back. “Did I birth him alone? If anything happens to Song’er, I’m not done with you!”

Official Yan, wary of his fierce wife, softened his tone. But he knew if Mu Jinxuan was indeed the Emperor’s favored illegitimate son, his own son was likely doomed.

The Yongchang Marquisate fared no better. Previously, Yan Zhifu had held sway there due to the imperial betrothal, with even the marquis and his wife fawning over her. Yan Ziming, an outsider, had also enjoyed better treatment. But now, learning the full story, the marquis trembled.

“This is bad, disastrous! That girl Yan Zhifu has brought ruin to our house. What do we do now?”

The marchioness, who had flattered Yan Zhifu just moments before, now turned vicious. “We never should’ve listened to your sister-in-law and let them stay. That girl’s a curse. My lord, before His Majesty holds us accountable, expel those siblings and cut ties with your second brother’s family. It’s only your sister-in-law who’s connected to them.”

“Is that… really feasible?” the marquis hesitated.

“Why not? They’re surnamed Yan, not us!” The marchioness wanted to minimize losses, hoping the Emperor wouldn’t implicate the marquisate.

“I’m afraid my brother and sister-in-law won’t agree.”

“They don’t get a say!”

While the marquis and his wife plotted to sever ties, Yan Ziming went to plead with his aunt.

Since the incident, he hadn’t slept well, visibly wasting away with dark circles under his eyes, looking as if he’d been gravely ill. He deeply regretted trusting Tao Yuzhu to impersonate his sister, thinking she’d protect him. Instead, she brought a catastrophe that could destroy the entire Yan family.



  

    Lady Su, the second wife of the Yongchang Marquisate, was faring no better. Taking in her nephew and niece had brought massive trouble. As much as she now regretted it, she had been equally smug before, even hoping to outshine the marchioness. Seeing her nephew approach, she trembled with rage. “Why are you here? You and your sister have ruined your aunt!”

Yan Ziming’s face paled. He dropped to his knees with a thud, sobbing on the floor. “Aunt, she’s not my sister. My real sister died with Mother years ago. She’s just a maid who served my sister—her name is Tao Yuzhu. She said she’d take care of me in my sister’s place…”

Lady Su shot to her feet, stunned, nearly fainting from disbelief. “You… you dared to do something so outrageous? How can your parents rest in peace?”

“Aunt, I was wrong. I was young and fooled by Tao Yuzhu. Please save me!” Yan Ziming crawled to her feet, clutching her legs and crying bitterly.

Lady Su wished she could faint. How could a mere maid, with no merit, usurp the position of the Yan family’s legitimate daughter and enjoy years of privilege? She hated her nephew for hiding this for so long. If she’d known earlier, she would’ve strangled that wretched girl before she could wreak havoc on the marquisate.

But she couldn’t faint. Gritting her teeth, she said, “Come with me. We need to explain this to your uncle and the marquis. Whether we can save you or me, I don’t know.”

The marquis was already hesitating about discussing family division with his second brother when the latter arrived with his wife and the Yan siblings. When Second Master Su revealed Tao Yuzhu’s impersonation, the marquis was dumbfounded. Their entire household had been played by a maid! To think they’d nearly put her on a pedestal—the marquis wanted to gouge out his own eyes.

The marchioness nearly fainted too. A proud woman, she had opened her private coffers to give that girl jewelry, hoping she’d elevate the marquisate and her son as the future princess consort of the Northern King’s Mansion.

“What do we do now, my lord?” she asked.

The marquis paced the room several times before stopping, his face grim. “We have two options. One, we confess to His Majesty and admit the entire household was deceived by that girl. Two, you, Second Brother, go to the Northern King’s Mansion, meet the prince, and explain this. Then…” He slumped, “we wait for His Majesty’s judgment.”

Even splitting the family now might not clear the marquisate. “I’ll try to get the palace’s consorts to intercede,” he added, meaning to leverage their influence.

“That’s all we can do.”

The marquis and his wife split up—one heading to the palace to plead with the Emperor, the other to the Northern King’s Mansion to see the ailing prince. Still furious, the marchioness sent people to spread word of the promiscuous woman’s true identity.

This was all within Mu Cheng’an’s calculations. Even if the marquisate hadn’t exposed it, he would’ve found former Yan household servants to confirm Tao Yuzhu’s identity. Not all the Yan servants had come to the capital—someone would recognize her. If needed, he’d bring Yan clan members to the capital to reveal the truth.

Exposing Tao Yuzhu’s identity served another purpose: to mock the old Emperor. His own indiscretions had produced a son who fell head over heels for a mere maid. The Emperor would likely be livid enough to spit blood.

Indeed, the Emperor nearly did, hearing the Yongchang Marquis’s account. He wanted to seize and punish the entire marquisate. The marquis, throwing dignity aside, knelt before the Emperor, weeping profusely, insisting the household was unaware. How could they let a maid impersonate a merchant’s daughter, even if she was from a lesser family?

Fuming, the Emperor’s nostrils flared. How could a girl be so audacious, and yet Jinxuan was so smitten he defied an imperial decree for her? What kind of curse was this?

“Guards! Throw that wench into the imperial prison at once!”

“Yes, Your Majesty!”

Previously under house arrest, she was now sent to the dungeon.

At the Northern King’s Mansion, Mu Cheng’an calmly listened to Second Master Su explain Yan Zhifu’s—no, Tao Yuzhu’s—true identity. He pointed to someone. “Take him to Mu Jinxuan and have him repeat it.”

Second Master Su was stunned. He’d sensed tension between the prince and his adopted son, but this was beyond strained—the prince (Northern King) clearly didn’t care about the young prince at all.

The servant obeyed, leading Second Master Su to Mu Jinxuan. Since the imperial physician declared his leg permanently damaged, Mu Jinxuan had been half-mad, frightening Second Master Su at first sight.

But fear or not, he faced Mu Jinxuan’s predatory glare and recounted Tao Yuzhu’s origins. Compared to the young prince, the prince himself was far more intimidating, exuding a quiet menace that left Second Master Su’s legs trembling and his back soaked with sweat as he left.

“Young Prince, if Yan Ziming hadn’t revealed that Tao Yuzhu impersonated his sister, our entire marquisate would still be in the dark. My wife, since marrying into the marquisate, had never returned to her natal home. This was the first time we met those siblings, so we believed whatever they said. Who could’ve imagined she’d do something so brazen? Please, Young Prince, forgive our household’s ignorance.”

Second Master Su bowed his head, spilling everything. The room fell silent except for Mu Jinxuan’s heavy breathing. Waiting with no response, Second Master Su sneaked a glance upward and jumped—Mu Jinxuan’s eyes were bloodshot, veins bulging on his forehead.

“Get out!” Mu Jinxuan hurled a teacup at him, roaring.

Second Master Su dodged instinctively, avoiding the hit, which enraged Mu Jinxuan further. A cripple now, even this useless man dared defy him? Ignoring his leg injury, he struggled to get off the bed to teach him a lesson.

But Second Master Su, having escaped, fled. The young prince had told him to get out, hadn’t he? Staying longer, he doubted he’d leave the mansion unscathed. Hearing a heavy thud and a scream from inside, he ran even faster.

He knew nothing, saw nothing. He’d clarified Tao Yuzhu’s identity—whatever the young prince thought was no longer his concern.

He couldn’t fathom why the young prince was so taken with her, even breaking off his betrothal to the Grand Tutor’s granddaughter to marry her. In his view, even if she were the real Yan Miss, she wasn’t worthy of being the young prince’s wife. If he fancied her looks, he could’ve taken her as a concubine and doted on her as he pleased.

See, it ended in a massive scandal. The Yongchang Marquisate wasn’t to blame—the young prince was simply blind.

Mu Jinxuan’s struggle caused him to fall from the bed, reinjuring his leg. His attendants hurriedly summoned an imperial physician. By the time the physician arrived, Mu Jinxuan had calmed slightly. After re-treating the leg, the physician sighed inwardly. The injury, already severe, was now worse. The young prince’s leg would be even more impaired.

But he didn’t say this to Mu Jinxuan, only prescribing medicine and instructing the attendants to ensure he rested in bed to recover sooner. Any more exertion would only prolong his confinement.

After the physician left, Mu Jinxuan asked an inner servant, “Where’s Zhifu now? I want to see her. Now.”

If he once had ten parts love, consumed by romantic notions, after his injury, this was the first time he’d asked about Yan Zhifu. Compared to his life and future, love had taken a backseat.

The servant, unsure of his master’s feelings toward the impostor miss, said cautiously, “His Majesty knows. Miss Yan and Young Master Yan are detained, awaiting interrogation to find who plotted against you.”

“It’s definitely not Zhifu. I want to see her.”

The servant went to inquire and returned with worse news. “Master, after the Yongchang Marquis visited the palace, His Majesty flew into a rage. Miss Yan was sent to the imperial dungeon. What do we do?”

“Quick, carry me to the palace. I need to see His Majesty!”

His attendants tried to stop him, but how could they? They prepared soft cushions and blankets to minimize jolting on the way. No one informed Mu Cheng’an, though all events in the mansion were reported to him.

Mu Cheng’an now saw his adopted son as a source of amusement. No further action was needed—Mu Jinxuan had reinjured himself. Any slim chance of recovery was likely gone.

Now, rushing to the palace for that woman? The Emperor wanted this fool to inherit the Northern King’s power?

True, Mu Cheng’an hadn’t raised him, but would the Emperor have entrusted him to do so? The root of the problem lay with the old man.

Let him deal with the son he raised.

“Prepare ink.”

“Yes.”

Mu Cheng’an began writing, detailing the mansion’s events concerning Mu Jinxuan, the Yongchang Marquisate’s actions, and palace developments. He filled several pages, then summoned Wu Yi. Without a word, Wu Yi knew—this was for Tao Yuanjing. Their correspondence had been frequent lately.

Meanwhile, thanks to the marchioness’s efforts, news of Yan Zhifu’s impersonation spread rapidly. The capital was shocked by the scandal, marveling at how cunning the woman was. Anyone she targeted was doomed.

First, Official Yan’s son, now jailed—could he ever emerge unscathed? His days as a dashing young master were likely over. And the young prince? A crippled leg.

“I say she’s a fox spirit reborn, draining men’s vitality. Once she’s done, they’re ruined.”

“Anyone seen her? Is she really that stunning to make two men fight over her, even defying an imperial decree?”

“Must be. How else could she enchant them?”

“Nonsense. Didn’t you hear? Her real name’s Tao or something, a lowly maid from the Yan household. Think she’s some peerless beauty? Bet Official Yan’s son and the young prince are regretting it now.”

The scandal alarmed many noblewomen in the capital. No matter how much they doted on their sons, they couldn’t indulge their every whim, especially in marriage. A wife should be virtuous, not chosen recklessly. A woman like Yan Zhifu could drag an entire family down.

The ones most relieved yet secretly gleeful about the situation were the Grand Tutor’s household and the family previously betrothed to Official Yan’s son. Both had their engagements broken off for the same reason—Tao Yuzhu—and their anger was palpable. However, wary of the Northern King’s Mansion’s influence, they didn’t dare act rashly, swallowing their resentment and biding their time for revenge.

Though the broken engagements weren’t the fault of their daughters, the era’s norms meant the girls’ reputations still suffered greatly. The young lady betrothed to Yan Rusong nearly had her future ruined by Tao Yuzhu, but Mu Cheng’an’s intervention indirectly saved her.

Now, while their daughters’ reputations took a hit, it was far better than the fates of the two men—one jailed, the other crippled.

At the Grand Tutor’s household, the matriarch held her granddaughter close. “Thank goodness the betrothal to the Northern King’s Mansion was canceled. Otherwise, you’d be married to a cripple. A ruined leg is bad enough, but if his spirit breaks too, you’d suffer for life.”

“I’d say he’s blind,” the girl’s mother added venomously. “He thought he’d found some great catch, only to discover she’s a maid playing pretend. Maybe because she’s used to serving, she knows how to please men. Let the young prince stop ruining good girls. The Emperor granted their marriage—let them live happily ever after.”

The matriarch gestured toward the palace. “I’m afraid that one won’t agree.”

“Matriarch, I heard the young prince was carried to the palace,” a maid reported.

The matriarch rubbed her forehead. “Now we’ll see who wins between him and that one.”

Indeed, who would prevail? That day, the Grand Tutor’s household learned the outcome. Mu Jinxuan returned from the palace with a woman by his side—a maid named Tao Yuzhu, according to their sources.

Only then did the matriarch realize Mu Jinxuan’s intentions. The imperial betrothal was for him and Yan Zhifu, but since the real Yan Zhifu had died at the hands of bandits, the betrothal was effectively void.

So, was Mu Jinxuan keeping Tao Yuzhu as a maid out of kindness?

Hardly. This ensured she’d remain a servant forever, subject to her master’s whims—beaten, scolded, or sold off at a moment’s displeasure. Her days of being pampered were gone for good.

Yuanjing learned of Tao Yuzhu’s fate through another letter from Mu Cheng’an. She was now cautiously serving Mu Jinxuan’s daily needs at the Northern King’s Mansion, handling everything from meals to chores. If Mu Jinxuan couldn’t sleep due to pain in the middle of the night, she, as his maid, couldn’t either. A mistake could mean a cup thrown at her—a common occurrence.

Yuanjing scoffed. So this was true love? Without him and Mu Cheng’an in that other life, their romance was supposedly earth-shattering, envied by all, perhaps even a legendary tale for posterity.

But now, a broken leg and a web of lies had shattered their love like a bubble. Yuanjing felt almost disappointed. When he heard Mu Jinxuan had gone to the palace, he thought it was to plead for Tao Yuzhu. The result was indeed a plea, but not in the way he’d expected.

The matter didn’t end there. Within days, Official Yan, blamed by the furious Emperor, was stripped of his position and reduced to a commoner, his family losing all status. Yan Rusong remained in the imperial dungeon. The Yongchang Marquisate didn’t fare much better—their title was revoked, though their lives were spared.

As the scandal continued to brew, the day of the imperial examination results arrived. The candidates, distracted by the gossip, felt the exam had lost some of its weight. No proper literary gatherings had been held—private meetups were dominated by talk of the trio’s scandal.

On the day of the results, anticipation finally stirred. The atmosphere outside the Ministry of Rites was lively, with a grand pavilion built specifically for the occasion, far more elaborate than those for the prefectural or provincial exams.

Yuanjing, a fourteen-year-old provincial scholar, wasn’t particularly notable among the candidates, who came from across Great Xia. Some were in their fifties or sixties, still taking the exam, and there were even father-son pairs.

Fellow candidates from Wenchang Prefecture were optimistic about Yuanjing, Yu Xiao, and Zou Weiting, believing they could rank in the second tier. The first tier? Too difficult. This year’s exam featured several renowned scholars in their twenties from prominent literary families, making them the favorites for the top ranks.

Yuanjing teased his friends. “Not betting on who’ll rank higher this time?”

They exchanged glances. Yu Xiao glared, while Zou Weiting smiled good-naturedly. “Second tier would be satisfying enough. Given the current climate… it’s better to keep a low profile. But you, Yuanjing, don’t need to worry.”

Yuanjing’s youth worked in his favor. Even if he stood out, few would try to recruit him, and with his senior brother Di Rong, a capital-based top scholar, shielding him, his age was an advantage.

Yu Xiao, for once, agreed with Zou Weiting. “If we’d waited three more years, our ranks might’ve been higher, but three years is too long. We can’t let you fight alone, Yuanjing.”

Yuanjing laughed. The three chatted over tea, waiting for the results. When the list was posted, names were announced starting from the eleventh place backward. Those called were ecstatic.

“Thirteenth place, Zou Weiting of Wenchang Prefecture.”

“Congratulations, Brother Zou!” Yuanjing, Yu Xiao, and others who knew him offered their felicitations. It was an excellent result, though waiting three more years might have pushed him further.

“Twenty-seventh place, Yu Xiao of Wenchang Prefecture.”

“Haha, I passed! Higher than I expected!” Yu Xiao laughed joyfully. Only two years older than Yuanjing, he lacked Yuanjing’s breadth of experience—three lifetimes’ worth. In poetic talent, Yuanjing admitted he couldn’t match Zou Weiting or Yu Xiao. That gift was innate, and his teacher had critiqued his poetry as too “crafted.”

But such crafted poetry was sufficient for the imperial exams.

Yuanjing’s name wasn’t called, but both Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting believed he’d rank above them, likely in the top ten.

A total of 200 candidates were admitted as jinshi. The list was read, with those on it celebrating and those off it dejected. Then, the top ten were announced in reverse order, each name drawing loud cheers.

“Brother Zhang, I knew you’d rank high! In the top ten, congratulations!”



  

    “Third place, Tao Yuanjing of Wenchang Prefecture.”

Hearing his name at last, Yuanjing felt a weight lift off his shoulders. Third place was an excellent result, though he wasn’t overly concerned about the title of ‘huiyuan’. To him, learning was endless, and his current knowledge fell far short of his own expectations.

Well, it should satisfy his teacher’s expectations, right? The final outcome would depend on the upcoming palace examination.

Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting patted Yuanjing’s shoulders encouragingly, hoping he’d push further in the palace exam and secure a first-tier rank.

Yuanjing remained calm, but his father, Tao Dayong, was nearly delirious with excitement. His son had placed third! The palace exam wouldn’t be much worse, so a ‘jinshi’ degree was all but guaranteed. The Tao family’s ancestors must be blessing them, producing a son who’d become a ‘jinshi’ and elevate the family to officialdom.

Yuanjing bid farewell to his friends, and they parted ways. On the way home, he sent Tao Zi to inform his senior brother.

Di Rong, already at the Ministry of Rites, had sent someone to get the results firsthand. When Tao Zi arrived, Di Rong, beaming, said, “Tell your young master to prepare well for the palace exam, but not to stress. With his ability, second tier is certain, and first tier is within reach.”

“Yes, I’ll tell the young master,” Tao Zi replied.

Other officials in the Ministry of Revenue, aware that Di Rong’s teacher had taken a final disciple, congratulated him, praising his teacher’s keen eye for a fourteen-year-old to rank third in the metropolitan exam.

Mu Cheng’an received the news even earlier—when the top ten papers were sent to the Emperor for final ranking. The old Emperor, in no mood to review them, simply asked about the candidates and approved the examiners’ recommendations with minimal changes.

Yuanjing’s third-place rank was due not only to his humble farmer’s background but also his teacher’s influence. Mu Cheng’an was certain Yuanjing would secure a first-tier rank in the palace exam.

Back home, Yuanjing and his father celebrated joyously. Firecrackers rang out for a long time, and neighbors came to offer congratulations. The entire family, including Little Ox, glowed with pride.

Soon, the day of the palace examination arrived. Yuanjing, along with other successful metropolitan candidates (gongshi), entered the palace through the Taihe Gate for the exam held in the Baohe Hall, presided over by the Emperor himself. Yuanjing experienced the elaborate ritual of three kneels and nine kowtows for the first time. As he knelt, he couldn’t help but think how unaccustomed he was to such frequent kneeling in this ancient world. In court, he’d have to kneel to the Emperor often.

No matter his discomfort, he followed the others, performing the ritual dutifully. A mistake here would be courting disaster.

The exam papers were distributed, and the palace exam began. Yuanjing scanned the questions quickly. The exam used only policy essays, and the topics were standard, perhaps reflecting the aging Emperor’s lack of ambition yet obsession with retaining power. Unsurprisingly, the questions touched on military authority, particularly the Northern King Army under Mu Cheng’an, which held over half of Great Xia’s forces. How could the Emperor rest easy?

Policy essays weren’t Yuanjing’s forte, but he knew how to handle them. He completed the essay conservatively, without overstepping. During the exam, he noticed the Emperor’s yellow robe pass by but kept his head down. They’d meet eventually—no need to rush.

Honestly, he had little fondness for this Emperor, who repeatedly tried to kill Mu Cheng’an. From a ruler’s perspective, however, a prince wielding such military power was a natural concern. Their conflict might only resolve in a modern era.

But with the border situation still unstable, the Emperor’s haste to strip Mu Cheng’an of his military power seemed shortsighted. Yuanjing wondered about the original storyline, where the Northern King Army fell to Mu Jinxuan. Given what he now knew of the young prince, could he truly guard the borders like past Northern King Princes? Would he dare trust the generals loyal to the old prince? Without them, would the Northern King Army still be itself?

Lost in these thoughts, Yuanjing finished his paper and left the palace with the other candidates. The results would be announced in three days.

Three days later, the candidates gathered outside the hall to await the results. Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting were relaxed, knowing they’d stay in the second tier, neither reaching the first nor dropping to the third. Their only concern was whether Yuanjing would secure a first-tier rank.

Yuanjing and the other top ten candidates were summoned into the hall, performing the grand ritual again. This time, Yuanjing saw the old Emperor—a man exuding an air of decline, around sixty, long-lived among emperors, though not compared to the longest-lived.

Several grown princes were present, dressed in yellow robes. The eldest, sporting a beard, looked thirty or forty, eager to vie for the throne.

Yuanjing’s mind drifted to the original storyline. In it, the throne went to the Third Prince, who was close to Mu Jinxuan, the new Northern King Prince, and seemed to admire the female lead. Yuanjing found it absurd—what charm did Tao Yuzhu have to captivate both the young prince and the future emperor? He suspected it was tied to her unusual behavior, which she didn’t hide. These princes, sharp as they were, must have noticed her oddities.

But in this life, without the Northern King Army’s support, could the Third Prince still outmaneuver his brothers and ascend the throne as in the story?

Yuanjing wasn’t optimistic. Mu Cheng’an was still alive, and Mu Jinxuan, now crippled, had no say.

The Emperor called Yuanjing’s name, personally granting him the title of tanhua (third place). Yuanjing stepped forward to thank him.

Though young, Yuanjing stood out among the ten candidates with his striking appearance—rosy lips, white teeth. Having ranked third in the metropolitan exam, the Emperor chose him as ‘tanhua’.

The chuanlu (announcer) then called the second-tier names, eighty in total, with the rest as ‘tong jinshi’. Zou Weiting’s rank held steady, while Yu Xiao moved up two places. The three exchanged smiles, then joined the ceremonial parade through the streets.

“Swift hooves in the spring breeze, beholding all of Chang’an’s flowers in a day.”

Achieving fame on the golden list and parading as a top scholar was the dream of every imperial exam candidate. Led by the ‘zhuangyuan’ (first place) adorned with red flowers, the event left an indelible mark on Yuanjing. The Tao family had secured a spot early to watch him pass. Tao Dayong brought fresh flowers from the estate, ready to shower his son.

“Father, let me, let me!” Tao Yuanze, nicknamed shouted excitedly.

Tao Dayong placed the largest flower on his head, laughing. “I’ll wait for the day you parade as a scholar.”

The matriarch called from the window, “Hurry up! I hear them coming. Yuanjing’s almost here—move it!” She thought the father and son were dawdling.

“Coming, coming!”

Though the gongs and drums sounded, the horses and men weren’t yet in sight. For the Tao family, every moment was urgent, their heads craning to see Yuanjing ride by.

Behind another window, someone else awaited Yuanjing—Mu Cheng’an, naturally. No one knew the Prince of Northern King would attend the scholars’ parade, disguised, with only trusted aides like Wu Yi, who understood Yuanjing’s importance to him.

“My lord, the flowers you requested,” Wu Yi said, entering with a tray of blooms. His usually stoic face twitched—he never imagined being sent on such an errand.

Mu Cheng’an picked up the largest peony, vibrant and delicate. But to him, someone outshone the flower, stirring his heart. He longed to keep that person by his side, for his eyes only.

“My lord, they’re here.”

Mu Cheng’an took the peony to the window, veiled by a sheer curtain, making it seem like a refined young lady was watching. He looked out and immediately spotted Yuanjing riding in third place. The ‘zhuangyuan’ and ‘bangyan’ paled in comparison—not just his bias.

The ‘zhuangyuan’, in his thirties, was cheerful but merely average-looking. The ‘bangyan’, nearing thirty, was plain. Yuanjing, the ‘tanhua’, stood out strikingly. As the procession appeared, cheers for the “handsome tanhua” rang out, with handkerchiefs, pouches, and flowers flying toward him.

“Who’s this young man? So dashing! Is he betrothed?”

“The ‘zhuangyuan’ could be his father! He’s surely not engaged. Find out whose son he is—he’d be a sight to keep at home!”

“Haha, you rogue! He’d have to agree to be kept!”

Hearing this and seeing the barrage of gifts aimed at Yuanjing, Mu Cheng’an’s face darkened. Whose son? His, Mu Cheng’an’s! No one could steal him from the Northern King.

The cheers grew louder, and more items were thrown. Even the zhuangyuan and bangyan turned to tease Yuanjing, who dodged awkwardly, half-laughing, half-exasperated. Could he be blamed?

Suddenly, a vibrant peony sailed through the air with force, though it landed gently. Sensing its source, Yuanjing glanced at the window it came from. Though no one was visible, he knew Mu Cheng’an was watching.

Without hesitation, Yuanjing flashed a wide smile, caught the peony with both hands, and waved at the window.

Wu Yi noticed his lord’s dark expression lift, replaced by a smile. Not easy.

To Mu Cheng’an, Yuanjing matched the flower perfectly, even more radiant. Though the cheers grew louder, seeing the young man wave only at him brightened his mood.

‘Hmph, don’t they see he’s mine? No one can take him.’

When Yuanjing reached the Tao family’s spot, they leaned out the window, tossing flowers from baskets. Yuanjing tucked the peony into his hair and caught his family’s flowers with both hands.

Hearing a child shout “Brother!” the crowd realized why the tanhua caught them—these were his family.

The tanhua, adorned with a peony, made many unwed young ladies blush as they watched.

Needless to say, after the parade, countless families would inquire about the tanhua’s background.

When the parade ended, Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting came to tease Yuanjing. From behind, they’d clearly seen how popular he was. Noticing him still holding the peony, they ribbed him, “Which young lady threw that peony you’re so fond of? Is good news coming soon?”

Young lady? Yuanjing chuckled. If Mu Cheng’an heard himself described as a young lady, what would his reaction be?

“What good news? It’s just from a friend I know. I’ll introduce you sometime.”

“Alright,” they said, a bit disappointed. It wasn’t what they’d imagined. Yuanjing had practically grown up under their watch—odd as it sounded, it was true. When had he made such a close friend?

Back home, the Tao family was too busy celebrating to ask about the peony’s origin. Yuanjing placed it in his study, keeping it in a vase and later drying it to preserve. He tended many flowers, but none matched this one.

Though the family celebrated, Yuanjing longed to see Mu Cheng’an. During the parade, they’d been so far apart, separated by a window, and he hadn’t even caught a glimpse of his shadow.

As he thought this, a carriage stopped at his door. Yuanjing told his family and boarded it.

No longer an unknown, he was now the freshly minted tanhua. The carriage took a circuitous route to ensure no one followed before Yuanjing saw the person he wanted.

Seeing Mu Cheng’an, he asked, “It was you today, wasn’t it?”

Mu Cheng’an nodded but glanced at Yuanjing’s head, a hint of disappointment in his eyes. “Why didn’t you wear the peony?”

Yuanjing’s face darkened. “I’m fourteen, but I’m still a man. What man wears flowers? It was just for the occasion.”

Mu Cheng’an, still regretful, said, “It looked good. I wanted to see it.”

Yuanjing bit back a retort, holding his ground. He couldn’t give in without principles, or this man would make even bolder requests.

Seeing Yuanjing stay silent, Mu Cheng’an dropped it, taking his hand and leading him forward. Since the Lantern Festival, their relationship had deepened rapidly. Holding hands felt natural. Mu Cheng’an thought Yuanjing was still young, and with his current need to stay out of the public eye, he refrained from more intimate gestures.

The more time he spent with Yuanjing, the more he cherished the young man, placing him at the heart of his world, not as a fleeting amusement.

They walked along a path, and Yuanjing had no idea where in the capital they were. After circling, he was lost. At the path’s end was a garden. Curious, he asked, “Where is this? What are you taking me to do?”

Mu Cheng’an glanced at the youth, barely reaching his shoulder, and smiled. “You don’t even know where we are, yet you follow me? Aren’t you afraid I’ll sell you?”

Yuanjing shrugged. “How much could a scrawny guy like me fetch?”

Mu Cheng’an laughed. “The new tanhua is worth a fortune. Today, countless families were eager to learn about you, hoping to snag you as a son-in-law.”

Yuanjing’s eyes slanted upward, giving Mu Cheng’an a sidelong glance. Though just a youth, the look was captivating, nearly breaking Mu Cheng’an’s restraint.

Yuanjing said, “Then I’ll have to disappoint them. You, my lord, haven’t married yet—how could I beat you to it? If you were willing, they’d drop me in a heartbeat to choose you as their son-in-law.”

At first, Mu Cheng’an’s heart tightened, fearing Yuanjing might mention marrying. He knew the Tao family’s situation well—how could they not hope their most accomplished son would marry and continue the line? Filial as Yuanjing was, could he refuse them?

Mu Cheng’an wasn’t sure what he’d do if that day came. He selfishly wanted to keep Yuanjing by his side but couldn’t bear to clip his wings, recalling how radiant he looked during the parade.

But hearing Yuanjing’s latter words eased his anxiety. “If I never marry?”

Yuanjing smiled. “Then I’ll stay with you forever.”

“Good. Remember that,” Mu Cheng’an said, thinking if he ever married, it would be to the one beside him.

“Naturally. My word is my bond,” Yuanjing said, raising an eyebrow. If Mu Cheng’an agreed to marry him, he’d be willing to take him—but the Northern King as his bride? His parents and grandmother would faint. For their sake, he’d better drop the idea.

As they spoke, they reached the garden’s center, where a beautiful lake lay. Mu Cheng’an led him to the water’s edge, where a boat awaited. They boarded, and the boatman rowed them from shore. The table was laden with Yuanjing’s favorite dishes.

Yuanjing grinned. “You arranged this celebration just for me, didn’t you?”

“Like it?”

“I love it.” Being with Mu Cheng’an, no matter what they did, was precious. Yuanjing answered without hesitation.

Mu Cheng’an was delighted. At his age, he rarely went to such lengths, but seeing the youth’s smile warmed his heart.

That night, they enjoyed the lake’s night scenery, neither drinking—Yuanjing due to his youth, Mu Cheng’an due to his medication. Yet, Mu Cheng’an felt a slight intoxication just gazing at the young man before him.

He traced Yuanjing’s delicate features with a finger, sighing, “When will you grow up?”

Yuanjing blushed, muttering something. Mu Cheng’an didn’t catch it and leaned closer. “What did you say? I couldn’t hear.”

He rarely used “this prince” with Yuanjing, but now it carried a teasing ambiguity. Yuanjing’s earlobes reddened, but he refused to repeat himself. He’d muttered that it wasn’t about him not growing up—Mu Cheng’an was just too old this lifetime. Could he be blamed for the age gap?

“Speak,” Mu Cheng’an teased, playfully nipping Yuanjing’s earlobe. Yuanjing nearly yelped, covering his mouth and glaring.

Mu Cheng’an covered his eyes. “Don’t look at me like that, or…”

Or what? Yuanjing, no fool, knew what he meant. His face burned, his lashes fluttering, tickling Mu Cheng’an’s hand.

Mu Cheng’an withdrew, loving to tease the youth but not too far. He feared losing control first and hurting Yuanjing by acting on impulse, knowing he’d be the one heartbroken.

So he restrained himself, ruffling Yuanjing’s hair as punishment, then changed the topic.

During Yuanjing’s exam preparations, they’d rarely discussed court affairs, only touching on them lightly. Now, Mu Cheng’an could talk openly. Yuanjing was about to enter the court, and Mu Cheng’an couldn’t help worrying. Though mature for his age, he feared Yuanjing might be bullied outside his protection, unable to fight back.



  

    Yuanjing, the fourteen-year-old 'Tanhua' (third-ranked scholar) who was said to be "more charming than flowers," was still frequently mentioned by people even after the imperial parade.

In the Northern King Prince’s Mansion, Tao Yuzhu, who had reclaimed her original name, was living a far-from-easy life. Before Mu Jinxuan rescued her, she had endured hardships in the imperial prison. After her rescue, she thought her days of suffering were over. Mu Jinxuan still seemed to love her deeply, and she resolved to repay his kindness wholeheartedly, determined to stay loyal to him and no longer waver in her feelings for Yan Rusong.

After all, Yan Rusong couldn’t even protect himself, let alone come to her rescue.

But upon entering the Northern King Prince’s Mansion, where were the sweet words and tender promises of the past? Her former beloved treated her like a servant, ordering her around as if she were a lowly maid. Tao Yuzhu, who had long shed her servant status and grown accustomed to being served by others, lacked the attentiveness of a maid. Once, when she accidentally hurt Mu Jinxuan, his increasingly volatile temper flared, and he berated her harshly. When he pushed her to the ground, he merely watched coldly.

Worse still, the maids and old women serving Mu Jinxuan showed her no kindness either. In the past, they had to treat her with care, but now, realizing she was a fraud who had passed herself off as someone else, they treated her like the lowly person they believed her to be. They dumped all the dirty and exhausting chores on her.

If Tao Yuzhu dared to complain, these women, far from gentle, would pinch and twist her skin in places hidden by clothing. Could she really strip down and show the young prince her bruises? That would only confirm their view of her as a naturally base and wanton woman.

If not for her, the young prince wouldn’t be bedridden, dragging them all down with him. They had to keep a low profile now, and who knew what kind of future awaited them serving such a master? The thought fueled their hatred for Tao Yuzhu, and they tormented her even more behind closed doors. In just a few days, Tao Yuzhu seemed like a completely different person.

One day, an old servant tossed Mu Jinxuan’s dirty clothes to Tao Yuzhu to wash. Refuse? Even if she went crying to the young prince, he wouldn’t see her as virtuous. Holding a wooden basin, Tao Yuzhu trudged along, but her steps faltered when she heard voices from behind a rockery, mentioning the name “Tao Yuanjing.”

“I went to see him that day. This year’s 'Tanhua' is truly handsome. I never would’ve guessed he shares the same surname as that woman, Tao. His name is Tao Yuanjing.”

“Pfft, there are countless people with the same surname in the world. What could he possibly have to do with that woman? One’s a lowly servant, and the other’s a distinguished new scholar with a bright future. Don’t lump them together. If I’d known the 'Tanhua' was so handsome, I would’ve gone with you to see him that day.”

'Tanhua'? Tao Yuanjing? How could this be?

The basin slipped from Tao Yuzhu’s hands, clattering to the ground. The noise startled the two maids behind the rockery, who stepped out and saw her. Their eyes filled with disdain. One of them sneered, “Who’s this? Oh, it’s Tao Yuzhu, eavesdropping on our conversation. Shameless as always.”

Tao Yuzhu’s mind was consumed by one thought: she had to know if this 'Tanhua' was the Tao Yuanjing she knew. She lunged forward, grabbing one of the maids and demanding, “Who’s the 'Tanhua' you’re talking about? Is his name really Tao Yuanjing? Where is he from?”

“What are you doing?” The maid, startled, shoved Tao Yuzhu away. Weak from skipping breakfast as punishment, Tao Yuzhu stumbled and fell. “What’s the 'Tanhua' named Tao Yuanjing got to do with you? You think just because you share a surname, you’re connected? Ha, dreaming of using the 'Tanhua' to climb up? Keep dreaming.”

“Let’s go. Don’t waste time on a woman like her.”

The two maids left hand in hand. Tao Yuzhu, sprawled on the ground, shouted after them, “Come back! Tell me who Tao Yuanjing is! I have a cousin named Tao Yuanjing!”

The maids heard her but dismissed her words as the ravings of a madwoman. Someone capable of impersonating another could just as easily claim a 'Tanhua' as her cousin.

A servant reported the incident to Mu Jinxuan. By now, his love for Tao Yuzhu had turned to hatred. If not for her, he wouldn’t have been crippled by that scoundrel Yan Rusong, confined to his bed. Worse, he had learned she was a mere maid who had posed as a noble lady. The kind and generous treasure in his heart, once known as Yan Zhifu, had become repulsive to him.

Now, he believed the emperor’s words: this woman, like others, was only after his status. So, he would keep her by his side, letting her yearn for what she could never have. He would make her watch as he married another woman, letting her suffer and regret for the rest of her life.

If Yuanjing knew Mu Jinxuan’s thoughts, he would sum them up in three words: utterly deranged.

No wonder Mu Jinxuan and Tao Yuzhu, another irrational person, made a pair. Both were out of their minds. Did this cripple still think he was the high-and-mighty young prince of the Northern King’s Mansion, someone everyone in the capital would defer to?

With the old emperor overwhelmed by court disputes, he had no time to spare for this unrecognized son.

“She says the new 'Tanhua' is her cousin? Tao Yuanjing, the 'Tanhua'?”

“Young Prince, she’s probably just spouting nonsense.”

“Hmph, maybe it’s true. Have someone look into this Tao Yuanjing.”

“Yes, Young Prince.”

But before the servant could leave the mansion, he was stopped by Mu Cheng’an’s men. Nothing in the mansion escaped Mu Cheng’an’s notice, whether it was Tao Yuzhu’s hysterical screams or the servant’s report to Mu Jinxuan.

Mu Cheng’an pointed to his trusted aide and said, “Go, tell him the full story of the grudge between Tao Yuzhu and Yuanjing. Let him see what kind of woman he’s so eager to marry.”

“Yes, My Lord.” The aide inwardly grumbled that the prince’s speech was getting cruder, likely driven to it by the young prince’s incomprehensible actions, which could turn even a sane person mad.

The aide arrived before Mu Jinxuan, stating he was there on the prince’s orders to recount the grudge between the new 'Tanhua' and a maid named Tao Yuzhu.

Why did the aide know so much? Because he had been the one tasked with investigating the matter. The findings had shocked him. He couldn’t fathom why Tao Yuzhu had done what she did. To think that the young prince had been so blind as to treasure such a vicious, selfish woman.

Did the young prince want to know what she did? At ten years old, this girl had lured her eight-year-old cousin to the mountains and pushed him off a cliff. Then, as if nothing had happened, she returned home, leaving the family to search for him through the night. The boy was lucky to be found by villagers the next day, exposing her true nature. Her actions led to her parents being cast out of the family.

After the family split, instead of reflecting, the ten-year-old Tao Yuzhu grew resentful. Once she recovered, she stole all the family’s silver and ran away, caring nothing for how her family would survive without it. Her deeds were so egregious that the clan erased her name, effectively making her a non-person, a nobody.

Mu Jinxuan’s face darkened, as if ink could drip from it. He glared at the aide, knowing he was his father’s trusted man and untouchable. Gritting his teeth, he spat, “So you couldn’t wait to come here and mock me?”

The aide smiled. “Young Prince, you misunderstand. I’m merely following the prince’s orders to share this story. How you judge it is not for me to question. I’ve said my piece. Young Prince, I’ll take my leave.”

The aide bowed, then sauntered out of the room. As he left, he cast a meaningful glance to one side, a faint smile on his lips, before walking away without looking back.

Tao Yuzhu had been hiding nearby, hearing every word. This suited the aide perfectly—let her know what she’d lost. He had never seen a woman so utterly foolish. In terms of ruthlessness, she was no less vicious than some of the scheming women in noble households.

But it was too late for regrets now.

Tao Yuzhu, indeed hiding and listening, bit her lip until it bled. She couldn’t believe Tao Yuanjing had become the 'Tanhua'. In her previous life, he had entered the capital for the exams years later, and his results hadn’t been nearly as good.

Why? Why was Tao Yuanjing’s luck even better than in her past life? Just when she thought her fortunes were turning, that she was about to rise to greatness, fate had dealt her a crushing blow, reducing her to her former state. Could she still rise again through Mu Jinxuan?

“Get that wench Tao Yuzhu in here!” Mu Jinxuan’s low growl echoed from the room. Tao Yuzhu flinched, instinctively wanting to flee, but another maid spotted her and called out. She didn’t dare run—being caught after escaping would mean harsher punishment.

This time, Tao Yuzhu was truly afraid. When she had done that deed after her rebirth, she hadn’t thought it was wrong, but she knew how others would see it, which was why she feared exposure. Now, what would Mu Jinxuan think of her?

How hateful—Tao Yuanjing had ruined her again!

Tao Yuzhu never looked for fault in herself, always blaming others for her misfortunes.

Soon, screams and sobs echoed from the room.

When Mu Cheng’an later learned what had happened, he was utterly speechless about his so-called son. Truly, a normal person could not comprehend the logic of such abnormal minds. Mu Jinxuan had dragged Tao Yuzhu to his bed and taken her as a concubine, heedless of the risk of causing a scandal that might give the old emperor an unexpected grandson.

But Mu Cheng’an didn’t tell Yuanjing about this, sparing his ears from such filth. For now, he kept his wayward son confined like a pig, unable to leave the mansion. Within his own courtyard, he could do as he pleased.

'''

After the palace examination, Yuanjing, the 'Tanhua', was appointed as a seventh-rank editor in the Hanlin Academy, alongside the second-ranked scholar. The top scholar was made a sixth-rank compiler. Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting, after further exams, entered the Hanlin Academy as probationary scholars.

Once in the Hanlin Academy, Yuanjing found that being young had its advantages—he wasn’t assigned many tasks. He immersed himself in the academy’s vast library, as if determined to commit every book to memory.

Unlike him, the top and second-ranked scholars were quickly drawn into different factions, each aligning with a side. They tried to recruit Yuanjing, but he played dumb and brushed them off. Part of their lack of persistence was that they didn’t see a fourteen-year-old editor as particularly important. Other new scholars in the academy were far more active.

Yu Xiao came to Yuanjing’s quarters to escape the chaos, pouring himself a cup of tea and taking a sip. “It’s peaceful here. Those princes are practically starving for allies—it’s exhausting.”

He lowered his voice for the last part, making Yuanjing chuckle. It was true. Freshly minted scholars had little real power, yet the princes were desperate to win them over. Yu Xiao and Zou Weiting, with their influential backgrounds, were prime targets for recruitment compared to others with humbler origins.

As they spoke, footsteps approached. Without looking up, Yuanjing said, “Brother Zou is here.”

Sure enough, Zou Weiting appeared at the door. After more than a month in the Hanlin Academy, with little peace to be found, even the usually mild-mannered Zou Weiting was at his limit. His gentle demeanor was just a public facade—he wasn’t truly without temper.

“I’ve thought it over,” Zou Weiting said. “The Marquis of Huaining can pull some strings for me. I’ll request a posting outside the capital for a few years. By the time I return…” He trailed off, but they all understood. He wasn’t cursing the old emperor’s death but acknowledging the reality: by then, the political situation might have stabilized.

Yu Xiao blinked. “If you leave, what about me?”

Yuanjing burst out laughing. Zou Weiting tapped Yu Xiao’s head with his folding fan. “Still not weaned? Want to come with me to a nearby county?”

Yu Xiao bristled at first but then warmed to the idea. “But leaving Yuanjing behind—doesn’t that feel a bit disloyal?”

Yuanjing shrugged, keeping his eyes on his book. Zou Weiting was at a loss for words. “Of the three of us, you’re the dumbest. When has Yuanjing ever needed your worrying? He’s thriving here, isn’t he, Yuanjing?”

Yuanjing looked up with a bright smile. “I’m not leaving the capital for now. Don’t worry about me. If anything happens, I’ll send word to you both immediately.”

Joking aside, with Mu Cheng’an still in the capital, how could he leave? Being apart for at least three years was unthinkable.

Zou Weiting spread his hands, as if to say, “See?”

Yuanjing didn’t ask if the Marquis of Huaining’s household had taken a side, but it was good that his two friends could escape the political vortex. After some planning and maneuvering, they secured postings to relatively decent locations, leaving within half a year. They wouldn’t return to the capital for at least three years, possibly longer.

Their departure left Yuanjing a bit unmoored, but knowing they were posted to nearby counties where they could keep each other company eased his concerns.

In his spare time, Yuanjing sometimes thought that in a modern society, his tasks would be nearly complete by now, and he could simply enjoy life. But here, in a society ruled by imperial power, the upcoming struggle for the throne was the most intense and brutal. One misstep could drag him into the fray as cannon fodder.

His mission also included fulfilling the original owner’s life, earning respect for his grandmother and family. To do that, he had to survive and live long enough to ensure his family’s safety and peace.

For this reason, Yuanjing never brought court matters home. His family, including Tao Dayong, was cautious and careful, ensuring they didn’t cause him any trouble.

He stayed quietly in the Hanlin Academy, nearly forgotten as the 'Tanhua' by others, when a major event shook the court. A massive flood struck Jiangnan Province, breaching river embankments, submerging countless fields, and displacing many residents. It took half a month for the news to reach the court, enraging the old emperor, who ordered a thorough investigation.

Yuanjing’s emotions were complex. In ancient times, floods were far more devastating than he could imagine. How much was due to natural disaster, and how much to human failure? He was certain the latter outweighed the former. Yet, in such a crisis, many court officials focused not on disaster relief but on seizing the opportunity to unite and bring down the eldest prince, who held the most influence in Jiangnan.

The eldest prince wasn’t innocent, but prioritizing blame over rescue treated the people’s lives like a game. Yuanjing couldn’t help but feel sorrow for the commoners of this era. Amid the chaotic court, how many cared about the suffering people of Jiangnan?

Fortunately, Tao Family Village wasn’t in Jiangnan, and neither Yu Xiao nor Zou Weiting had been assigned to those prosperous but troubled regions, keeping them out of this mess.

The capital was in disarray. One day, an official was thrown into prison; the next, another lost their position. Yuanjing grew weary of it all and requested a few days’ leave to take the family to their estate outside the city. He also had another motive: he wanted to talk to Mu Cheng’an. Before leaving, he sent a letter to Mu Cheng’an’s residence.

The capital’s turmoil had affected Grandmother and Mrs. Xiao Song as well. At the estate, away from the chaos, they finally relaxed. They knew about the Jiangnan flood—farmers understood the devastation of floods, which could drive people to desperation, even to selling their children.

“No need to worry about anything, Grandmother. Just stay here and rest. Yuanze and I will go up the mountain to hunt some game to add to your and Mother’s meals.”

“Great, great!” Tao Yuanze raised his hands and feet in agreement.

“Is it safe to go up the mountain? That’s the Northern King’s territory,” Grandmother said, recalling who owned the land behind the estate.

“Don’t worry, Grandmother. I checked with the estate manager. It’s fine to hunt there as long as we don’t go too far.”

“Alright then. Be careful, both of you. Little Ox, listen to your brother.”

“Got it! Let’s go, Brother!” Tao Yuanze urged impatiently.

After seeing off her grandsons, Grandmother’s mood visibly improved at the estate. She and her daughter-in-law checked the vegetable fields, fed the chickens, and looked at the lotus roots in the pond.



  

    Before the new year, Yuanjing hadn’t mentioned anything about Tao Yuzhu to Grandmother, only briefly discussing it with his father, Tao Dayong. Tao Dayong was nearly scared out of his wits. Who could have imagined that Tao Yuzhu would be so bold as to impersonate a noble lady and get entangled with the young prince? If Yuanjing hadn’t explained afterward that the Tao family hadn’t been dragged into the mess, Tao Dayong would have been too terrified to sit still or sleep, plagued by lingering fear.

Like his son, Tao Dayong chose not to tell Grandmother. At her age, she couldn’t handle such a shock. Similarly, they decided not to send word back to Tao Family Village to inform Tao Yuzhu’s parents of her whereabouts. It was better to let them believe she had died out there, as if she no longer existed.

Yuanjing took his younger brother to roam freely in the mountains. Besides studying literature, he also taught Yuanze martial arts. Hunting was mostly Yuanjing’s responsibility, as Yuanze, with his small bow, could hardly hit a mountain hare or pheasant and even held Yuanjing back a few times.

“Huh? Big Brother, there’s someone ahead,” Tao Yuanze said, hearing the sound of hooves in the forest.

Yuanjing, of course, knew who it was but hadn’t expected Mu Cheng’an to show up so early, nor that he’d be so open in front of his brother. So, he and Yuanze waited together for the visitor to appear.

Soon, a man on horseback came into view—none other than Mu Cheng’an. Dressed in casual attire, Mu Cheng’an dismounted and strode toward them. Tao Yuanze wasn’t foolish. Glancing at the man’s expression and then at his brother’s, he quickly understood. “Big Brother, you know this… uh, big brother?”

Mu Cheng’an chuckled at the address, clearly in a good mood. He thought to himself that this kid was sharp, not mistaking him and Yuanjing as being from different generations.

His greatest regret was the age gap between him and Tao Yuanjing, so this past year, he’d taken extra care of his health, determined to live a long life.

He patted the little boy’s head and smiled. “Yes, I’m a friend of your brother’s. Just call me Brother An.”

“Great, great! Brother An, where are you from?” The kid was quite talkative.

“From the other side, of course.”

“The other side is the Northern King’s Mansion?” Tao Yuanze pressed on, determined to get to the bottom of things.

Yuanjing playfully ruffled his brother’s hair. “So many questions! Brother An works at the king’s mansion. I met him while hunting in the mountains before. Today, we just happened to run into him. You’ll get to see how skilled he is.”

“Awesome! I want to ride the big horse!”

Yuanjing shot Mu Cheng’an a sidelong glance. ‘See? You brought the horse, and now this kid’s fixated on it.’ Mu Cheng’an just grinned nonchalantly, then lifted Tao Yuanze onto the horse. Yuanze was thrilled, completely forgetting his brother. He didn’t notice Mu Cheng’an leading the horse with one hand while holding Yuanjing’s hand with the other as they strolled through the forest.

They had only planned to hunt some rabbits or pheasants, but with Mu Cheng’an joining them, they ended up bringing back a large wild boar and a deer. Mu Cheng’an escorted them down the mountain but didn’t show himself at the estate. Back home, Tao Yuanze couldn’t stop raving about Brother An to their parents, practically becoming his biggest fan.

In Yuanze’s mind, Brother An was incredibly impressive—felling a boar with one arrow and effortlessly hunting a deer. At his age, Yuanze was easily awed by such strength.

Tao Dayong found it odd. “Who exactly is this Brother An that Yuanze keeps talking about? Why didn’t you invite him to the estate?”

Yuanjing explained, “Cheng’an is a guard from the Northern King’s estate. He’s highly skilled. I met him while hunting in the mountains before, and we ran into him today. He’s a good person and even offered to find a martial arts master for Yuanze. Father, you don’t need to worry about his status. Only people from the king’s mansion could freely roam these mountains.”

“He had to head back. If we meet again, we’ll invite him over.”

“Fair enough. Are we really getting a martial arts master for Yuanze?”

“There’s no harm in learning more skills. Even if he becomes a civil official, a strong body will serve him well.”

Convinced, Tao Dayong dropped the matter. Having seen his son through those grueling exams, he understood the importance of endurance. Learning martial arts didn’t seem like a bad idea after all.

Yuanjing was preparing for both possibilities. If Yuanze didn’t excel in the imperial exams, he could still pursue a military career.

Unaware of his brother’s plans, Tao Yuanze was thrilled, excited that his idol would find him a martial arts master. But once the master arrived, he realized his tough days were just beginning. Studying both literature and martial arts left him no moment of rest—he felt like a kid raised in bitter waters.

During the day, Mu Cheng’an didn’t go down the mountain, but that night, he visited the estate to meet Yuanjing in secret.

Yuanjing seized the chance to vent his frustrations about the court disputes and the Jiangnan flood, unsure when such chaos would end.

“Cheng’an, are you planning to back a prince, or…” Yuanjing hesitated, implying, ‘replace them entirely?’

“I thought you’d keep calling me Brother An.”

“Be serious. We’re talking business,” Yuanjing said, glaring at him.

Mu Cheng’an laughed, holding Yuanjing’s hand as they walked along a mountain path. “You know me best, Yuanjing. But I have no intention of taking the throne myself. The Mu family line ends with me—where would I find an heir?” If Yuanjing could bear him a child, he might reconsider, he thought, glancing meaningfully at Yuanjing’s stomach, though Yuanjing was oblivious to his thoughts. “What do you think of the Ninth Prince?”

The Ninth Prince? Yuanjing’s mind conjured a question mark. It took a moment to recall that the Ninth Prince was barely a year old. “Are you sure you can raise him well?”

“If he doesn’t work out, we’ll find another. It’s hard to find a good emperor in this royal family, but finding someone with royal blood is easy,” Mu Cheng’an said ruthlessly.

Yuanjing nodded, realizing it was true. The current emperor’s surviving sons went up to the ninth, with the older ones already having grandsons. Then there were the extended imperial clans, like the prince cuckolded by the old emperor. The pool of candidates was indeed large.

“You’re right,” Yuanjing said. “Have you decided when to act?”

Mu Cheng’an stopped, turning to look at Yuanjing with a smile. This was why he admired him. For such a bold, rebellious plan, Yuanjing didn’t scold him but calmly asked when he’d make his move. He was the most compatible person Mu Cheng’an had ever met.

Yuanjing had little reverence for imperial authority, especially after seeing that neither the old emperor nor his grown sons truly cared for the people. Instead of letting them take the throne, it was better to choose someone capable. Mu Cheng’an, who had guarded the border for over a decade and genuinely cared for its people, was far more suitable than those princes.

If Mu Cheng’an wanted to seize the throne, Yuanjing would support him wholeheartedly. If not, it would mean fewer constraints for him.

Mu Cheng’an pinched Yuanjing’s nose. “As soon as possible. Do you want a change of position? Still staying at the Hanlin Academy?”

Yuanjing had initially wanted peace and quiet, but not anymore. He wanted to do something meaningful. “How about the Ministry of Works?”

“Good.”

Mu Cheng’an’s response was a single word. Since shifting his focus from the border to the capital, he had extended his influence into every corner over the years. Getting Yuanjing into the Ministry of Works was a small matter.

Mu Cheng’an moved quickly. By the next afternoon, Yuanjing’s transfer order arrived, assigning him to the Ministry of Works as a sixth-rank chief, a two-level promotion from his seventh-rank editor role. When the order reached the Hanlin Academy, some remembered the young ‘Tanhua’, wondering what connections he had to secure a post in the Ministry of Works with a promotion.

Regardless of their thoughts, everyone congratulated Yuanjing in person. After he bid farewell and left for the Ministry of Works, the remaining scholars discussed among themselves. Few wanted to stay in the Hanlin Academy forever—it was merely a stepping stone. Yet, while the top and second-ranked scholars stayed put, the unassuming Yuanjing had surged ahead.

“Don’t underestimate his youth. He’s not without backing. He’s the final disciple of Dean Mao from Egret Academy. Though Dean Mao holds no official post, many of his students are in the court. Take his third disciple, Di Rong, who’s now in the Ministry of Revenue.”

“I see. No wonder he’s so composed at such a young age. He’s got a plan.”

People assumed Yuanjing had calculated his moves, but in truth, he had wanted to stay in the Hanlin Academy to study and read more. However, the current situation—natural disasters and human failures—made him restless. He couldn’t stand by and watch people die when he could act, or his conscience would haunt him.

Di Rong, his senior brother, was thrilled about Yuanjing’s promotion. He thought the Ministry of Works was a good fit—less complicated than other ministries. Plus, Yuanjing’s friend’s uncle was a deputy minister there, so Di Rong figured he’d at least not make things hard for Yuanjing.

“Do well. In a few years, you can move up again,” Di Rong told his junior brother, not expecting him to achieve anything major in the Ministry of Works.

The Tao family was overjoyed. Their grandson had been promoted to sixth rank, higher than the county magistrates they’d known back in Tao Family Village, who were like the sky to them. Now, a sixth-rank official was an even bigger deal.

Yuanjing teased Grandmother and Mother to cheer them up. “When I get promoted again to fifth rank, I can request an imperial title for you both.”

Grandmother and Mrs. Xiao Song wiped away tears of joy. They never imagined such a day would come.

“I’ll do it too! I’ll earn titles for Grandmother and Mother!” Tao Yuanze chimed in eagerly.

“Oh, my precious grandsons, both of you are the best,” Grandmother said, pulling Yuanze into her arms, her heart full of love.

At the Ministry of Works, Yuanjing no longer stayed in the shadows as he had at the Hanlin Academy. He actively engaged with craftsmen, even joining them in workshops to participate in hands-on work. Thinking of the Jiangnan flood and the embankments that collapsed so easily, he recalled a skill essential for transmigrators: making cement. It was perfect for building roads and reinforcing embankments.

He didn’t know how many worlds he might transmigrate to, but that didn’t stop him from recalling the historical novels he’d read in his previous lives during leisure time. He’d been intrigued by how modern people in ancient settings built wealth and advanced technology.

Originally, he planned to wait until the old emperor fell and a new ruler took over before introducing cement for public benefit. But he couldn’t wait any longer. He believed if he gave the cement recipe to Mu Cheng’an, he’d find a way to put it to use. This was his inexplicable faith in Mu Cheng’an.

A month later, several craftsmen gathered around a smooth, solid surface, buzzing with excitement.

“Lord Tao, did we do it? Is this the cement thing?” one asked.

“Yes, this is cement,” Yuanjing said, delighted. “Tao Wu, go inform them. Next, we’ll try concrete.”

Tao Wu was Wu Yi, assigned by Mu Cheng’an to assist Yuanjing. To avoid suspicion, Yuanjing called him Tao Wu instead of Wu Yi in public. With Tao Wu around, communicating with Mu Cheng’an was much easier.

Wu Yi had witnessed the entire process of making cement. When the small patch of ground was paved and dried, smooth and sturdy, he realized Yuanjing’s creation could be a game-changer. At Yuanjing’s command, he immediately left to report.

The craftsmen crowded around Yuanjing, asking about concrete. True to his hands-on approach, Yuanjing began working on it himself.

Mu Cheng’an knew Yuanjing was working on something at the Ministry of Works but didn’t think he was fooling around. Yuanjing had clearly gone there with a purpose. Mu Cheng’an had Wu Yi bring him the cement, and after testing it for paving and inspecting the concrete, he understood Yuanjing’s intentions.

It was for the Jiangnan flood. With cement and concrete, embankments would no longer collapse easily, sparing countless fields from flooding. More importantly, the materials were simple and cost-effective, with immense benefits for the people.

What a treasure Yuanjing was!

While no one was paying attention to Yuanjing’s work, Mu Cheng’an acted swiftly, replacing those around him with his own people to prevent leaks. Truthfully, few cared about Yuanjing’s efforts, as no one expected a young scholar to achieve anything remarkable.

At the same time, Mu Cheng’an accelerated his moves in the court. Evidence rushed from Jiangnan implicated the First, Second, and Third Princes. The First Prince’s faction had embezzled most of the funds allocated for embankments over the years, with half going to his mansion. Less than a tenth was used for construction, resulting in years of neglect or shoddy work.

The Second Prince was no better. His maternal family had amassed vast tracts of fertile land in Jiangnan. To save their fields from flooding, they deliberately breached another section of the embankment, diverting water to the commoners’ lands, which otherwise wouldn’t have been affected.

As for the Third Prince, despite his weaker maternal backing, he was the most cunning, secretly dipping into Jiangnan’s grain reserves.

In court, before all the ministers, the evidence was presented, shocking everyone. The connection to the flood was undeniable. Even the muddleheaded old emperor was so enraged he spat blood on the spot. He ordered all involved officials arrested, confined the three princes to their mansions, and entrusted disaster relief to a single minister, with the Ministry of Revenue fully cooperating to raise funds and dispatch grain. Local garrisons were also mobilized.

After the court session, the emperor, overcome with anger, took to his bed. The harem descended into chaos as consorts pleaded for their princes, further preventing the emperor from resting.

Yuanjing heard about it that day from a Ministry of Works official, a knowing look in his eyes. The people delivering evidence from Jiangnan and the official now sent to manage the disaster were likely tied to Mu Cheng’an. Yuanjing had heard of this Lord Shen, a rare upright man who wasn’t favored by the emperor precisely for his integrity. Now, the emperor had no choice but to rely on him.

Yuanjing hadn’t expected all three princes to be entangled in Jiangnan’s corruption. Honestly, none of them inspired confidence as a ruler.

Not long after Lord Shen arrived in Jiangnan, his swift and decisive actions alleviated the crisis, preventing major unrest. For the common people, as long as they could survive, few wanted to rebel. Lord Shen’s effective measures gave them hope, encouraging them to follow the government’s arrangements.

It was said that Lord Shen executed several officials on the spot, acting first and reporting later. These officials had their own factions, and when the news reached the capital, their masters gnashed their teeth, itching to tear Shen apart. But with the emperor bedridden and unable to handle state affairs, what could they do?

The remaining grown princes, the Fourth and Fifth, who had envied the First Prince’s influence in Jiangnan, now gloated over his downfall. They competed to curry favor with the emperor, while the mothers of the Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Princes brought their sons to cheer him up. Word was the emperor finally showed a smile. Meanwhile, the First, Second, and Third Princes, confined to their mansions, could hardly sit still.

Leaving the Ministry of Works, Yuanjing walked through the capital’s streets, sensing an oppressive atmosphere, as if a storm were brewing.

As he walked, a carriage slowed beside him. Glancing up, he recognized the plain exterior hiding a luxurious interior. When the curtain lifted, he checked his surroundings and quickly slipped inside.

As expected, Mu Cheng’an sat in the carriage. Yuanjing whispered, “Why are you here? If it’s urgent, you could’ve sent a message. Why come in person?”

It was still daytime, and being seen could raise suspicions. It wasn’t yet time for the Northern King to bare his fangs.



  

    Mu Cheng’an pulled Yuanjing to sit beside him, smiling faintly. “No need to worry. If I dare to come, I’m not afraid of trouble. Rest assured, I won’t need to do much next. They’ll be too restless to wait any longer.”

Yuanjing’s heart skipped a beat. Who was he referring to? The First Prince, the Second Prince, or the Third Prince? Or perhaps all three were about to make a move?

Mu Cheng’an poured Yuanjing a cup of tea. “Just watch. None of these three are any good—they’ll all act. Let them tear each other apart for a while. Who told the old man to never name a crown prince, letting his sons fight like roosters with bloodshot eyes?”

Yuanjing chuckled. “Even if he had named one, they’d still fight, wouldn’t they? They’d band together to topple the crown prince first, then turn on each other.”

He’d heard too many tales of the “Nine Dragons Seizing the Throne” in his previous lives. Naming a crown prince didn’t stop the scheming—princes were deposed, reinstated, and confined until death.

Mu Cheng’an had come to see Yuanjing, knowing that talking with him always lifted his spirits. The carriage circled the city before stopping at the Tao residence. Mu Cheng’an watched from inside as Yuanjing entered the house, then ordered the driver to return.

Before Yuanjing got off, Mu Cheng’an gave him a warning: “Be careful lately, both at home and with yourself. I’ll arrange a few people to guard your family in secret.” Yuanjing didn’t refuse, knowing it was Mu Cheng’an’s kindness and a matter of his family’s safety.

Half a month later, Yuanjing sensed the atmosphere in the capital had grown oppressively tense, ready to erupt at the slightest spark. Returning from the ministry, he ordered the gates locked tight. A few days earlier, he had called his father back from the estate, as the household was left with only women and children when he was at work. Having his father there ensured better protection.

Grandmother and Mrs. Xiao Song didn’t notice anything amiss, but Tao Dayong, back from the countryside, felt the city’s streets were different. Privately, he asked his son with concern, “Yuanjing, what’s about to happen? Otherwise, you wouldn’t have called me back and told me to stay home.”

Yuanjing glanced at the sky, thick with dark clouds, mirroring the capital’s current state. When would the clouds part for the moon to shine?

He lowered his voice. “Father, the emperor is gravely ill. At his age, he likely won’t last long, but he still hasn’t named a crown prince, so…”

Tao Dayong trembled. Were the princes vying for power? Yuanjing steadied his father’s shaking hand. “Don’t worry, Father. Our family is small and insignificant. As long as we stay inside, we’ll be absolutely safe. Just don’t let Grandmother or Mother notice anything unusual.”

“Right, no need to worry. I’m not worried,” Tao Dayong said, forcing himself to stay calm. As the head of the household, he couldn’t be the first to panic.

That night, trouble broke out. Just as Grandmother had fallen asleep, Yuanjing was startled by the sound of hooves outside. He stepped out of his study and saw Wu Yi, dressed in black, standing on the wall, gazing toward the palace. Seeing Yuanjing, Wu Yi glanced at him, then leapt down and described what he’d seen outside.

As they spoke, Tao Dayong rushed out, unable to sleep.

That night, Tao Dayong realized Wu Yi was no ordinary servant. Yet, in that moment, Wu Yi’s presence gave him a sense of security.

Pulling his son aside, he whispered, “Is this Tao Wu really just a servant?”

Wu Yi, overhearing but pretending not to, remained silent. Yuanjing smiled. “Father, besides Tao Wu, we have others protecting us in secret. I can’t explain everything now, but rest assured, with them here, our family is absolutely safe.”

Couldn’t explain? More like he didn’t know how to, Wu Yi thought, expressionless.

There were others? Tao Dayong’s fear gave way to curiosity. He peered around but saw only darkness, no shadows. Still, he trusted his son completely. These must be friends Yuanjing had made, powerful ones who lent such skilled protectors to keep their family safe. Tao Dayong decided he’d thank his son’s friend properly someday.

“Father, go back and stay with Mother and Yuanze. I’ll handle things out here.”

“Alright, you be careful too. Call me if anything happens.” Tao Dayong felt much more at ease.

The commotion grew louder as the night wore on—hooves, clashes of weapons outside the imperial city, shouts, and flickers of firelight. Elderly people sleep lightly, so Grandmother woke up. By then, Mrs. Xiao Song, calmed by Tao Dayong, explained what was happening, terrifying Grandmother.

Fortunately, the family was together. Having weathered many storms, Grandmother steadied herself. She couldn’t collapse, not when her two grandsons needed her. For their sake, she had to hold on.

Yuanjing gathered the household servants, and they kept watch until the latter half of the night when the chaos outside subsided. Grandmother and the others didn’t notice, but Yuanjing caught the faint smell of blood in the air. Many had died that night.

Yuanjing brewed calming tea, serving it to his family to help them sleep. The tea worked quickly, and even Tao Dayong drifted off. Only Yuanjing and Wu Yi remained outside.

Wu Yi noticed that Yuanjing, aside from concern for his family, showed no trace of panic, unlike any scholar he’d met before. Curious, he asked, “Aren’t you worried about what’s happening out there, Young Master Tao?”

Yuanjing teased, “What, you doubt your master’s abilities?”

Wu Yi’s face darkened. How could he doubt his lord? But what did that have to do with Tao Yuanjing?

Yuanjing chuckled. “I trust the prince can handle everything.”

As dawn broke, the palace bells tolled mournfully. Yuanjing and Wu Yi exchanged a glance—the emperor had passed. The situation must be settled, then.

“Wu Yi, go check things out. I’ll stay here and make arrangements.”

“Alright.” Wu Yi vaulted over the wall without hesitation. Yuanjing instructed the servants to remove any inappropriate colors from the household, preparing for mourning.

The old emperor was truly gone. Only then did Yuanjing wonder how many of the princes were still alive. If Mu Cheng’an planned to place the Ninth Prince on the throne with himself as regent, the older princes couldn’t remain. Why else choose the youngest over them?

Yuanjing didn’t find Mu Cheng’an’s methods too ruthless. This was political struggle—life or death, with no room for right or wrong. But how would history judge Mu Cheng’an? Though the dead care little for reputation, Yuanjing couldn’t bear the thought of Mu Cheng’an being remembered only with infamy.

The only way he could help was to do his utmost in the coming decades to make Great Xia prosper, leaving a glorious legacy for Mu Cheng’an as regent.

When the sun rose, Wu Yi returned with detailed news. That night, the First, Second, and Third Princes had all made their moves. The palace hadn’t quite been a river of blood, but it was close. The fighting outside stemmed from their factions clashing.

The Second Prince was dead, the Third was crippled, and the First had minor injuries. The Fourth and Fifth Princes, caught off guard, were killed instantly by the others. The old emperor, enraged by the betrayal, died on the spot without leaving a will.

At the critical moment, the Northern King led his men to quell the rebellion. The empress, long forgotten in the depths of the palace, stepped forward to take charge of the harem. She declared the Ninth Prince her adopted heir, making him the legitimate prince, and appointed the Northern King to govern as regent until the young emperor came of age.

The empress was formidable, suppressing the mothers of the Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Princes, who had been clamoring for their chance. With a legitimate heir, their sons had no claim.

When the Northern King appeared commanding his troops, radiant and without a hint of illness, everyone realized they’d been deceived. He was far from frail. How much of that night’s chaos bore his hand? Even his alliance with the empress had gone unnoticed. After the palace coup, the capital and palace were firmly under his control. What could anyone say?

Yuanjing thought the old emperor must have died with the greatest regret. He’d guarded against the Northern King for years, fearing rebellion, yet in the end, the prince had done exactly that, and the emperor could do nothing. In a way, the king’s rise was forced by the emperor’s own actions.

By the time the Tao family woke, order had been restored. Aside from patrolling soldiers, no trace of the night’s chaos remained. Few people ventured out, and vendors stayed home, uncertain of the situation.

Gradually, news from the palace spread—carefully curated by Mu Cheng’an. The First, Second, and Third Princes had rebelled, killing their brothers, and their actions drove the old emperor to his death.

The Northern King had suppressed the rebellion and, following the empress’s orders, supported the legitimate Ninth Prince’s ascension.

The commoners, hearing this, felt reassured. The Northern King was Great Xia’s great hero. With him in charge, the capital and borders would remain stable, and they could live in peace.

The officials who hadn’t dared emerge that night were stunned. In one night, the capital’s skies had changed. Those who knew the old emperor’s temperament would bet he’d be furious enough to rise from the dead and die again if he knew the empress had handed power to the Northern King as regent. He’d have trusted anyone but him.

But with the palace and city guarded by the prince’s men and an unknown number of officials backing him, who dared speak? The bloodstains at the palace gates hadn’t even been cleaned yet. Did they want to lose their heads?

So, the struggle between the old emperor and the Northern King ended with the king’s victory.

That night, many loyalists of the princes were purged, so by morning, few officials spoke out, and those who did made little impact.

On his first day as regent, the Northern King, aside from tasking the Ministry of Rites with preparing the new emperor’s coronation, focused on intensifying Jiangnan’s recovery efforts. His practical measures silenced well-meaning officials. Compared to the old emperor and his grown sons, the prince’s actions were far more effective. With him in charge, Jiangnan could recover from the flood’s shadow swiftly.

After the old emperor’s funeral, the Ministry of Rites worked tirelessly to prepare the young emperor’s coronation.

On that day, Yuanjing had the rare chance to see the young emperor, held in the arms of the empress—now the empress dowager—seated on the throne, receiving the court’s homage.

Yuanjing thought to himself that Mu Cheng’an must have struck a deal with the childless empress long ago. Once obscure, living quietly in the palace, she had been all but invisible. Now, stepping forward, she left the ministers speechless. With her as the empress dowager, her authority outranked the concubines, no matter how favored they once were.

When the mourning bells tolled, Mu Jinxuan, still tormenting and being tormented by Tao Yuzhu in the prince’s mansion, froze in disbelief. The bells signaled only one thing: the emperor’s death. How was that possible?

“Someone! Come quickly! What’s happening outside?”

Tao Yuzhu rushed out to summon help, but the courtyard had long been sealed off by Mu Cheng’an’s orders. Without his permission, not even a fly could escape. Trapped inside, masters and servants could only guess at the situation from the bells, trembling with fear.

No matter how Mu Jinxuan shouted, his people couldn’t leave, and no one brought him news. Only then did panic set in, not just over his crippled legs.

He’d heard the rumors and, from the emperor’s attitude toward him, knew they were likely true. Like the Third Prince, he was a royal son, though his adoption into the Northern King’s household barred him from the throne. Compared to the princes who failed in their bid for power, he was in an invincible position—a hereditary prince with military power, more valuable than anything.

He’d enjoyed the privileges of his status, boldly entering the palace to demand a broken engagement and a new marriage, knowing the emperor’s guilt toward him translated into indulgence, paving his way.

His greatest backer was the emperor. But with the emperor dead, could he still act as recklessly, dismissing even the Northern King, his adoptive father?

Looking at his crippled legs, Mu Jinxuan was suddenly afraid. He didn’t know which prince would take the throne, but none would indulge him as the emperor had.

No, there was still hope. Every emperor feared the Northern King’s military power and would want it returned to royal hands. Mu Jinxuan was a key piece in that game. Whichever prince ascended would need him to inherit the prince’s title and forces. Once he held that power, no emperor could ignore him.

Yes, that was it. Mu Jinxuan consoled himself amid his unease.

But two days later, news reached the courtyard—deliberately sent by Mu Cheng’an.

“What? The Ninth Prince ascended? The Northern King is regent, supporting the young emperor? How is this possible?” Mu Jinxuan shrieked. “No, I must see Father. Take me to him now!”

How could this be? Not only had the king not lost his military power, but he’d risen further to become regent. With over a decade until the Ninth Prince came of age, as long as the king lived, he’d be Great Xia’s most powerful man.

Had he known, Mu Jinxuan would have tried harder to please his adoptive father instead of dismissing him, constantly petitioning the emperor to fulfill his whims.

The guards relayed his words, and soon the new regent’s response came: “Stay in your courtyard and recover. This king is busy with state affairs. Do not cause trouble.”

The exact words hit Mu Jinxuan like a blow, leaving him slumped on his bed. Mu Cheng’an didn’t even have the patience to see him. Would he one day strip him of his heir’s title?

No!

Tao Yuzhu was equally frantic. In her previous life, the Northern King, who should have died, was still alive and now regent. The throne shouldn’t belong to the babbling Ninth Prince but the Third Prince. What was going on?

She knew the father-son bond between Mu Cheng’an and Mu Jinxuan was nominal, strained at best. Relying on Mu Jinxuan’s favor with the emperor, she hadn’t taken the supposedly doomed king seriously. Had she known he’d become regent, she would have flattered him early on.

Why had everything changed in this life? Tao Yuanjing arrived in the capital years early and became the 'Tanhua'. The Northern King, who should have died, became regent. And Mu Jinxuan, meant to be thriving, was a crippled wreck.

Tao Yuzhu felt the world spinning, lost about her future and fate.

---

Yuanjing, following Mu Cheng’an’s instructions, chose an appropriate moment to reveal cement’s existence to Lord Yu, the deputy minister of the Ministry of Works and Yu Xiao’s uncle. Though not aligned with the Northern King, Lord Yu was far more capable than the former minister.

Cement’s emergence showed Lord Yu a path to promotion, increasing his fondness for Yuanjing, his nephew’s friend. That day, he summoned Yuanjing urgently. “Come, we’re going to the palace. His Majesty and the regent want us to explain cement’s uses in detail.”

Yuanjing understood this was a formality to introduce cement to the court officially.

He had handed cement’s creation to Mu Cheng’an to handle, not seeking credit, as it was merely a borrowed idea from later generations.

But Mu Cheng’an disagreed. The credit belonged solely to Yuanjing—no one else could claim it. Great Xia’s people should remember Tao Yuanjing’s name.

Thus, Lord Yu presented cement in court, and Mu Cheng’an, taking it seriously, called on its creator to explain its benefits.

Yuanjing adjusted his official robes and followed Lord Yu into the palace. Under the gaze of numerous officials, he stepped forward a few paces behind Lord Yu, about to kneel when a familiar voice—Mu Cheng’an’s—stopped him.

“You’re last year’s 'Tanhua'? Truly a fine appearance. Lord Yu says you led the craftsmen to create cement. Tell us, Lord Tao, what is cement?”

Yuanjing didn’t know what to make of this. Was it appropriate to praise his looks in front of everyone?

But the other officials found it normal. They remembered last year’s palace exam, where the late emperor had personally chosen this 'Tanhua'. A year later, he’d grown even more striking, unforgettable. If cement proved significant, this 'Tanhua' was poised for promotion.

Yuanjing could only play along, pretending this was his first meeting with the regent. Clearing his throat, he began explaining cement’s uses in his clear, resonant voice. It could pave roads, stronger than stone; build embankments, far more durable and cost-effective than before; and construct buildings, with wide-ranging applications.



  

    After Yuanjing finished his explanation, Lord Yu added, “Words are one thing, but seeing is believing. The Regent and all the lords are welcome to visit the Ministry of Works’ workshop to observe cement’s applications.”

The Regent immediately said, “Good.”

What could the other officials say? They agreed, of course, and followed the Regent to the Ministry of Works to inspect cement’s uses firsthand.

As a mere sixth-rank official, Yuanjing dutifully trailed behind the group, but the Regent frequently called him forward to ask questions, never letting him fade into the background.

The officials took note: this 'Tanhua' had truly caught the Regent’s eye. If cement proved as impactful as it seemed, his future was boundless. Some, who had previously dismissed the idea, now considered him a prime candidate for a son-in-law and resolved to inquire later if he was betrothed.

Lord Yu had already arranged for a section of road to be paved with cement and prepared several cement slabs. The officials walking on them were astonished, and upon learning the material’s low cost, they showered praise on the 'Tanhua'. It was clear he would gain the Regent’s favor.

Specialists tested the slabs’ durability and the road’s load-bearing capacity. The results unanimously confirmed cement as an ideal material. When they saw what cement was and how it was used for paving, their amazement grew—it was remarkably convenient. They enthusiastically supported its promotion and use in building embankments.

Back at the palace, the Regent promoted Lord Yu to Minister of Works, replacing the ineffective former minister who had occupied the post without contributing. He ordered the Ministry to mass-produce cement, with the first task being to assist Lord Shen in Jiangnan Province with embankment construction.

The Ministry of Works sprang into action, transforming from its usual quiet state into a hive of activity.

Yuanjing was busy for months, only wrapping up by year’s end. During this time, he learned much. While strong in theory, he lacked the practical expertise of the ministry’s veterans. He also traveled to Jiangnan to inspect local water management systems alongside other officials.

While he was in Jiangnan, numerous matchmakers visited the Tao household, eager to arrange a marriage for the 'Tanhua'. The three elders—Grandmother, Tao Dayong, and Xiao Song—were tempted, but unfamiliar with the capital’s elite, they hesitated. Despite the matchmakers’ glowing descriptions, they didn’t dare agree to anything without knowing the families’ backgrounds. They deferred, saying the decision would wait until Yuanjing returned.

When Yuanjing returned to the capital, he hadn’t even reached home before Wu Yi whisked him to a residence. If he wasn’t mistaken, it was right next to the Northern King’s mansion. Unsurprisingly, he found Mu Cheng’an there.

Yuanjing, feeling no sense of crisis, greeted Mu Cheng’an cheerfully. “I was planning to go home, clean up, and find a chance to see you, but you beat me to it.”

In public, Yuanjing was proper, but in private, he was casual with the mighty Regent. This lifted Mu Cheng’an’s spirits after not seeing him for a while, but his face darkened when he thought of the matchmakers flooding the Tao household.

Wu Yi had already slipped away. While protecting Yuanjing in Jiangnan, he’d received letters from the capital hinting at why he was to bring Yuanjing here immediately. He wanted no part in this and made himself scarce.

Yuanjing didn’t know the details but could tell Mu Cheng’an was upset. Leaning closer, he tugged at Mu Cheng’an’s cheek, forcing a smile. “You should smile more, or you’ll age faster.”

Mu Cheng’an wrapped his arms around Yuanjing’s waist, pinning him close and growling, “Yes, I’m aging fast, unlike a certain youthful, charming 'Tanhua' who’s caught the eye of countless families eager to claim him as a son-in-law.”

Yuanjing looked surprised. So that was why he was upset? But hadn’t they discussed this before? “Did something happen while I was away to make you unhappy?”

“Indeed. My 'Tanhua' is not only talented and handsome but has also made a great contribution with cement in building embankments. Now, countless families, including nobles, are vying to make you their prized son-in-law.”

News from Jiangnan had reached the capital. The sturdy, reliable embankments earned widespread praise, and everyone knew Yuanjing had achieved a great feat.

Since arriving back in the capital, Yuanjing had been brought straight here without time to explore. He hadn’t noticed that several streets were now paved with cement, becoming a marvel in the city, drawing nobles and commoners alike to walk and marvel at them.

Thus, Yuanjing had become a hot commodity.

“Pfft, so jealous,” Yuanjing laughed, realizing Mu Cheng’an was envious. Seeing his face darken again, he quickly soothed, “I’ll find a time to explain things to my parents. The plan was to wait until Yuanze is older and married with children, so the Tao family has an heir. Then, when I break the news, it’ll be less of a shock.”

Mu Cheng’an knew he couldn’t blame Yuanjing. Despite his youth, Yuanjing wasn’t fickle. Having said he wouldn’t marry, he wouldn’t cave to family pressure. Mu Cheng’an had always had faith in him.

Fine, he admitted he was jealous. He couldn’t openly declare that Tao Yuanjing, the 'Tanhua', belonged to him, and no one could take him away.

Considering the Tao family’s situation, Mu Cheng’an softened, patting Yuanjing’s head. “Alright, I’m older, so I’ll bear the burden. Handle your family as planned. Just turn away those matchmakers—they’re an eyesore.”

“Really?” Yuanjing was both surprised and touched by Mu Cheng’an’s compromise.

“Is that even a question?” Mu Cheng’an raised an eyebrow. “Should I take it back?”

Yuanjing hurriedly backpedaled. “No, I shouldn’t doubt your feelings. I’ll do as you say. Once Yuanze is married, I’ll come clean to my parents and grandmother. No, I won’t even need to explain—just bring you to them, and it’ll all be clear.”

Mu Cheng’an chuckled, his mood brightening instantly. Just looking at Yuanjing could lift his spirits.

“They’d probably be scared witless. No explanation needed then.”

“Nonsense, my parents aren’t that frail.”

“Fine, whatever you say. I’ll go along with it.” The iron-willed man had been softened by Yuanjing. He’d never imagined such a day, but now that it was here, he was willing—eager, even—to offer everything to him, unwilling to let him face the slightest difficulty.

Yuanjing and Mu Cheng’an talked for a while, sharing their longing from their time apart. Only then did Mu Cheng’an call Wu Yi to escort Yuanjing home.

Mu Cheng’an didn’t mention that a surprise awaited the Tao family the next day.

For the Jiangnan affair, those at fault were punished, and those with merit were rewarded. An imperial edict honoring Yuanjing would arrive at his home tomorrow.

Unaware, Yuanjing reluctantly parted with Mu Cheng’an and hurried home. After over a month in Jiangnan, he missed his family. That night, the Tao family gathered joyfully, treating Yuanjing to a hearty meal before urging him to rest, noting how much thinner he looked.

Yuanjing planned to address the matchmakers in a couple of days. After some rest, he practiced calligraphy and martial arts before going to bed.

He decided to rest at home the next day and report to the Ministry of Works the day after.

At mid-morning, there was a commotion outside. The gatekeeper rushed in, flustered yet excited. “An imperial edict has arrived! My lord, ladies, and young master, prepare to receive it!”

The household sprang into action. Receiving an edict was a first for them. Once the incense altar was set up and the imperial envoy entered, Yuanjing, though surprised, suspected it was related to cement. The reward had come after Jiangnan’s success showcased its effectiveness.

As he knelt to receive the edict, Yuanjing had the leisure to think that Mu Cheng’an hadn’t mentioned this yesterday, likely wanting to surprise him.

Indeed, the edict’s contents thrilled both Yuanjing and the Tao family. Not only was Yuanjing rewarded, but he was also ennobled as a second-rank baron and promoted two ranks to a fifth-rank assistant minister in the Ministry of Works. His family was honored too: Grandmother Song was named a Lady of Virtue, and Xiao Song a Lady of Grace, both granted imperial attire.

Grandmother and Xiao Song, understanding the edict, wept with joy and gave thanks. Tao Dayong was dazed until the steward reminded him to offer a purse of silver to the envoy. Even after the envoy left, Tao Dayong felt like he was dreaming.

“Dayong, look, this is Mother’s imperial attire.”

“My dear, I’m a Lady of Grace now.”

“Oh no, Dayong’s the only commoner in the family now. What do we do?” Grandmother suddenly realized, slapping her thigh. As for little Yuanze, he could study and earn his own rank, but Tao Dayong had no such path.

Tao Dayong, still beaming, snapped out of it when Xiao Song pinched him. Seeing his mother and wife holding their imperial attire, with the edict still on the altar, he knew it wasn’t a dream. “Mother, it’s fine. Even if I’m a commoner, I’m the father of a second-rank baron. Mother, Yuanjing, let’s enshrine the edict.”

The family wasn’t well-versed in protocol, but their newly hired servants in the capital were, and they quickly handled the arrangements. Tao Yuanze, thrilled by the family’s good fortune, was overjoyed.

As soon as the envoy left, word spread through the capital. Nobles and officials learned that Tao Yuanjing had returned from Jiangnan and been promoted and ennobled. A fifteen-year-old from a humble farming family had become the envy of all—a true success story.

Many came to congratulate, including the Di family. Di Yu, arriving early with gifts from his mother, was close with Yuanze, often training in martial arts together when Yuanjing was busy.

The Tao household buzzed with excitement for a day before Yuanjing reported to the Ministry of Works. The minister treated him warmly, partly because his own position owed something to Yuanjing and partly because the Regent’s favor was clear. With the young emperor only a year old and over a decade from ruling, who would dare oppose the Regent?

In the six months since the Regent took charge, the court’s atmosphere had improved markedly, far more harmonious than under the late emperor.

Yet Yuanjing was distracted that day. The previous day’s events showed he was now a coveted figure, a valuable ally to win over. Many congratulatory visitors hinted at marriage alliances with the Tao family, some even eyeing eight-year-old Yuanze.

This weighed heavily on Yuanjing. In this era, unlike the modern world, the adage “of the three unfilial acts, having no heir is the greatest” held sway. Marriage and children were expected, and someone like him, unwilling to marry, was an outlier. His parents, especially his doting grandmother, would struggle to accept this. The shock might even overwhelm her.

What was he to do?

Even without Mu Cheng’an, Yuanjing wouldn’t marry a woman or have children. After two lifetimes, he knew his orientation well. Even a marriage of mutual respect was impossible. He was willing to compromise on anything but this.

Tugging out a few strands of hair, Yuanjing bid farewell to his colleagues and headed home after work. He needed a tactful way to prepare his family for his refusal to marry, perhaps with Mu Cheng’an’s help.

As he pondered, Wu Yi handed him a note with a location and name:

‘White Horse Temple, Master Huineng.'

Yuanjing’s eyes lit up. Mu Cheng’an was truly in sync with him, thinking of the same solution. With connections at White Horse Temple, Mu Cheng’an could arrange for Master Huineng to declare that Yuanjing shouldn’t marry or have children, softening the blow for his family.

He hadn’t expected to rely on Mu Cheng’an to smooth things over.

At dinner that evening, Grandmother raised the topic of Yuanjing’s marriage. In her view, her eldest grandson wasn’t young anymore. In Tao Family Village, boys his age were betrothed, some even fathers. Now that Yuanjing had brought glory to the family, only one thing was missing: a great-grandchild to complete her happiness.

Xiao Song’s eyes sparkled at the thought of a daughter-in-law. She and Grandmother had discussed it at length, overwhelmed by choices. “Son, when your sister-in-law took us to that flower-viewing banquet, oh, those young ladies were wonderful—eloquent, versed in poetry and literature. A wife like that would have plenty to talk about with you.”

Only Tao Yuanze seemed unhappy. His brother already had so little time for him—now a sister-in-law would steal him away?

Yuanjing broke into a sweat. “Grandmother, Mother, there’s no rush. Plenty of people in the capital marry in their twenties. I’m only fifteen. How about this? I haven’t spent much time with you lately. On my next day off, I’ll take you and Grandmother to stay at White Horse Temple for a day. I heard Master Huineng, who’s been traveling, is back. Many noble families are eager to meet him. Let’s join the excitement—maybe we’ll get lucky and see him.”

The mention of White Horse Temple and Master Huineng shifted Grandmother and Xiao Song’s focus. Grandmother exclaimed excitedly, “I’ve heard of Master Huineng! So many say his fortune-telling is spot-on. Alan, let’s follow Yuanjing’s idea and go to White Horse Temple. Maybe Master Huineng can tell us which girl is destined for our Yuanjing’s marriage.”

Xiao Song nodded eagerly. “Yes, Mother. I’ve heard several ladies mention his name.”

Yuanjing let out a quiet sigh of relief, but Yuanze caught it, blinking curiously. Was his brother scared of getting married?

Yuanjing flicked his little brother’s forehead. “Eat your dinner and stop meddling.”

Tao Dayong, ever easygoing, chuckled as the family discussed the temple visit, content to play the dutiful escort.

On their day off, the family rose early, ate breakfast, and took a carriage to White Horse Temple. It was autumn, with pleasant weather perfect for outings. Soon, it would be too cold for the elderly.

At White Horse Temple, they found a large crowd, all drawn by Master Huineng’s reputation. Everyone queued, hoping to meet him, as he’d announced he’d only see those fated to meet him.

Grandmother and Xiao Song sought a marriage fortune for Yuanjing, hoping to ask about his prospects. If they couldn’t meet Master Huineng, they’d settle for another monk to interpret the fortune.

They didn’t need Yuanjing or Yuanze to accompany them, urging the brothers to enjoy their rare outing. They even dismissed Tao Dayong.

Yuanjing obeyed Grandmother, taking Yuanze to explore. White Horse Temple’s scenery was splendid, and Yuanze, free to roam, reveled in it. Yuanjing wasn’t worried about whether Grandmother and his mother would meet Master Huineng—with Mu Cheng’an’s arrangements, everything was surely set.

As expected, after circling the temple and seeing little chance of meeting Master Huineng, Grandmother and Xiao Song prepared to give up and explore further. Just then, at an unassuming rear hall, a young monk approached, saying someone wished to see them.

The two exchanged glances. Grandmother asked, “Is it a master who wants to see us?”

“Yes, my grandmaster said fated guests have arrived, and I’m to bring you both inside.”

Overjoyed, Grandmother and Xiao Song said, “Good, good, please lead the way, young master.”

Following the young monk, they entered the hall and saw an elderly monk with snow-white whiskers seated on a cushion. As he opened his eyes to look at them, they felt their worries melt away. Though uneducated and unable to articulate it, they sensed this master was like a living Buddha, inspiring profound respect.

The monk intoned a Buddhist chant. “This old monk is Huineng. Please sit, kind guests.”

“Oh, it’s really Master Huineng! Greetings, Master,” Grandmother and Xiao Song said reverently, bowing respectfully. They placed the marriage fortune on the table before him. “We seek your wisdom to interpret this fortune, to learn about our grandson’s marriage prospects.”



  

    The elderly monk intoned another Buddhist chant before picking up the fortune slip and examining it. After looking it over, he nodded, sighed, and shook his head, causing Grandmother and Xiao Song to tremble with anxiety.

Grandmother, holding herself together, cautiously asked, “Master, does this mean my grandson’s marriage will face obstacles?”

“No need to worry or panic, Old Madam,” the monk said, adopting the compassionate demeanor of a divine sage. “Your grandson’s marriage is destined by the heavens, but it differs from the norm. Forcing it apart will lead to many troubles, a lifetime of misfortune, and a lonely end.”

Grandmother and Xiao Song gasped, collapsing to the ground. Grandmother quickly scrambled up. “Master, could you have misread it? How could my grandson be fated to die alone?”

“Exactly,” Xiao Song added urgently. “Didn’t you say my son’s marriage is heaven-ordained? How could my mother-in-law and I force it apart?”

The old monk proclaimed, “This old monk offers you eight words to cherish: 'Male body, female fate, childless life.' If you do not forcibly alter this fate, this benefactor will enjoy great wealth and honor, leaving a legacy revered by future generations.”

With another Buddhist chant, the monk rose and left, leaving the stunned mother-in-law and daughter-in-law alone.

Xiao Song recovered first, hurrying to support Grandmother. “Mother, what does the master mean? 'Male body, female fate, childless life'? How could Yuanjing be fated to have no children?”

Grandmother swatted Xiao Song. “Didn’t you hear the master? My grandson will have great wealth and honor, a legacy that will last for centuries, revered by all. That’s the best fate possible.”

“But…” Xiao Song still sensed something off.

Grandmother, calmer now, said, “The master means that if we let things be, Yuanjing will have a prosperous life. But if we force his marriage to be broken, he’ll face misfortune and die alone.”

“Then what do we do?” Xiao Song was still bewildered.

Grandmother muttered the eight words to herself: 'Male body, female fate, childless life.' Suddenly, a bolt of clarity struck her. 'Male body, female fate'—could it mean her grandson’s marriage was tied to another man? Oh, her precious grandson, why such a bitter fate? Thinking of his striking appearance, was this why he was destined for such a path?

 “Help me to the back mountain. Let’s sort this out together,” Grandmother said.

“I’ll follow your lead, Mother,” Xiao Song replied, less decisive, and supported Grandmother as they headed to the back mountain.

After the two left, two figures emerged from behind. One was Master Huineng, who had interpreted the fortune, and the other was none other than the Regent, Mu Cheng’an, who had also come to White Horse Temple.

Master Huineng intoned a chant. “I hope this fulfills the Regent’s wishes.”

Mu Cheng’an glanced at him. “I would have achieved my wishes regardless, but I didn’t want to put him in a difficult position. With your prophecy, I trust they’ll make the best choice.”

“Then I congratulate the Regent on his success,” Huineng said. “Your choice surprises me. I thought, given your position, you might… I see your health has been restored. It’s not impossible for you to have a legitimate heir.” Huineng, skilled in medicine, had once taken Mu Cheng’an’s pulse and found his condition beyond his expertise. Now, seeing Mu Cheng’an so well, he was curious about the physician responsible.

Mu Cheng’an gave a wry smile. “Without him, this world would be dull. Perhaps I was born to walk this path with him. Keep this matter—my health—to yourself.”

“This old monk is not one to gossip. But I’m curious, who restored your health?”

Mu Cheng’an smiled. “The one you just read the fortune for.”

Huineng, rarely surprised, was stunned. He’d assumed it was some master physician, not the young 'Tanhua'. Seeing Mu Cheng’an’s expression soften at the mention of him, Huineng knew the Regent’s feelings ran deep.

Mu Cheng’an’s smile faded. “I’ll take my leave, Master. Do as you wish.”

As Mu Cheng’an strolled away, Huineng felt a fleeting sense of being “used and discarded.” He did have some skill in reading fates. Mu Cheng’an, the Northern King, had once faced a deadly crisis, destined for an early death. But meeting a fated benefactor could turn calamity into fortune. Huineng hadn’t known who this benefactor was, but returning to the capital, he found them by Mu Cheng’an’s side, his fate transformed.

He even sensed a hint of imperial destiny in Mu Cheng’an. With his current power, overthrowing the dynasty wouldn’t be difficult. Yet, as Mu Cheng’an said, his fate was now entwined with another’s. Forcing them apart would lead to mutual ruin.

Who would have thought the Northern King, of all people, would be so devoted? Truly, a matter of fate and timing.

Yuanjing, unaware that Mu Cheng’an was also at White Horse Temple, didn’t meet him. As planned, he stayed overnight, enjoying the temple’s vegetarian meals.

When he and Yuanze rejoined their family, he noticed Grandmother and Xiao Song’s complex gazes, though they tried to hide it in his presence.

Yuanjing felt guilty toward his elders. He vowed to honor them well in the future, sparing them further worry.

That evening, after checking on his mother, Tao Dayong returned to his room and asked Xiao Song, “What’s wrong with you and Mother?”

Even a rough man like him noticed their odd behavior. “Didn’t you go to interpret the fortune today? Was it a bad one? Those things are just for reference, not to be taken too seriously.”

“What are you saying? That was Master Huineng’s reading!” Xiao Song pounded her husband’s chest. They were in a sacred Buddhist temple—how dare he speak nonsense?

“You saw Master Huineng? I heard hardly anyone got to meet him today. That’s great news!” Tao Dayong said, delighted. “What did he say? Our Yuanjing must be fine—he’s been blessed since childhood.”

Xiao Song sighed. “Yes, Yuanjing is blessed. The master said he’ll have great wealth and honor, a legacy that will last centuries, recorded in history. How could that not be a good fate?”

“Then why are you and Mother so troubled?” Tao Dayong beamed. Could there be a better fate?

“What do you know?” Xiao Song swatted him again. “If Yuanjing brought home a 'male' daughter-in-law, what would you think?”

Tao Dayong was dumbfounded. A 'male' daughter-in-law? Was she joking? “What kind of nonsense is that?”

“Ugh, I’m serious!” Xiao Song, no longer hiding it, relayed Huineng’s prophecy. “The master said our son has a 'male body, female fate, childless life'. What does that mean? 'Male body, female fate'—it’s a fate to marry a man. A man with a man, of course, means no children.”

She laid it out plainly, the conclusion she and Grandmother had reached after an afternoon’s discussion. They couldn’t stop it—breaking this fate would ruin Yuanjing’s prosperous destiny and leave him lonely. The thought pained them.

It was a choice between bad and worse, so they chose not to interfere.

A male daughter-in-law it was, then. At least he’d have a companion in old age, better than loneliness. When Yuanze married and had children, they could adopt one to Yuanjing, ensuring someone to care for him.

Tao Dayong was utterly stunned. Xiao Song, feeling better seeing his shock, left him to stew and went to bed.

Finally processing it, Tao Dayong saw his wife asleep. He shook her awake. “A male daughter-in-law for real? What did you and Mother say?”

“Tao Dayong, are you annoying? It’s late—go to sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow.” She rolled over and slept.

The next morning, everyone, including Yuanjing and Yuanze, noticed Tao Dayong’s dark circles. Grandmother was in decent spirits, and Xiao Song looked refreshed. Yuanjing guessed it was about him, but Yuanze, clueless, teased, “Father, what did you do last night?”

Tao Dayong swatted his younger son, then looked at Yuanjing with the same complex expression as Grandmother and Xiao Song, unable to hide it. Yuanjing feigned ignorance, touching his face. “Father, what’s wrong? Is my face dirty?”

Grandmother smacked her son. “Dayong, what are you doing? Hurry up and eat breakfast so we can head back to the city.” No scaring her precious grandson.

Tao Dayong mumbled, “Nothing, just something on my mind. Let’s eat.”

Yuanze gave his father a strange look. Tao Dayong, full of words but forced to hold them in, felt like he was suffocating.

On the way down the mountain, watching Yuanjing and Yuanze walk hand in hand, Grandmother and Xiao Song sighed. Turning to Tao Dayong, they said, “You’re not to interfere. Yuanjing should live his life happily. If he has no children, Yuanze can have an extra one for him.”

Grandmother had thought it through. Her grandson’s happiness mattered more than a conventional life of marriage and children. She couldn’t bear the thought of him lonely. As for the man he’d “marry”—well, she’d keep her eyes sharp to ensure he was worthy.

Tao Dayong struggled to accept it. His son, with a 'male body, female fate'? Was the monk spouting nonsense? Yuanjing was so popular in the capital—he could marry any woman he wanted. Why this fate that denied him grandchildren?

But cowed by his mother and wife’s fierceness, he could only submit. His love for his son was no less than theirs, and Grandmother’s warning—“better safe than sorry”—silenced him.

What if the monk was right? Forcing Yuanjing to marry and have children could ruin his life.

Back home, Tao Dayong wrestled with it for days, then retreated to the estate, brooding. When he returned, he acted as if nothing had happened. Grandmother, using Huineng’s prophecy, spread word that her eldest grandson was not fated to marry early.

Many families hoping to ally with the Tao family were disappointed. Yuanjing was an ideal son-in-law in every way—why couldn’t he marry soon? But none dared question the prophecy’s source, as no one would accuse Master Huineng of falsehood, especially regarding a rising star like Yuanjing.

The rumor quieted the Tao household, relieving Grandmother and Xiao Song. From humble origins, they struggled with noble social circles. Yuanjing had hired former palace maids to assist them, ensuring they wouldn’t err in hosting or visiting.

With the household calm, Grandmother and Xiao Song called Yuanjing to them.

Xiao Song hesitated, unsure how to begin. Could she say, “Son, I won’t mind if you bring home a man”?

No way—she couldn’t say that. What mother would tell her son to bring home a male bride?

She looked to Grandmother for help, who glared at her. Useless, making an old woman handle this.

Yuanjing, sensing their unspoken exchange, spoke up. “Grandmother, Mother, are you going to tell me about Master Huineng’s prophecy? What did he say?”

He still didn’t know how Huineng had convinced them, but they seemed to have accepted it.

Grandmother, nearly tearing up, took his hand. Why was her grandson’s fate so bitter? Patting his hand, she said, “I won’t hide it, Yuanjing. Master Huineng gave eight words: 'Male body, female fate, childless life.' Don’t be afraid, dear. When your brother marries, we’ll have him have an extra child for you to raise. Your mother and I will see to it.”

Yuanjing was touched yet amused, silently pitying Yuanze. Those eight words were absurd—what was 'male body, female fate'? Did Mu Cheng’an tell Huineng to say that? Couldn’t he have phrased it differently, like “destined to marry a man”?

“Grandmother, Mother, I’m sorry for worrying you. With your love, I’m not afraid at all.”

“Oh, my dear, we love you. If your parents dare not, I’ll take you and live separately,” Grandmother said.

Xiao Song was torn between laughter and tears. When had she or Dayong said they didn’t love Yuanjing? Though she adored her younger son, Yuanjing came first in critical moments.

“Dear, whoever you love, bring them home for us to see. We only want you to be happy, no matter what others think. We’re family—our doors are closed to outsiders. If it comes to it, we can return to Tao Family Village.”

Yuanjing nodded firmly. “Don’t worry, Grandmother, Mother. Your Yuanjing won’t wrong himself.”

“That’s right. My precious grandson has always been blessed.”

To Grandmother, her eldest grandson was her greatest pride. In the capital, she’d heard of children who were reckless, some in their teens or twenties still immature, others causing trouble for their families to clean up, or even dragging their clans into ruin. By contrast, Yuanjing was exceptional, worth ten of them.

To Grandmother, more than Xiao Song, Yuanjing was paramount. The family’s success rested on him. At her age, who had such fortune?

After Grandmother and Xiao Song retired, Yuanjing didn’t return to his study but strolled in the garden. How lucky he was to have such a family. No wonder the original soul, seeing their fate after his death, harbored such resentment. Yuanjing hoped to care for them well, making them proud.

He wasn’t just fulfilling the original soul’s mission—he genuinely wanted to honor these dear elders.

But those eight words—'male body, female fate'—made him laugh and cry. What was Mu Cheng’an thinking? Was he so insecure that he had to cut off all retreat?

Thinking of him, Yuanjing gritted his teeth. 'Female fate? You’re the one with a female fate!'

The more he thought, the angrier he got. That night, Yuanjing did something that stunned Wu Yi and the Northern King’s guards: he climbed over his own courtyard wall to scale the king’s mansion wall. Wu Yi watched, dumbfounded, his expression frozen in shock.

Who’d believe the 'Tanhua' would sneak over the king’s wall at midnight? It’d sound like a lie.

As Yuanjing straddled the king’s wall, several heads popped up from the shadows. Recognizing Wu Yi’s signal, they held back from attacking.

Yuanjing, perched on the wall, saw the hidden figures and wasn’t fazed. Waving at them, he said, “Which way to the king? I’ll find him myself.”

The guards, stunned, pointed him in a direction. Yuanjing leapt down, waving again. “Thanks.”

The guards watched him go, dumbfounded, then turned on Wu Yi, pouncing. “Explain! What’s he doing here?”

Wu Yi, half-laughing, said, “You saw it—Young Master Tao’s visiting the mansion at night.”

“No, why’s he climbing walls at midnight instead of using the gate?”

“Maybe,” Wu Yi mused, “it’s a kind of… romantic gesture between him and the king.”

'Romantic gesture? What nonsense!'

The prince’s mansion was guarded, but the hidden guards passed word along, so Yuanjing reached Mu Cheng’an’s study unimpeded. Even the visible guards were held back by the hidden ones—a first for the mansion.

“Who’s there?”



  

    Mu Cheng’an sensed someone intruding and was puzzled why none of his guards had issued a warning. But before he could finish speaking, he darted out of the study at an even faster speed, for he was all too familiar with the aura of the intruder.

As expected, he saw a person standing there with a beaming smile, head slightly tilted, looking at him. Mu Cheng’an’s eyes softened with warmth as he leisurely walked toward the person, extending his hand. “Are you satisfied with everything you’ve seen in the manor?”

Mu Cheng’an recalled the words Yuanjing had spoken when he began learning internal martial arts, never expecting that day would actually come, bringing him such a delightful surprise.

Yuanjing, who had made such a bold move, now acted a bit reserved. “It’s a bit too grand. Without a hidden guard to guide me, I might get lost and never find my way here.”

With that, he placed his hand in Mu Cheng’an’s, who clasped it tightly, as if holding onto the person himself. Mu Cheng’an chuckled. “Then I’ll show you the manor’s map later, so you can visit more often. Come, let me show you my study.”

Yuanjing dropped his reserve and said, “Alright.”

Mu Cheng’an then led Yuanjing by the hand into the study. The hidden guards trailing behind were stunned, their hearts melting at the sight. Truly, it was sweet enough to kill—so this was a side of the prince they’d never seen before.

Mu Cheng’an was handling state affairs, as the regent prince now tasked with the emperor’s duties. Yuanjing glanced at him with admiration. “You’re working so hard.” Research was his forte, but handling state affairs? He was still at an elementary level.

“Then stay and help me review these memorials later,” Mu Cheng’an said.

Yuanjing thought for a moment and didn’t refuse. Learning new skills wasn’t a bad idea.

Mu Cheng’an actually pulled out the manor’s map for Yuanjing to see. The place was indeed vast, several times larger than the Tao family’s residence. But Yuanjing only needed to memorize the locations of Mu Cheng’an’s study and main courtyard; the rest was irrelevant. Then Mu Cheng’an pointed to a courtyard beside the manor. “You’ve been to this courtyard before. It’s mine now, but I’d like to put up a plaque for the Tao family in the future. What do you think?”

Yuanjing had indeed visited that courtyard. It was where he met Mu Cheng’an right after returning from Jiangnan Province. So this was Mu Cheng’an’s intention?

Yuanjing smiled at him. “Sounds good. If my family moves here, it’ll be much easier to visit you. No more climbing over walls in the middle of the night.”

Mu Cheng’an pulled him into an embrace. “No matter when or where, you’re always welcome.” Ideally, he’d love for Yuanjing to end up in his bed—that would make him even happier.

Yuanjing elbowed him lightly. There was a map of the neighboring courtyard as well, which Yuanjing studied carefully. It had five sections and was indeed much more spacious.

“In a couple of years, I’ll buy that courtyard in name and have my family move here,” Yuanjing said. Speaking of family, he recalled his purpose for coming tonight. Turning to face Mu Cheng’an, he crossed his arms and raised his chin. “I came tonight for a reason. That fortune told by Master Huineng—was it your idea to have him say it?”

Mu Cheng’an chuckled softly. So, Yuanjing was only now coming to settle the score. He’d thought it would be the same day or the next evening. It seemed the Tao family needed time to process and accept the fortune.

“Is my arrangement not to your liking? Or do you not want to be with me, Yuanjing?” Mu Cheng’an grabbed Yuanjing’s hand and playfully nipped it with his teeth.

Yuanjing huffed. “Why didn’t you say you’re the ‘wife’ and I’m the ‘husband’?” This was a matter of a man’s pride—how could he back down?

Mu Cheng’an burst out laughing. “Shall we test it now and see who’s what?”

As he spoke, he glanced meaningfully toward a partition at the back of the study, where there was a bed. Instead of arguing, why not let actions reveal the truth? Mu Cheng’an was more than happy to let Yuanjing experience who was truly the “husband.”

Yuanjing caught his meaning, and his face flushed red. This man was being a rogue again. He dodged with an excuse: “I’m still young, still growing.” As a medical student, he knew that premature intimacy could harm the body and bring considerable discomfort.

Mu Cheng’an was indeed tempted. With such a beauty throwing himself into his arms, how could he not take a bite? But hearing this, he gritted his teeth in frustration, leaving a noticeable bite mark on Yuanjing’s finger with some force.

“Ugh, you—aren’t you afraid I’ll lose control and devour you? You’re just teasing me for fun, aren’t you?” With that, he scooped Yuanjing up in his arms, flipped him over, and gave his backside a playful slap.

It was surprisingly firm, and he couldn’t resist giving it a squeeze.

Yuanjing was caught off guard, and when he realized what was happening, his face turned even redder. Struggling to get down only made things worse, so he froze, not daring to move.

Mu Cheng’an laughed helplessly. This was his own doing, wasn’t it? He ruffled Yuanjing’s hair and reluctantly let him go, unwilling to make him uncomfortable.

They both sipped some cooled tea to calm down. Mu Cheng’an stopped teasing and, since Yuanjing had come all this way, took the opportunity to go over memorials with him, teaching him how to handle state affairs and discussing their views on the current state of the Great Xia court. It wasn’t until late at night that he escorted Yuanjing back.

Mu Cheng’an almost kept Yuanjing there—not just because he couldn’t bear to part with him, but because some of Yuanjing’s insights that night made him realize his beloved was a treasure, full of brilliant ideas. Yuanjing saw further and higher than he did. How fortunate Great Xia was to have his assistance.

Yuanjing was unaware of Mu Cheng’an’s thoughts. If he knew, he wouldn’t think himself remarkable. With memories from three lifetimes, he believed that if Mu Cheng’an hadn’t lost his past-life memories each time, he’d have outperformed him by far.

So, he wasn’t proud. His only hope was that during Mu Cheng’an’s years as regent, Great Xia would prosper, earning the regent more praise from future generations and cementing his historical legacy. At the same time, helping the common people live better lives was something he also wished to achieve.

With this in mind, Yuanjing knew his next steps. He wanted to improve farming tools to increase agricultural efficiency and ease farmers’ labor, making their lives a bit easier.

Thus, Yuanjing threw himself into his work again, this time collaborating with a group of craftsmen skilled in making farming tools. He improved a batch of tools and sent them to an imperial estate for testing. Meanwhile, Mu Cheng’an, following Yuanjing’s advice, sent people Dolores out to sea—one group to Annam to find Champa rice, another to distant lands to seek high-yield edible crop seeds, and to establish trade routes.

The late emperor had squandered much of the treasury, and with natural disasters and human conflicts, little silver remained. Mu Cheng’an, now in charge, needed funds for everything. He casually mentioned this to Yuanjing, who suggested trading small amounts of porcelain, tea, and silk for large sums of gold, silver, and gems. A strong navy was also essential to protect trade ships from pirates.

However, building seaworthy ships and a navy required funds. Yuanjing, drawing on another classic transmigrator idea, suggested making glass—colorless, transparent glass, or “liuli” in this era—along with soap. He gave Mu Cheng’an the recipes, advising him to set up workshops in his own estate, not the Ministry of Works.

Mu Cheng’an tested the recipes in his estate, and soon, sparkling glassware, as clear as crystal, was produced. It was sure to be coveted by nobles and merchants. Yuanjing even provided a complete plan: first, create exquisite glassware to attract wealth; second, make large glass sheets for windows, earning more from wealthy households; third, coat glass with mercury to make clear mirrors. Mu Cheng’an smiled, realizing his beloved’s ideas could bring immense wealth.

Not only that, glass could also be used to make telescopes. Yuanjing merely described the function of a telescope, and Mu Cheng’an, a seasoned military commander, immediately realized its immense potential on the battlefield.

While Yuanjing was engrossed in crafting farming tools at the Ministry of Works, several shops selling transparent glass suddenly appeared on the streets of the capital. They quickly became the darling of nobles and wealthy merchants. Before long, a trend swept the capital: if a household didn’t display a piece of transparent glassware, it was considered outdated.

Some noticed how quickly these shops amassed wealth and set their sights on them, only to be warned that the mastermind behind these shops was the Regent Prince himself. Dare to make a move?

Certain old-fashioned critics argued that the Regent was competing with the common people for profit. In response, Mu Cheng’an declared in court that half the profits from the glassware produced in his workshops would go to the national treasury.

That silenced all objections, replaced by a chorus of flattery, especially from the Ministry of Revenue. They were overjoyed. The Regent’s policies for the people’s welfare required substantial funds, but the Ministry was always strapped for cash. Now, finally, there was income.

The glassware craze soon spread beyond the capital, particularly to affluent regions like Jiangnan, where wealthy salt merchants, knowing the glass came from the Regent’s workshops, eagerly spent large sums to buy it. This was a way to curry favor with the Regent, a connection they’d long sought. The fervor for glass in these regions even surpassed that in the capital.

The subsequent introduction of glass windows and mirrors brought substantial revenue to the treasury, leaving the Minister of Revenue grinning ear to ear. But before the funds could settle, the Regent allocated them for other uses.

The Minister of Revenue was nearly in tears but eventually accepted it. The Regent might spend freely, but he also knew how to earn money. Perhaps today’s expenditures were for even greater profits tomorrow.

When Yuanjing finally wrapped up his work and returned home, he found all the windows replaced with glass, significantly improving the lighting. The house also displayed several exquisite glass ornaments.

Having spent some time at the imperial estate, Yuanjing hadn’t been home in a while. As soon as he arrived, his grandmother and Tao Dayong cornered him. “The Ministry of Works sent people to install these windows. Yuanjing, is this really alright? They said you knew about it and told us to ask you.”

They were nervous. The Tao family was among the first to get the upgrades, even before higher-ranking or wealthier households in the capital. They kept it quiet, warning Tao Yuanze not to mention it outside.

Yuanjing laughed, patting his forehead. “I got so busy I forgot to mention. I came up with the formula for making glass when we were working on cement. I gave it to the Regent, and we agreed that ten percent of the profits would go to our family.”

With this, he could soon save enough to buy the new residence and move the family next to the Northern King’s manor.

“Really? You came up with the formula?” The Tao family was stunned. They knew how coveted glass was in and around the capital—failing to own a piece was grounds for ridicule. When Grandmother and Xiao Song went visiting, other households proudly showed off their newly acquired glassware, while the two kept quiet about their own.

“Yes, so Grandma, Dad, Mom, don’t worry. Use it freely. Grandma’s eyes aren’t what they used to be, and the brighter windows are perfect for her.”

“Exactly!” Grandmother said joyfully. “I can thread a needle myself now without your mother’s help.”

“But this money…” Tao Dayong felt the money was too hot to handle. The windows and glass ornaments alone were worth hundreds, if not thousands, of taels. How could they accept more, especially from the Regent? Tao Dayong had heard tales of the Regent’s formidable presence, recalling how he’d quelled that chaotic night. He revered the man and wouldn’t dare take his money.

“Dad, if the Regent offers, we should take it. Once we save enough, we’ll get a bigger house for our growing family.”

“Yes, yes!” Grandmother was thrilled at the thought of a bustling household. Though her eldest grandson’s line wouldn’t continue, there was still her younger grandson. Her gaze toward Tao Yuanze was so affectionate it made him want to flee, sensing something daunting.

The glass business settled accounts monthly, and the ten percent profit delivered to Yuanjing was substantial. Mu Cheng’an even felt it was too little, considering the business was Yuanjing’s idea. He felt guilty using it but was delighted by Yuanjing’s trust in handing him the formula.

With the money, some matters could be addressed, like Grandmother and Tao Dayong’s concern for Tao Family Village. Yuanjing suggested buying sacrificial land there, and the family unanimously agreed. Tao Family Village was their root; now that they’d prospered, they couldn’t forget their clansmen, lest they be accused of ingratitude.

Grandmother and Tao Dayong also thought of their eldest son and brother still in the village. There’s a saying: “Distant relatives smell sweet, close ones stink.” Tao Yuzhu’s actions were detestable, and Mrs. Wang’s behavior was unlikable, but Tao Dazhu was Grandmother’s son and Tao Dayong’s brother. Tao Dayong also knew Tao Yuzhu was in dire straits with no hope of recovery, so his resentment toward his brother had softened.

They couldn’t enjoy luxury in the capital while his brother struggled in the village. Though Tao Dazhu’s life was better than before, it paled compared to theirs.

After discussion, even Xiao Song agreed. She, too, had family to support now that they were better off. They entrusted Tao Dayong to return to the village and handle everything before coming back.

Tao Dayong set off with his retinue, and Yuanjing had Wu Yi send two men to secretly protect him, just in case.

News of Tao Yuanjing’s promotions in the capital had long reached Tao Family Village, giving its residents great pride. With every household planting medicinal herbs, the village grew wealthier, becoming a desirable destination for unmarried women nearby.

Mrs. Wang, who should’ve been the proudest, was suppressed by the clan leader and Tao Dazhu, unable to control her daughters’ marriages. When news of Yuanjing’s success arrived, she wanted to take her family to the capital to join her brother-in-law’s household—a normal ambition, as life in the capital surely surpassed the village.

But Tao Dazhu, stubborn as a mule, refused to listen. He saw no benefit in troubling his brother and nephew in the capital. They’d already split households, and their better days were thanks to his nephew and clan. His youngest son was studying in the village school—what more could he want?

In their lean years, eating chaff and weeds, who could’ve imagined such prosperity? Tao Dazhu was content, unable to fathom Mrs. Wang’s dissatisfaction.

Mrs. Wang, however, was far from satisfied. No matter how good life was in the village, it was still a peasant’s existence. Could it compare to the capital’s splendor, with gold, silver, and servants? Even if not for herself, she thought of Jinbao. If he failed the scholar or juren exams, he could rely on his cousin in the capital for an official post, making her a respected matriarch.

She also envied her sister-in-law. Why should Xiao Song enjoy the prestige of an official’s wife when they’d both married into the Tao family? Her life was so much worse. She was convinced that if she reached the capital, Xiao Song would have to share half her gold and silver jewelry.

But her plans were futile. Unless she had Tao Yuzhu’s audacity to run away alone, she lacked the courage. She also feared Tao Dazhu would break her legs if she tried.



  

    Under these circumstances, Tao Dayong returned to Tao Family Village with his entourage, causing a village-wide sensation. Even the county magistrate made a special trip from the county seat to visit.

In recent years, Yuanjing and Tao Dayong had maintained correspondence with the clan leader. Tao Family Village was home to Yuanjing’s clansmen, and in an era where collective punishment was common, any misstep by the clan could affect Yuanjing. Thus, he hoped the clan leader would manage the clansmen well and that a few younger members could excel in their studies, enter officialdom, and support Tao Yuanze and his descendants in the future.

However, time was short. Apart from Yuanjing, who had succeeded, no one from the village had even passed the child scholar exam yet.

Tao Dayong used to feel nervous around the county magistrate, but having met numerous officials and nobles in the capital, he now conversed with ease, impressing the villagers with his newfound confidence.

Tao Dayong stayed in the village for a month, handling the matters discussed with his family: purchasing sacrificial land, funding free education for the village’s eligible children, supporting orphaned and widowed elders, and paying the schoolteacher’s salary from the land’s proceeds.

Though unoccupied for years, Yuanjing’s family home had been maintained. Tao Dayong stayed there and left money with the clan leader to renovate a house, as Grandmother had said she’d return to the village when older, a plan he and his wife shared.

This homecoming was a triumphant return for Tao Dayong, who was quite pleased. The only damper was his sister-in-law, Mrs. Wang, who, behind Tao Dazhu’s back, kept approaching him, claiming she missed Grandmother and wanted to serve her, and that Grandmother should meet her grandson, Tao Jinbo. Tao Dayong saw through her intentions. With Tao Yuzhu still in the capital, he wouldn’t let Mrs. Wang go there, fearing she’d latch onto Yuanjing if she learned of his success.

Unbeknownst to Tao Dayong, Tao Yuzhu was confined to her courtyard, unable to leave. Still, he remained wary of both her and Mrs. Wang.

Before departing, Tao Dayong and his brother Tao Dazhu drank and talked. Tao Dayong asked if Tao Dazhu wanted to move to the capital.

Tao Dazhu, recalling past events, wept profusely. He missed Grandmother and felt unfilial for not serving her in recent years. He asked Tao Dayong to care for her, vowing to stay in the village and guard the Tao family’s roots until her return.

Tao Dayong’s eyes reddened too. Before marriage and children, the brothers were close. That night, they got drunk, and the next day, Tao Dazhu told him to return to the capital without worrying about him and his wife. He knew Mrs. Wang’s ambitions and would keep her in check.

On the day Tao Dayong left, his sister Tao Hua, her family, the Song family (his in-laws), and his married nieces, Daya, Erya, and Sanya, all came to see him off.

With Tao Yuanjing as their pillar, their lives had improved. Unlike Mrs. Wang, they harbored no greed. Inspired by Yuanjing, they encouraged their children to study, hoping they’d succeed as he had.

Tao Dayong left gifts for Tao Hua and the Song family, as instructed by Grandmother and Mrs. Song, who used their personal savings. He gave them discreetly to avoid Mrs. Wang’s envy.

Until he left, no one mentioned Tao Yuzhu—not the clan, not the relatives. After so many years, they’d forgotten her, assuming she’d perished alone outside.

Back in the capital, Tao Dayong’s melancholy vanished, and he dove into his busy life. Yuanjing had bought another estate, connecting it to the existing one, and entrusted its management to Tao Dayong, who was thrilled to have work.

Yuanjing also purchased a shop, managed by Grandmother and Xiao Song, selling snacks made from sheep’s milk. Later, Yuanjing taught them to make biscuits and Western-style pastries. The business thrived, and the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law grew younger with activity, their personal savings swelling again.

The family, including Tao Yuanze, who was studying at the academy, visited the estate, joined by Di Yu. Excited about horseback riding and hunting, Di Yu’s father had given up on him, suspecting he’d return to a martial career.

“Hey, Brother Cheng’s here again! Take us hunting for wild boar or deer this time!” Seeing Mu Cheng’an ride up to the mountain’s base, Tao Yuanze ran over excitedly. The “Cheng’an” identity was now familiar to the Tao family, and they felt at ease around him.

Tao Dayong was relaxed, thinking he was just a guard from the Northern King’s manor, not the king himself, so there was no cause for concern. He warmly greeted Cheng’an, asking what he’d like to eat and offering to have the cook prepare extra dishes.

“Cheng’an” casually ordered a few dishes, then took Yuanjing, Tao Yuanze, and Di Yu hunting in the mountains, bidding the family farewell.

Grandmother watched them leave with a smile, then turned to Xiao Song and Tao Dayong, nearly causing them to stumble with her words: “Don’t you think this guard Cheng’an and our Yuanjing make a good match?”

Tao Dayong and Xiao Song were startled. Tao Dayong patted his chest. “Mother, what are you talking about? Cheng’an’s just a guard from the Northern King’s manor!”

Grandmother glared at her son. How long had it been, and he still hadn’t faced reality? “Haven’t you noticed Yuanjing hasn’t gotten close to many people in the capital? And isn’t Cheng’an good to our family? Yuanze’s martial arts master was recommended by him, and even Di Yu says that master’s skills surpass the Di family’s. Think about what kind of family the Di family is.”

The Di family produced military generals—how could their martial arts master be lacking? Yet theirs was even better, showing Cheng’an’s genuine care for the Tao family.

“And Tao Wu, who’s skilled in martial arts and stays by Yuanjing’s side, was also recommended by Cheng’an, right? I think he’s no ordinary guard. He must be highly trusted by the Regent. With the Regent’s support, will Cheng’an stay a guard forever? I can tell by his demeanor that he’s destined for greatness.”

“Cheng’an’s so attentive to our family. Compared to others, he’s the best choice. Yuanjing seems happy with him too.”

Having met Cheng’an a couple of times, Grandmother had grown fond of him, increasingly satisfied.

Tao Dayong and Xiao Song exchanged glances. They hadn’t thought so deeply before, but Grandmother’s words made them realize Cheng’an’s genuine care. If he was truly devoted to Yuanjing, it wasn’t a bad match.

“But would Cheng’an agree?” Xiao Song wondered. “If he’s willing to never marry a wife, he’d be a good fit for Yuanjing. But what about his family?” The couple, along with Grandmother, worried endlessly for Yuanjing.

Grandmother decided, “We’ll talk to Yuanjing soon. If it can be settled, let’s settle it early. We can’t let Cheng’an keep following Yuanjing without a clear status, working for our family.”

Tao Dayong and Mrs. Song nodded. Yes, they should settle the status soon.

In the mountains, Tao Yuanze and Di Yu ran off, watched by Mu Cheng’an’s men. He and Yuanjing strolled hand in hand.

Mu Cheng’an grumbled, “I’ve shown my face to your family so many times. When can I get my real identity and a proper status?”

Yuanjing chuckled. Whenever his family mentioned “Guard Cheng’an,” it was with praise. Patting him, he said, “Keep trying. Maybe my grandmother will consider Guard Cheng’an.”

Yuanjing knew Grandmother was already eyeing Cheng’an, and with a little more time, they might settle things.

Mu Cheng’an wasn’t satisfied. “I can’t keep appearing as Guard Cheng’an forever, can I? When we’re together, am I still just a guard? Do you think I can hide my identity forever?”

“Of course not,” Yuanjing scratched his chin. “But I’m still worried about scaring my family.” They were common folk, after all. “But we’ll have to tell them eventually. Once we move, your identity will come out.”

“Sigh, marrying you is no easy task,” Mu Cheng’an teased.

“Who’s marrying whom? Our Tao family is giving you a status,” Yuanjing emphasized, chin raised.

“Fine, whatever you say,” Mu Cheng’an conceded. He didn’t care about verbal titles. Getting Yuanjing into his bed was what mattered—Yuanjing was his, and that was enough.

Yuanjing missed the hidden meaning, smugly patting Mu Cheng’an’s chest. “Don’t worry, I won’t be unfaithful. That’s not how we Tao men are.”

Mu Cheng’an was both amused and exasperated by his antics, grabbing his hand and playfully biting it. They horsed around in the woods, while the hidden guards following them couldn’t bear to watch their prince acting so childish.

That night, Mu Cheng’an stayed at the Tao family’s estate, as usual. He trained Tao Yuanze and Di Yu in martial arts that evening and the next morning. Initially, Tao Dayong and Xiao Song hadn’t paid much attention, but Grandmother’s words made them notice how seamlessly Cheng’an fit in with the family.

When Tao Dayong interacted with Cheng’an, he subtly inquired about his family and plans. Mu Cheng’an, sharp as ever, caught his meaning, secretly delighted. He declared he was alone, his parents long gone, and his clan had no hold over him. He made his own decisions and only wanted a lifelong partner.

This pleased Tao Dayong even more. Wasn’t Cheng’an clearly there for Yuanjing? Having no family was ideal—otherwise, they might pressure him to marry and have children, disapproving of a male partner.

Tao Dayong shared this with Grandmother and Xiao Song, who grew even more satisfied with Cheng’an, eager to settle the matter. They called Yuanjing and got straight to the point: “Yuanjing, have you and Guard Cheng’an taken a liking to each other? Your grandmother, father, and mother all think he’s quite good.”

Yuanjing nearly lost his composure. With Tao Yuanze and Di Yu in their rooms, three pairs of expectant eyes stared at him. What could he say? He braced himself. “He’s a good person, kind to me and our family.”

Grandmother’s expression screamed, “I knew they were smitten!” Tao Dayong’s worries eased, though a bittersweet feeling arose, like he was marrying off a daughter—yet he’d raised a son!

No, it was Yuanjing bringing Cheng’an into the Tao family. That’s how it was.

Yuanjing hesitated, and Grandmother patted his hand. “Speak your mind, Yuanjing. Grandmother will back you up, and your father listens to me.”

Tao Dayong’s face darkened. Was he the least authoritative in the family?

Yuanjing bit the bullet. “Actually, Cheng’an’s surname isn’t Cheng.”

“Oh? What is it then?” Tao Dayong asked curiously.

“It’s Mu.”

“Oh, Mu Cheng’an? Nice name,” Tao Dayong said, using the full name.

Grandmother beamed. “I think it sounds nice too.”

A thud interrupted them. Grandmother and Xiao Song turned to see Tao Dayong sprawled on the floor, shock written on his face. Yuanjing wanted to cover his face—his father was indeed startled.

Grandmother and Xiao Song didn’t catch on. Grandmother scolded her son, “Can’t even sit properly—what good are you?”

Xiao Song frowned too, thinking the matter was settled.

Tao Dayong, nearly in tears, sought confirmation from his son. “Yuanjing, it’s not what I’m thinking, is it?”

Yuanjing helped him up. “Dad, is there a difference between Cheng’an and Mu Cheng’an?”

“A huge difference!” Tao Dayong slapped his thigh. “Mother, Alan, Mu…” He was too scared to say the name. “That’s the Northern King, the Regent! Think about who owns the estate next door!”

Tao Dayong wanted to cry. He’d planned to have another man join the Tao family, but his son’s chosen partner was the Regent, the most powerful man in Great Xia. He’d even ordered the Regent around that day! He wished he could turn back time and shut his mouth.

“He’s the Regent? Isn’t Cheng’an just a guard under him?” Grandmother hadn’t caught up. After all, who casually used the Northern King or Regent’s name?

“Mother, Cheng’an isn’t a guard—he’s the Regent himself! Ask your grandson if you don’t believe me!” Tao Dayong said weakly.

“Really?” Grandmother’s voice rose.

“Grandma, Mom, calm down,” Yuanjing soothed, fearing they’d faint.

Grandmother caught her breath, and Xiao Song, dazed, looked to her and Tao Dayong for guidance. Her heart raced—no wonder the guard seemed so imposing; he wasn’t just a guard.

Xiao Song swallowed hard, realizing the Regent had treated her as an elder, sparking an odd sense of pride.

Grandmother clutched Yuanjing’s hand. “Guard Cheng’an is the Northern King?”

“Yes, Grandma, you’re right.”

“And he’s the Regent?”

“Yes, Cheng’an is the Regent.”

Gasping, Grandmother pressed, “The Cheng’an who was so polite to this old lady today is really the Regent?”

Yuanjing couldn’t help but laugh, especially seeing his mother’s similar expression. He nodded. “Yes, Grandma, you’re not mistaken. Cheng’an respects you like an elder, and he’s the same with Mom and Dad.”

Grandmother clutched her chest, shaken by the revelation. “No wonder Master Huineng said our grandson has a grand, prosperous fate. He was right.”

“Grandma, even without the Regent, your grandson would ensure you live a prosperous life.”

“Right, my grandson is blessed and capable,” Grandmother nodded firmly, insisting their good life wasn’t just due to the Regent.

But new worries arose. “Will the Regent stay with you forever, Yuanjing? What if he changes his mind?”

The Regent’s power was immense—could her grandson hold his own? Now, she thought a guard might’ve been better; a guard would obey her grandson. If the Regent reneged, wouldn’t Yuanjing suffer?

Seeing his parents’ similar concerns warmed Yuanjing’s heart. They prioritized his well-being, fearing he’d be hurt.

“Grandma, Mom, Dad, the late emperor ruined Cheng’an’s health, making it impossible for him to have children. That’s why he adopted the young prince. All these years, he’s had no one by his side. I believe we can trust him. Besides, I’m younger than him—he should be the one worried, in case I find him too old one day!”

Yuanjing muttered to himself, hoping Cheng’an wouldn’t hear this, or he’d make a fuss.

Wu Yi, eavesdropping on the roof, twitched his lips, feeling sympathy for his master. He’d better take care of himself, lest Yuanjing tire of him.

The three in the room recalled the Regent’s age. He had an adopted son, possibly older than Yuanjing—didn’t that mean he was old enough to be Yuanjing’s father?

Tao Dayong hesitated. “Isn’t he a bit too old?” His son-in-law was nearly his age!

Wu Yi nearly fell off the roof, silently wiping his brow.

Grandmother and Mrs. Song were unbothered. “Older is fine. Older men know how to care for someone.”

Speaking of which, Yuanjing’s words made some sense. With the Regent being so much older, perhaps he was the one who should be worried.

Pah, nonsense! Their Yuanjing wasn’t the fickle type. He was committed to a lifelong partnership. Their Yuanjing had a good character.

Grandmother glanced out the window and lowered her voice to ask her grandson, “Is it true the prince can’t have children? Was his body ruined by the late emperor?”

Yuanjing often checked Mu Cheng’an’s pulse and knew his health had long been restored—he was perfectly capable of having children. But the issue was that he couldn’t bear children. Pah, neither could Mu Cheng’an.

Still, this didn’t stop him from reassuring his family. He nodded. “It’s true. Actually, Cheng’an and I met long ago. Dad, do you remember when we went hiking outside Wenchang City? That’s when I met an injured Cheng’an in the mountains and helped him. I didn’t know his identity then. We only reconnected in the capital and cleared things up.”

Wu Yi, listening from the roof, thought to himself, ‘The top scholar sure has a silver tongue, fooling his family so smoothly.’

Jogged by the memory, Tao Dayong recalled, “That time, the city was under strict investigation to find the Northern King, wasn’t it? I never imagined Yuanjing met the Northern King so early.”

It seemed the two were indeed fated. The three elders recalled Master Huineng’s words about not forcibly breaking a destined match. Perhaps it truly was fate.



  

    Regardless, the Tao family finally accepted that Guard Cheng’an was none other than Regent Mu Cheng’an, despite the vast difference between the two identities.

The next day, when Mu Cheng’an visited again, he immediately noticed the changed demeanor of the three elders. Glancing at Yuanjing, he wondered if his identity had been revealed.

Yuanjing nodded, confirming it was out in the open. Mu Cheng’an’s face lit up with joy. He stepped forward, gently supporting Grandmother’s arm. “Grandma, shall we go inside to talk?”

Grandmother felt her legs weaken, and Xiao Song, along with Tao Dayong, still held some awe for the Regent’s status.

Looking up, Grandmother saw the care and sincerity in Mu Cheng’an’s eyes and felt reassured. Though he was the Regent, as her grandson said, he truly treated them as family and elders. Why else would the mighty Northern Prince and Regent bother to win over the Tao family?

With this thought, Grandmother’s heart settled. She patted Mu Cheng’an’s hand. “Alright, let’s go inside. Yuanjing, you come too.”

Mu Cheng’an and Yuanjing supported Grandmother into the house, one on each side. Tao Dayong and Xiao Song exchanged glances. Well, they’d better go in. Tao Dayong straightened his chest—he couldn’t show weakness in front of Yuanjing, lest his son appear lesser before the Regent. That wouldn’t do.

Tao Yuanze and Di Yu were curious and wanted to follow, but at the critical moment, Wu Yi deftly distracted them, leading them away and ensuring no one disturbed the conversation between the prince and the Tao family.

Mu Cheng’an helped Grandmother to the main seat, invited Tao Dayong and Xiao Song to sit on either side, and took Yuanjing’s hand. Respectfully, he said, “Grandma, Dad, Mom,” startling Tao Dayong and Xiao Song, “from now on, you are my family. Thank you for agreeing to my relationship with Yuanjing. Rest assured, unless I die, I will never let go of his hand and will walk with him for life.”

With that, Mu Cheng’an and Yuanjing knelt together. Tao Dayong tried to stop them, but Yuanjing held him back. “Dad, this is the respect we owe.”

Grandmother declared, “Good, then this old lady accepts it. If you ever let my grandson suffer, Prince, even as a ghost, I won’t spare you.”

“Very well, Grandma, you must keep an eye on us,” Mu Cheng’an replied.

They kowtowed to the three elders. Tears welled in Grandmother’s eyes—she saw the king’s sincerity, his genuine desire to build a life with her grandson. With his status, would he need to go this far otherwise?

“Good, good, get up. Yuanjing is still young, so you’ll need to bear more responsibility, King,” Grandmother instructed.

Mu Cheng’an smiled at Yuanjing, promising, “Don’t worry, Grandma. Yuanjing has always helped me greatly. Neither others nor I will ever let him suffer.”

As for how they’d manage their relationship, they couldn’t keep sneaking around. Mu Cheng’an and Yuanjing discussed the move. Only then did Grandmother and Tao Dayong learn the true purpose behind Yuanjing’s plan to buy a new residence. It was a clever solution: connect the two estates with a door, and they could live privately without outsiders knowing or needing to know.

Though Mu Cheng’an wanted all of Great Xia to know Yuanjing was his, he understood that publicizing it would cause trouble. Most directly, it would diminish Yuanjing’s reputation. No matter his achievements, people would label him a schemer, not someone who rose by merit, and history would record him as such.

This wouldn’t just affect Yuanjing’s reputation but also the Tao family. After their deaths, without heirs in the Mu family, it wouldn’t matter, but the Tao descendants would face public scrutiny and possibly the emperor’s suspicion.

So, they’d live privately behind closed doors. As long as Yuanjing was his, that was enough.

The Tao family knew society wouldn’t accept such a relationship. If not for their fear of Yuanjing growing old alone, they wouldn’t want him with a man either. If word spread, Yuanjing would face condemnation, and they couldn’t bear that.

Back in the capital, the Tao family began moving. Senior Brother Di and his wife helped, initially worried since the new residence was next to the Northern King’s manor. But knowing the Regent valued his junior brother, Di felt it was fine. The location was good, and with the Regent nearby, no one would dare cause trouble.

Di didn’t know Mu Cheng’an had already connected the estates with a door.

When the Tao family settled in, Mu Cheng’an took another step: he removed his adopted heir, Mu Jinxuan, from the family registry and expelled him and Tao Yuzhu from the manor. The once-arrogant young prince was now a commoner—and a crippled one at that.

Mu Cheng’an had long wanted to do this. With Yuanjing moving in, he couldn’t tolerate Mu Jinxuan and Tao Yuzhu staying in the manor. He expelled them, cleared out their planted servants, and ensured he and Yuanjing could live peacefully.

The capital’s residents watched the drama unfold. Many had bet on when the Regent would oust Mu Jinxuan. The late emperor’s maneuver had been distasteful, and even the imperial clan had no defense. Though Mu Jinxuan carried the late emperor’s blood, his adoption was undeniable.

Though unspoken, the imperial clan and nobles vaguely knew Mu Cheng’an’s inability to have children was caused by the late emperor to secure his military power—a vicious, humiliating tactic, forcing his illegitimate son onto the Northern King. Anyone else would’ve retaliated after the emperor’s death.

Though the clan suspected Mu Jinxuan’s lineage, the late emperor never acknowledged him, so no one defended his status. Mu Jinxuan tried to return to his biological father, a cuckolded count, but the count barred his gates, refusing to recognize him. What could Mu Jinxuan do?

Ultimately, two senior princes privately decided it was unseemly to leave things be. They arranged for a carriage to take Mu Jinxuan and Tao Yuzhu to a distant small estate, where they’d live under watch, unable to leave.

This preserved the clan’s dignity without offending the Regent, who clearly despised Mu Jinxuan and wouldn’t allow him a good life. They’d wait until the emperor came of age to see if he’d acknowledge this unclaimed uncle, though they weren’t optimistic.

Mu Cheng’an was satisfied with the clan’s handling, and Yuanjing, learning the outcome, completely forgot about Tao Yuzhu. He knew Mu Jinxuan had taken pleasure in tormenting her since rescuing her from prison, especially after Mu Cheng’an became Regent. It was uncertain how long she’d survive.

Meanwhile, Yuanjing’s improved farming tools passed trials at the imperial estate with excellent results. After Minister Yu reviewed them, they were presented to the Regent, who invited court officials to tour the estate. Seeing the foot-powered threshing machine efficiently process grain, they praised it, noting how it would save farmers’ labor.

Improved curved plows, irrigation waterwheels, and other tools amazed the officials, all crafted by Yuanjing and the Ministry of Works’ artisans.

The Regent advocated promoting these tools across Great Xia, with county offices leading by leasing them to farmers, aiming to produce a batch of threshers before the autumn harvest.

This time, the Regent didn’t promote Yuanjing, considering his young age and rapid rise might draw attention. Mu Cheng’an believed Yuanjing’s talents would earn him future promotions.

By day, one was the Regent, the other a fifth-rank Ministry of Works official reporting on duties. At night, after returning from the palace or offices, Mu Cheng’an crossed the connecting door to dine with the Tao family. Afterward, he’d take Yuanjing’s hand and lead him back to the manor.

The manor’s servants, disciplined by the steward and trusted aides, knew Tao Yuanjing was another master. They kept quiet, or the king would show no mercy.

Over time, the servants adjusted. Honestly, serving Master Tao was easier than a princess. Since the king couldn’t have children, a compatible partner was better than a scheming princess. Everyone could see the king was in high spirits daily since Master Tao moved in.

One night, Mu Cheng’an dragged Yuanjing to the bedroom for a passionate session. Afterward, Yuanjing, bolstered by internal energy and spiritual spring water, was still exhausted, collapsing on the bed, glaring at the seemingly insatiable rogue.

In great spirits, Mu Cheng’an caressed Yuanjing’s smooth back, his hand sliding lower. “If you keep looking at me like that, I won’t be able to hold back.”

Yuanjing buried his face in the pillow, gritting his teeth. “Get off.”

His hoarse voice, like a cat’s meow, stirred Mu Cheng’an’s heart. If his beloved wasn’t truly spent, he could go three more rounds.

Nibbling Yuanjing’s ear, Mu Cheng’an whispered, “Hmm? Was my performance lacking? Are you still saying I’m too old for you, darling?”

Yuanjing shot up, covering his ears, eyes wide. “That’s why you did this? You heard that?”

So, these past days, dragging him to bed at every chance, relentless until he was drained, was all because of what he’d said to his family? Settling the score now?

Propping his head, Mu Cheng’an raised a brow. “What do you think, darling? I had to prove with action that I’m not old yet.”

Yuanjing huffed, diving into his arms to pinch his neck, demanding he take it back. Didn’t he know Yuanjing had racked his brain for excuses to reassure his family? Yet he was holding a grudge.

But in doing so, Yuanjing threw himself into his arms. Too late to escape, he was flipped like a salted fish, tossed about by Mu Cheng’an. With years of martial training, Mu Cheng’an was unstoppable. Yuanjing would need twenty more years to match him.

The room’s commotion didn’t cease that night. The next day, unsurprisingly, Yuanjing couldn’t get up, while a satisfied Mu Cheng’an went to court refreshed, even stopping by the Ministry of Works to request leave for Yuanjing.

Why did the Regent personally request leave for Master Tao? Don’t ask silly questions—didn’t you know they were neighbors? It was a simple favor, especially since Master Tao’s work had repeatedly impressed the Regent. Their interactions were normal.

In the eyes of the court, the Regent and Master Tao grew closer. Tao’s stellar performance and steady promotions were seen as earned, not favoritism. Given his age, many believed the Regent was deliberately tempering his rise.

During the Regent’s tenure, Great Xia developed rapidly. A dedicated navy was established to protect coastal residents from pirates. When trade ships returned with vast wealth, the court was astounded, realizing the riches overseas and sparking merchants’ interest.

The establishment of the Foreign Trade Office, led by Tao Yuanjing, formalized trade, becoming a vital court institution. It generated immense wealth, enabling the Regent to lower taxes yearly. High-yield crops spread across Great Xia, visibly improving lives.

Yuanjing’s contributions earned him further promotions, positioning him beside Mu Cheng’an. As the young emperor’s tutor, he founded the Imperial Academy with Mu Cheng’an’s support, promoting it nationwide for universal education.

With wealth from maritime trade, the court invested heavily in education. Yuanjing extended education to girls, establishing women’s schools, radiating from the capital. Though initially resisted, acceptance grew over time.

Yuanjing diligently educated the young emperor, hoping to avoid future conflict with the Regent. Under their guidance, the emperor grew with broad perspectives from Yuanjing’s modern ideas, seeing farther and higher.

When the emperor married at twenty, Mu Cheng’an handed over governance. Yuanjing remained a key official, while Mu Cheng’an reformed the military, leading campaigns to secure Great Xia’s borders, freeing it from foreign threats.

Some whispered to the emperor that the Northern King, with his ambition, might seize power if he didn’t relinquish military control, despite returning governance.

Initially uneasy, the emperor held deep respect for the Northern King, viewing him as a mentor and father figure, aspiring to emulate his strength and lead Great Xia to prosperity.

Participating in the Imperial Military Academy’s establishment, the emperor understood Mu Cheng’an’s intent: to train generals loyal to the court and people, not just the Northern King, breaking the Northern Army’s dominance.

With Yuanjing’s support, the emperor withstood opposition, backing Mu Cheng’an’s reforms.

When the borders were secured, Mu Cheng’an decisively relinquished military power and became a lecturer at the Military Academy. At forty, in his prime, Yuanjing shocked the court by resigning his high-ranking post and marquess title to join the Imperial Academy as a teacher.

Despite the emperor’s attempts to retain him, Yuanjing was resolute. The emperor relented, appointing him head of the Imperial Academy.

By then, Tao Yuanze had entered the court as a military official. Less gifted in academics than Yuanjing, he excelled in strategy and martial arts, earning merits in Mu Cheng’an’s campaigns. After further study at the Military Academy, he gained the emperor’s favor.

Tao Yuanze married and, as the elders hoped, had two children in three years, eventually raising four sons and three daughters. The youngest son was adopted by Yuanjing, who now had time to raise a child.

Tao Yuanze’s wife had no objections—her son was always accessible, and being raised by Yuanjing meant inheriting a marquess title. Who could refuse?

Grandmother lived to eighty-seven, passing peacefully in her sleep, surrounded by family, without suffering. She left smiling, content that her beloved grandson had a child to dote on and that he and the Northern King were more devoted than any couple. She had no regrets.

She could tell her less fortunate husband in the afterlife that she’d lived envied by many, thanks to their wonderful grandson. Even the emperor attended her eightieth birthday celebration.



  

    It was once said that the greater the Regent’s power, the more tragic his end would be—no emperor could tolerate such a figure. Yet, with Yuanjing’s careful care and Mu Cheng’an’s dedication to his health, the once-mighty Regent outlived the young emperor, then the next, surviving until the young emperor’s grandson ascended the throne. At ninety-nine, Mu Cheng’an lay in bed, unable to rise.

Those who predicted his downfall died before him, never witnessing his fate.

Even so, he clung tightly to Yuanjing’s hand. He wished to live longer—not born together, but hoping to depart together, entwined through lifetimes.

Yuanjing held his lover’s hand, pressing it to his face, eyes filled with reluctance. “Don’t worry, we’ll be together through every life. Wherever you are, I’ll find you if you don’t find me first.”

“Good.” With that promise, ninety-nine-year-old Mu Cheng’an closed his eyes in peace.

The capital’s nobles sighed at the news. Few regents met such a peaceful end as Mu Cheng’an. Speculation about his relationship with Master Tao abounded, but with one gone, what more was there to say?

They thought Master Tao might live another decade or two, but before the messenger reporting Mu Cheng’an’s death left the palace, another arrived: the old Marquess of Jinghai had passed, mere moments after the Northern King.

The manor was steeped in grief. The emperor personally attended their funerals, honoring them with utmost respect. Their lives left countless legends, especially their relationship, which captivated future generations.

---

No matter how much he experienced, Yuanjing couldn’t bear parting with his love. Unwilling to linger in a world without him, he had the system take him back to the system space.

“Ding! The host has successfully completed the original owner's tasks: ensuring that Grandmother Song and the parents enjoyed their later years, and becoming a respected figure—thus fulfilling the original owner's life. Reward: 1000 points. The host also successfully avenged the original owner's murder by ruining the perpetrator's reputation and preventing further harm to the original owner’s family. Reward: 1000 points.”

Personal Data:

- Name: Yuanjing  

- Points: 4000 + 1000 + 1000 - 500 = 5500  

- Soul Strength: 14 + 3 = 17  

- Skills: Poison Ability (Beginner, requires activation), Medicine (Beginner++), Pharmacology (Beginner+)  

- Merit: 65,000 + 100,000 = 165,000  

- Items: One Spiritual Spring Bead (permanently bound to soul)

Yuanjing didn’t want to stay long in the lifeless system space. Only by entering the next task world could he reunite with his love. He urged the system to send him immediately.

Before he could speak, the system’s mechanical voice chimed, “Ding! The host has 5500 points, meeting the requirements to unlock a private storage space. Would the host like to activate it?”

Yuanjing blinked. “Private storage space? Like a portable inventory?”

System: “It can only store inanimate objects, not living things, but you can call it a portable inventory.”

“Once activated, is it permanently bound like the Spiritual Spring Bead?”

“Yes. Would the host like to activate it?”

“Does it cost points?”

“Yes, 500 points to unlock a 1000-cubic-meter portable storage space.”

Yuanjing didn’t activate it immediately, cautiously asking, “If I store items in it during a task world, can I bring them to the next? Permanently?”

“Yes, rest assured, this system won’t arbitrarily consume the host’s items.”

Relieved, Yuanjing thought 500 points for a permanent portable storage space was a good deal, though it came late. Had he had it earlier, he could’ve stockpiled gene potions from his second life.

No matter—better late than never. “Alright, activate it and send me to the next world.”

“Understood, host.”

---

Before opening his eyes in the new body, Yuanjing assessed his situation. His hands and feet were bound, and he lay in a moving carriage. Without needing memories, he knew this world’s start was dire—not as bad as the hellish opening of the last world, but close.

Sensing he was alone in the carriage, with voices outside, Yuanjing kept his eyes closed and called in his mind, “System, quick, transfer the memories. Plot later.”

He needed to understand the situation. If it was dire, he’d escape as soon as possible.

His increased soul strength let him absorb the original owner’s memories effortlessly. A massive “What the hell” filled his mind. No time to waste—escape was priority.

He was being sent by his ruthless father to be a concubine for a eunuch who delighted in torturing people, with countless concubines dead by his hand. His fate was obvious.

This was his first encounter with such a vicious family. Drugged and weak, Yuanjing was immensely grateful for the permanently bound Spiritual Spring Bead from his last life. Skilled in its use, he directed the spring water to his mouth, gulping it down. Though it couldn’t fully detoxify him, it gradually restored his strength.

The carriage rattled on, but the people outside, confident in his condition, didn’t check on him, giving Yuanjing a chance. He painstakingly untied the ropes binding his hands and feet, ignoring the scraped skin—what were minor injuries compared to his life?

Freed, he peeked outside. The carriage traveled a main road flanked by woods. Three men were outside: one driver and two others laughing carelessly. Yuanjing pried open a rear panel, leapt from the moving carriage, and rolled into a ditch, curling up to minimize injury.

His skin stung from scrapes, but the carriage didn’t stop—they hadn’t noticed. Once it was far enough, Yuanjing ignored his injuries and fled deeper into the woods, away from the road.

His last life started in a forest; this one did too. He walked until exhausted, then climbed a tree to receive the plot, knowing he needed information to find safety.

His stomach growled—spring water couldn’t sate hunger. As the system transmitted the plot, Yuanjing reminded himself to store food in his space to avoid such situations.

After digesting the plot, he was speechless.

Raising his hand, he saw it was fair and delicate, lacking masculinity despite his male appearance. This body was a “dual”—a third gender capable of bearing children.

What the hell…

His mind was flooded with disbelief.

Men could bear children? His lover was far more capable, so why was he stuck with this ability?

The original owner, Luo Yuanjing, was the legitimate dual son of a wealthy Ning City merchant. His mother died early, and his father remarried. With a stepmother came a callous father, a profit-driven merchant who, to secure a salt license from Eunuch Liu Fu, sent his beautiful dual son to Liu’s bed.

Though the stepmother played a role, the father, Luo Yonghai, was far more despicable. Without Yuanjing’s intervention, the original owner, weaker than men by nature, would’ve faced a tortured death at Liu Fu’s hands.

If that were all, it’d be bad enough. But the plot revealed Luo Yuanjing wasn’t Luo Yonghai’s son—he was the legitimate dual son of the Huaiyuan Marquess in the capital. Sixteen years ago, during wartime chaos, two pregnant women took refuge in the same temple and gave birth that night. In the haste, the babies were swapped.

The original owner wasn’t fated for an early death. The Huaiyuan Marquess discovered the mix-up, retrieved him, and, due to his beauty, he caught the eye of Prince Cheng’s heir, becoming his concubine.

The emperor of the Great Zhou, like one Yuanjing read about in history, doted on his harem, leaving no heirs. He adopted from the imperial clan, and fate favored Prince Cheng’s heir, who became emperor. The original owner, favored by the new emperor, was named Consort, and though childless, he adopted a prince who later became emperor, making him the revered Dowager—a true winner in life.

In contrast, the other dual, the true son of the Luo family, met a tragic end. Unwilling to accept this, he gained a chance to redo his life, aiming to steal Luo Yuanjing’s fate by becoming Prince Cheng’s concubine and eventual Dowager. He sent someone to Luo Yonghai with a plan, and Luo Yonghai personally drove a knife into the original owner’s body.

With Luo Yuanjing dead, even if the swap was discovered, the Huaiyuan Marquess wouldn’t claim a dual who’d been a tortured concubine—it would shame the marquessate. So, they let it slide, even sparing Luo Yonghai at the other dual’s behest. Yuanjing sneered—such a father, sparing his child’s murderer, wasn’t worth acknowledging.

One acted for profit, another for reputation and power, leaving the original owner a wandering ghost. After death, he had no attachments, but saw his birth mother, Lady Fan, travel to Ning City, stab Luo Yonghai with a hidden knife to avenge her son.

This displeased the marquess and the other dual. Lady Fan was sent to a Buddhist hall, deemed unstable. When Prince Cheng’s heir was adopted by the emperor, she died quietly in the marquessate. Soon after, the marquess remarried.

Few knew the dual who became Prince Cheng’s concubine wasn’t the marquess’s son, nor that the marquess had a true dual son, erased alongside Lady Fan. Meanwhile, the Luo family rose in the capital.

Yuanjing opened his eyes. “So, what’s the task?”

“Ding! The host’s task is to reunite with your birth mother and care for her, ensuring she doesn’t die silently in the marquessate’s back courtyard. Reward: 1000 points. If possible, the original owner hopes the host avenges his killers—Luo Yonghai, Eunuch Liu Fu, and Zhao Han.”

“Alright,” Yuanjing agreed.

Resting briefly, he trekked deeper into the forest, pondering how to complete the task. Returning to the repulsive Luo family wasn’t an option—he’d want to stab Luo Yonghai first, ruining his reputation before any revenge or life goals could be achieved. In this era, even if Luo Yonghai wasn’t his birth father, he was his foster father for sixteen years. The weight of filial piety would crush him.

The Huaiyuan Marquess’s actions were no better. Like Luo Yonghai, one sought money, the other power, both exploiting the original owner. In the life where Zhao Han hadn’t been reborn, was the original owner truly happy as a high-ranking consort? Doubtful. But his status made the marquess favor him, neglecting Zhao Han, raised as their son for sixteen years.

Yuanjing believed that once Prince Cheng’s heir became emperor and Zhao Han was named Consort, the marquess would lose his former glory. Would Zhao Han forgive the marquess for abandoning him in the previous life? The marquess would reap what he sowed, but Yuanjing felt no pity.

If he avoided both the Luo family and the marquessate, what identity could he use? Having lived one ancient world, he knew traveling without papers or a travel permit was impossible.

Did he need to go to the capital to reunite with his birth mother? Recalling the plot, Lady Fan came to Ning City after the original owner’s death. Now that he was alive but missing, would she still come?

Before heading to the capital, waiting in Ning City might be a viable plan. If his birth mother didn’t come, he could then find a way to the capital.

But before returning to Ning City, he needed to enhance his strength and resolve his identity issue.

As for the chaos in the Luo household, Yuanjing couldn’t care less. If he knew, he’d likely gloat. Let’s see how the Luo family handles the situation—Eunuch Liu Fu wasn’t known for his good temper.

And what would his lover’s identity be in this world? Yuanjing scratched his chin, troubled. Would his lover come to him again? Gazing north toward the capital, he wondered if his lover was there. In the end, it seemed he’d have to head to the capital after all.

---

Ning City, Luo Household

Luo Yonghai was overjoyed. A mysterious noble had sent him a letter detailing Eunuch Liu Fu’s preferences. If he could please Liu Fu, securing this connection would ensure no one in Ning City could challenge the Luo family. Obtaining a salt license from Liu Fu could amass the Luo family millions in wealth. Luo Yonghai felt he could laugh in his sleep.

As for sacrificing his dual son? Hmph, since marrying his new wife, the dual child left by his first wife had become insignificant in the Luo household, treated worse than favored servants. When he learned Liu Fu liked beautiful duals, his wife whispered a few words, and upon seeing the boy—indeed strikingly beautiful—Luo Yonghai decided it would be him.

Luo Yonghai believed that after raising this dual for over a decade, it was his duty to sacrifice for the family. He felt no guilt. In this era, a father could beat his child to death without outsiders’ interference—parents were their children’s heavens.

Except for official families concerned with reputation, among merchants, Luo Yonghai’s actions were normal. Other merchant families would only envy his luck in connecting with Liu Fu.

Mrs. Luo was equally delighted. She’d finally rid herself of that eyesore while paving the way for her own children—a perfect double win. The Luo family was one step from celebrating the salt license when a servant rushed in, panicked.

“Disaster! Master, disaster, something terrible has happened…”

The servant stumbled to Luo Yonghai, nearly collapsing at his feet in tears. Luo Yonghai, in high spirits, snapped, “I’m perfectly fine! What’s this nonsense about disaster?”

“Master, it’s really bad! The young master… he… he… he escaped halfway… We only noticed at Lord Liu’s mansion that he was gone. Only ropes were left in the carriage. I came to report, and Luo Er is searching along the route.” The messenger was Luo Da, one of Luo Yonghai’s lackeys, already bought by Mrs. Luo.

“What?” Luo Yonghai was shocked, then furious. “How dare that little beast? Send more men to search the route and drag him back! If I don’t beat him to death, I’m not surnamed Luo! Quick, prepare lavish gifts—I’ll personally apologize to Lord Liu. And find another beauty to send over!”

Luo Yonghai scrambled to manage the fallout. While chatting with her son and daughter, Mrs. Luo received the same news from a servant. Shocked and angry, she feared Liu Fu’s wrath would harm her children.

“Mother, what do we do? How dare that wretch escape? He’ll ruin our family!” said Mrs. Luo’s eldest daughter, whose plain looks fueled her lifelong jealousy of Luo Yuanjing. If Mrs. Luo hadn’t seen the dual’s potential, she might’ve scarred his face long ago.

Luo Hongzhang, Mrs. Luo’s young son, though small, was cunning. Frowning, he said, “Doesn’t Father have other dual bastards? Pick a good-looking one to send. He also keeps some beauties—maybe that’ll calm Lord Liu. But that wretch can’t be let off lightly.”

Even at his young age, Luo Hongzhang’s reaction to Luo Yuanjing’s escape revealed a ruthless streak, foreshadowing a future where he’d disregard human life.



  

    The Luo household’s masters cursed Luo Yuanjing for his recklessness, causing trouble for the family. If they truly angered Eunuch Liu, the entire household would suffer. So, while devising ways to appease Liu, they sent men to search along the route, determined to find and harshly punish him.

Luo Yonghai, already plotting how to make Luo Yuanjing regret his actions, hurriedly boarded a carriage to Liu’s residence, bringing banknotes, rare treasures, and two beauties to placate the eunuch.

But Eunuch Liu was furious at the Luo family’s audacity. A mere merchant’s dual had humiliated him. No amount of wealth could soothe his wounded pride. To his warped mind, the dual’s escape meant disdain for serving a eunuch like him. How could he be appeased?

He accepted the gifts and money but refused to see Luo Yonghai. The salt license deal was off, and he ordered Luo Yonghai to find the boy and deliver him, or the Luo family would pay.

Luo Yonghai’s hatred for his dual son deepened. Returning home, he sent more men to search.

Meanwhile, Yuanjing had ventured deep into the mountains, gathering herbs. The area was rich in medicinal plants. He treated his scrapes and ate wild fruits to curb hunger, avoiding hunting to prevent smoke from a fire revealing his location.

His enhanced soul strength helped him evade dangerous beasts, keeping him safe for now. He found a cave to rest in.

During the day, Yuanjing checked his reflection in water. Duals were easily identifiable by a red mole between their brows—the brighter, the more desirable. His was strikingly vivid.

He found it bizarre that a mole defined a dual’s identity. Checking his pulse, he noted it differed from both male and female pulses. Physically, duals were weaker than men but slightly stronger than women.

Unwilling to live as a dual—equivalent to a woman, destined to marry and manage a household under strict rules—Yuanjing wondered if removing the mole would make it regrow. Lacking a sharp tool, he crafted a salve to dull his fair skin and cover the mole, hoping to pass as a man in Ning City, unrecognizable even to Luo Yonghai.

Getting to work, he also practiced the Taichi Zhou Tian technique from his previous life, aided by the Spiritual Spring Bead. He regained internal energy, boosting his strength and confidence.

A week later, a wandering doctor appeared in a small village outside Ning City. Carrying a woven, he held a bamboo pole with a cloth proclaiming “Cures All Ailments” in bold characters, drawing villagers with his audacious claim.

The doctor had yellowish skin, a lean frame, and a goatee, appearing in his thirties.

“Can you really cure anything?” a villager asked.

“Of course. If I don’t cure it, I take no payment,” the doctor said, stroking his goatee.

“How much do you charge?”

“If you’re satisfied, pay what you think is fair.”

“Really? Come to my house to see my father!”

This doctor was Yuanjing in disguise. A week was enough to scout the area, so it was time to appear.

This life, officialdom was off-limits—his dual identity, if exposed, would be a crime of deceiving the emperor. Most skills were unusable, but medicine was his best asset. In his last life, he’d ensured the Imperial Academy included a medical branch, where retired imperial physicians taught. As its head, he advanced his medical skills, earning a “+” to his beginner-level medicine, reflecting his progress.

Yuanjing, posing as a doctor, followed a man named Daniu to treat his father. Examining the bedridden old man and taking his pulse, Yuanjing understood his condition. Daniu and his wife were filial, but the previous doctor’s mediocre prescriptions delayed recovery.

“Do you have needles? I’ll give him acupuncture and prescribe medicine. He’ll be up in no time,” Yuanjing said.

“Needles? What kind?” Daniu asked, surprised.

Yuanjing feigned embarrassment. “I travel as a wandering doctor because bandits robbed me of everything. The herbs in my box were gathered along the way. Gold needles are best, but a sewing needle will do.”

Daniu’s wife fetched a needle. Yuanjing sterilized it over a flame, had Daniu roll up his father’s pant leg, and inserted the needle into an acupuncture point for fifteen minutes.

Halfway through, the old man, previously semi-conscious, awoke. Daniu and his wife were overjoyed—the village doctor had told them to prepare for his death. Daniu had tried Yuanjing as a last resort.

Seeing his skill, Daniu believed Yuanjing’s fabricated tale: a skilled doctor reduced to wandering after being robbed.

After acupuncture, Yuanjing took herbs from his box, instructing Daniu’s wife to brew them. He wrote a prescription. “If this works, get more at a pharmacy. It’s affordable. Ten doses, and he’ll be nearly cured.”

He gave aftercare instructions. Seeing his father improve after the dose, Daniu wept with gratitude, offering a hundred large coins. Yuanjing took only half.

The old man’s visible recovery drew more villagers. Yuanjing’s low fees attracted even more patients.

Traveling and stopping, Yuanjing earned the title “Doctor Yuan” within days, as he used his surname. He treated the poor for free, sometimes providing herbs, and cured complex ailments quickly.

Though his fees were modest, by the time he reached Jiang City, he’d saved over a hundred taels of silver. His storage space held two ginseng roots, four lingzhi mushrooms, and other valuable herbs from the mountains. Selling them could fund a comfortable life.

Most of his earnings came from a wealthy man in a county town, whose swollen abdomen improved after one dose. Grateful, the man paid a hundred taels and, at Yuanjing’s request, secured him a household registry. Without Luo Yuanjing’s identity, he was a black household. In this era, with many missing people under a corrupt emperor, unlike Great Xia’s prosperity, replacing a lost person was easy, especially with the wealthy man’s connections.

Leaving the county, Yuanjing calculated that Lady Fan’s arrival in Ning City was still some time away. He decided to visit Jiang City to confront Eunuch Liu Fu, a key culprit in the original owner’s death and a notorious figure. Liu Fu’s power came from aligning with a favored palace consort, lording over Jiang City.

If possible, Yuanjing wanted to end Liu Fu’s life—a service to the people.

Meanwhile, Luo Yonghai had nearly turned Ning City and its surrounding mountains upside down, finding no trace of Luo Yuanjing. Furious, his mouth blistered. Egged on by his wife’s pillow talk, if Luo Yuanjing appeared, Luo Yonghai might have him beaten to death.

Failing to secure Liu Fu’s favor, the Luo family faced his displeasure, and rival merchants seized the chance to kick them while down. Their days were tough, but what did that matter to Yuanjing?

This life, he’d use just “Yuanjing,” discarding both Luo and Zhao surnames, as the original owner wanted neither.

Traveling on foot, Yuanjing reached Jiang City, a prosperous city. He checked into an inn, bathed, ate, and slept soundly, planning to act after rest. Before sleeping, he practiced Zhou Tian to strengthen his dual body, which was naturally weaker than a man’s, narrowing the physical gap.

With the spring water’s aid, though not at his last life’s peak, Yuanjing, with weapons and custom sedatives, could handle a dozen men.

Waking at midnight, he was ready. Armed with gold and silver needles coated with mountain-made sedatives, and two daggers—one hidden in his boot, one at his chest—both laced with sedatives, he slipped out the inn’s window toward Liu Fu’s luxurious estate.

Everyone in Jiang City knew where Liu Fu lived—his infamy was widespread. The estate was the city’s finest, reflecting his extravagance. Sneaking in, Yuanjing sensed no elite guards like Wu Yi from his last life. Was this dynasty’s martial prowess weaker than Great Xia’s? Regardless, it worked in his favor.

Liu Fu, fearing death, had nighttime patrols. Yuanjing evaded them, reaching the main courtyard where Liu slept. It was dark, suggesting everyone was asleep.

Slipping into the bedroom, Yuanjing knocked out anyone he encountered with a sedative needle, ensuring they wouldn’t wake.

Low groans came from within. Yuanjing cursed under his breath. Liu, despite lacking the “tool,” tormented duals for his perverse pleasure, leaving the current one suffering.

His eyes adjusted to the dark, spotting a huddled figure in the corner, the source of the groans. The smell of blood confirmed his fears. Had he not escaped or had the strength to resist, this would’ve been his fate. Liu deserved no mercy.

“Who’s there?” the figure whispered, noticing him.

Yuanjing, not fully trusting, pounced on the bed, smothering the occupant with the blanket and stabbing with a sedative-laced dagger. The figure thrashed like a fish out of water, then went limp as the sedative took effect.

Yuanjing exhaled, lifting the blanket. It was Liu, stabbed non-fatally, now unconscious.

He tore the bedsheet into strips, binding Liu and gagging him to prevent noise. Then he approached the huddled figure, trembling in the corner.

“Who are you?” Yuanjing asked, staying a few steps back. In the dark, he saw a dual, quite handsome, wrapped in thin, blood-stained clothes, hinting at his condition.

“I… I’m a bastard son of the Zhang family,” the dual replied shakily, keeping his voice low.

Another beauty sent to appease Liu. Yuanjing asked, “Do you want to leave? I can take you when I go.”

“I… I don’t know,” the dual said, voice laced with confusion. Sent here by family, what difference would returning make? Another master awaited. Yuanjing couldn’t take him along.

“Think about it. I’ll search around. Do you know any secrets or where Liu hides his treasures?”

Yuanjing planned to plunder Liu’s wealth. Liu’s greed attracted gifts from officials and merchants, and Yuanjing knew the estate held riches. He needed money for the capital, for finding his lover and revenge.

“I… I know, if you take me away,” the dual said boldly.

“Alright, tell me.”

With guidance, Yuanjing could avoid searching blindly. He took a pill from his space—made with spring water, ginseng, and other herbs to boost vitality—and gave it to the dual, who swallowed it trustingly, unafraid it might be poison.

The dual stood, and Yuanjing, averting his gaze, draped Liu’s nearby clothes over him. The dual whispered thanks.

“Big brother, Liu has a hidden cellar under his bed. I saw it once. Move him, lift the bedboard, and you’ll find it,” the dual said, pointing to the bed.

Yuanjing thought to himself how fortunate it was to meet this dual, or he might not have found the entrance. With limited time, he couldn’t afford to search blindly—he had to act quickly to avoid being discovered and surrounded by the estate’s guards.

Getting to work, Yuanjing dragged Liu, still wrapped in the blanket, to the floor. Using his dagger, he pried open the bedboard, sensing airflow from below.

“I’ll go down with you, big brother,” the dual offered.

“Alright.”

Yuanjing let the dual go first, following behind. Trust was cautious—he hadn’t fully let his guard down. Below, he lit a firestarter, spotting an oil lamp on the wall. Lighting it revealed a brick-lined space, showing how much Liu valued this hideout.

The area was spacious. Yuanjing pried open a room, finding chests inside. Opening one, he gasped at the neatly stacked silver and gold ingots. No stranger to wealth, he noticed official seals on some ingots, indicating their illicit origins.

The dual stayed outside the room. Yuanjing unceremoniously stored the chests of gold, silver, and jewels in his spatial storage, leaving nothing for Liu—not even trinkets or paintings. After clearing the room, he closed the door behind him.

“Big brother, I found a room with someone locked inside,” the dual said.

“Let’s check.”

Yuanjing followed, lighting another lamp. In a cell—not a room—a person lay in the center, with torture tools hanging on the wall. Yuanjing cursed Liu’s depravity, sickened by such cruelty.

“Another like us?” the dual asked, arms crossed, recalling his own ordeal.

“Doesn’t seem so. It’s a boy, about seven or eight. Stay outside—I’ll check.” The boy lay with eyes closed, his condition unclear. Yuanjing’s heart raced as he looked closer. Instructing the dual to stay put, he hurriedly opened the door and entered.

He’d thought he’d need to reach the capital to find his lover, yet here he was in Liu’s cellar. What was going on? What was his lover’s identity this time? If he hadn’t come, would he have missed him entirely?



  

    Thankfully, he was still breathing. Yuanjing’s own breath nearly stopped from tension.

Yuanjing reached out, and the moment his hand touched the boy, the boy lying on the ground suddenly opened his eyes, his gaze piercing straight into Yuanjing’s. Those eyes, sharp as a wild beast’s, seemed ready to pounce and tear Yuanjing apart in the next instant.

But when he realized Yuanjing wasn’t the “Old Dog Liu” he expected, the ferocity and sharpness in his eyes softened slightly, though he still stared at Yuanjing coldly, lying still and silent.

This wasn’t the look of a child. Yuanjing’s heart ached, wondering what kind of suffering this boy had endured.

“Who are you?” Yuanjing softened his voice. “I’m here to deal with Eunuch Liu and came down to find the treasures he’s hidden. That’s when I found you. Do you want me to take you out of here?”

“Who are you?” The boy’s voice was nothing like a child’s—hoarse and dry. Yuanjing nearly poured spiritual spring water into his mouth but restrained himself. Not yet. Wait until they were above ground.

“My name is Yuanjing. I’m a doctor. If you come with me, I can treat your injuries and help you fully recover.” Without even checking his pulse, Yuanjing could tell the boy’s body was in ruins—not tortured like the dual’s, but brutalized by the tools in this room. This boy’s identity was likely significant, or Eunuch Liu wouldn’t have hidden him here. Yuanjing’s mind was in turmoil, unable to piece together who the boy might be.

The boy stared at Yuanjing, sizing him up, evaluating whether this man could be trusted. The identity of a doctor was exactly what he needed, but Yuanjing’s appearance seemed almost too convenient.

He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them and said, “Alright.”

He’d take the gamble, betting this man could get him out of this hellhole. He swore to make Eunuch Liu suffer a thousand cuts and ensure everyone who harmed him met a gruesome end.

Yuanjing felt the boy’s aura of rage and murderous intent but didn’t find it unjustified. Whatever had happened to this boy warranted vengeance. If the boy wanted to take revenge, Yuanjing was willing to be his blade.

Yuanjing crouched down and carefully lifted the boy, his heart aching at how light he was. The boy glanced at him again at this cautious gesture, then turned his head away, letting Yuanjing carry him.

Outside, the dual, who had been waiting, said, “Let’s go.”

“Alright.”

Back in the bedroom above the basement, Eunuch Liu still lay motionless. The boy immediately noticed something was off and asked, “What did you do to him?”

“I stabbed him with a dagger coated in a sedative, so he’s unconscious,” Yuanjing replied.

“Can you wake him? I want to kill this old dog myself.” Hatred flickered in the boy’s eyes.

“Sure. I wasn’t planning to let him live anyway,” Yuanjing said. He set the boy down, letting the dual support him. The boy clearly disliked the dual but didn’t protest since Yuanjing had things to do.

Yuanjing tied Liu Fu to a chair, using extra cloth strips to secure him tightly, ensuring he couldn’t escape. He removed the gag, tossed a pill into Liu Fu’s mouth, then stuffed the gag back in, sealing it tightly.

Within a minute, Liu Fu woke up, roused by pain. He’d been sleeping in bed—why was he in agony now? He tried to curse his servants, wondering if they all wanted to die, but only muffled groans came out. Liu Fu’s eyes snapped open. The bedroom was dark, and his mouth was gagged.

“Mmph…” Someone, help! Liu Fu screamed internally, but only muffled sounds escaped, and no one responded. Fear gripped him.

“Help me over,” the boy, only seven or eight years old, ordered the dual in a commanding tone. The dual, unfazed, carefully supported him. After a few steps, Yuanjing took over, and the boy seemed accustomed to Yuanjing’s help. The dual stepped back, watching cautiously.

“Old Dog Liu, open your eyes and see who I am!” the boy sneered. “I told you, if I don’t die, you’re the one who’s done for—along with your master.”

Liu Fu finally recognized the figure before him, his muffled cries growing frantic. Someone had found this kid and come to rescue him? Impossible! No one knew the boy was in his hands. Liu Fu’s fear surged, especially when he saw Yuanjing hand the boy a dagger. As he struggled desperately, a foul stench filled the room.

Both Yuanjing and the boy grimaced in disgust. The boy slapped Liu Fu’s face with the dagger. “Look at you now, old dog. If I didn’t want to avoid alerting your lackeys outside, I’d carve you up piece by piece and stuff your own flesh in your mouth. I’d let you taste yourself. Aren’t I generous, making sure you die with a full stomach?”

The stench grew stronger. The dual, behind them, shivered, clutching his arms.

Yuanjing steadied the boy calmly. Given the torment the boy had endured, no amount of cruelty was too much. This old dog deserved to die.

The boy sighed regretfully. “You’re getting off easy this time, old dog. Go wait for your master in hell.” With that, he drove the dagger into Liu Fu’s chest, but his weakened body made the stab shallow. He glanced up at Yuanjing, who understood immediately. Grasping the boy’s hand, they plunged the dagger deep together.

Liu Fu thrashed, screamed, and struggled, but eventually, all movement ceased. He was truly a dead dog now.

Yuanjing guided the boy’s hand to pull the dagger out. The boy frowned in disgust, wiping the blood off on Liu Fu’s body before moving to keep the dagger. Yuanjing quickly handed him the sheath to avoid accidental injury. It was just a cheap dagger—if the boy wanted it, he could have it.

“Search this place for evidence. It might come in handy later,” the boy said.

“Alright.” Yuanjing hadn’t thought of that but realized the boy’s identity was likely extraordinary. His demeanor wasn’t that of an ordinary child.

The dual helped Yuanjing search, noticing that his status seemed lower than the boy’s. Yuanjing listened to the boy—could he have come specifically to rescue him?


Yuanjing didn’t care what he found; he directly sent it into his spatial storage. On the surface, it looked like he was stuffing things into his chest. Turning back, he picked up the boy again. “We need to go. We have to leave Jiang City as soon as possible.”

“Alright.” The boy couldn’t hold on any longer and fully entrusted his body to Yuanjing. After what had happened, he realized Yuanjing was likely trustworthy—after all, they had killed Liu Fu together.

Bringing along two burdens took more effort than when he arrived, but they managed to slip out without alerting the guards in the manor. Yuanjing brought the two to the inn where he was staying to tend to their wounds first. At dawn, he would find a carriage to leave the city.

After working through half the night, the sky finally brightened slightly. Using his homemade medicine, Yuanjing treated their wounds, then hurried out to secure a carriage. He bought one, drove it back to the inn himself, and moved the two onto it. The inn’s staff were stunned, wondering when this guest’s room had gained two extra people.

But they didn’t think much of it, assuming they’d overlooked them yesterday.

In the carriage, Yuanjing asked the dual, “Are you coming with us out of the city? Won’t your identity attract attention?”

At this, the boy also stared at the dual. If there was any chance the dual’s identity could expose them, the boy would undoubtedly demand he leaves immediately.

The dual shrank into a corner and said, “I’m not from Jiang City. No one here knows me.”

“Fine, we’ll see how things look at the city gate,” Yuanjing said. “I’ll help you both later.” He still had plenty of his special ointment, which he often used himself. With some adjustments, he could disguise the dual enough to get them out of the city.

At dawn, Jiang City was surprisingly calm, making Yuanjing wonder if that eunuch, with his indulgent nightlife, slept in late every morning, delaying the discovery of Liu Fu’s death.

The later they found out, the better for them. Yuanjing planned contingencies as they went, and they smoothly left Jiang City. Looking back at the city gate, he let out a sigh of relief and drove the carriage farther away.

Just as they left, the servants in the manor, knocked out by Yuanjing’s sedative, finally woke up. Groggy, one entered to serve their master, only to find Liu Fu dead in a chair. A piercing scream followed: “Oh no—someone’s killed the master! Help!”

The entire manor erupted in chaos, but all they found was Liu Fu’s corpse, his face frozen in a deathly grimace.

“Quick, inform the magistrate! Seal the city and search for the killer!”

Jiang City descended into chaos over Liu Fu’s death, rounding up suspects while the real culprits had already slipped away, getting closer to Ning City.

On the road, Yuanjing had time to disguise the boy and the dual. He dressed the boy as a dual, adding a red mole between his brows. The boy’s androgynous face, destined to be a heartbreaker when grown, made the disguise convincing. The dual, meanwhile, was made to look like a teenage boy, fitting their smaller stature. Yuanjing kept his usual guise as a doctor in his thirties.

The boy was a bit resentful and reluctant but didn’t protest, clearly agreeing with Yuanjing’s strategy for blending in—they weren’t safe yet.

The dual had no objections at all.

Satisfied with his work, Yuanjing set down his tools. “Let’s share names. Otherwise, we won’t know what to call each other. I’m Yuanjing, or you can call me Doctor Yuan or Physician Yuan. And you?”

The dual, thrilled with his new identity, spoke up. Born as a dual, he was always dispensable at home, raised only to serve the family’s interests. That was the fate of a Zhang family’s dual.

If he was a son, even a concubine’s son, he could’ve studied with the legitimate heirs or learned business, surviving despite a stepmother’s oppression. But this disguise was temporary; it couldn’t change his true identity. In a low voice, he said, “I’m Zhang Zhi, from Huai City. Can… can I stay with you, Doctor Yuan? I can do anything—laundry, cooking, cleaning. I’m hardworking.”

“Huai City’s Zhang family? The salt merchant Zhangs?” Yuanjing asked, surprised.

Zhang Zhi nodded repeatedly. Yes, that Zhang family, though he wished he hadn’t been born into it.

Seeing his hopeful yet anxious expression, Yuanjing nodded. “You can stay for now. We’ll figure out the rest later. And you?” He turned to the boy, asking his name. From the old and new wounds he’d seen while treating him, the boy had likely been locked in that underground chamber for over a year. Thinking of those scars, Yuanjing felt killing that eunuch with one strike was too lenient.

The boy was sharp, noticing Yuanjing treated him differently from Zhang Zhi—something he might use. With a composed face, he said, “Doctor Yuan, call me Mingyu. Yu, as in Yao, Shun, and Yu.”

“Alright, Mingyu, that’s what I’ll call you.” Yuanjing smiled, ruffling the boy’s hair. Why pass up a chance to tease? This kid would probably outgrow him one day—would he get another shot like this?

Mingyu flushed with embarrassment and glared. Nobody had treated him like this in ages! His look screamed, “Touch me again, and I’ll bite you.” Yuanjing just laughed, ruffling his hair again. “Relax, kids should act like kids. You’re under my care for now. Talk about repaying me when you’re able.”

Mingyu was furious but had to admit Yuanjing was right. With his small frame and no money, he couldn’t make it back to the capital alone. Without Yuanjing, he’d starve.

That realization only made him angrier—at Yuanjing and his own helplessness. Hmph, one day, he’d show this smug doctor what Mingyu was capable of. But he wasn’t ungrateful. Once he confirmed Yuanjing had no ulterior motives, he’d repay him for saving his life.

Yuanjing let the two rest in the carriage while he drove. Finally free to laugh, he chuckled at Mingyu’s frustrated, clawing expression, barely contained to avoid pushing the boy too far.

But thinking of Mingyu’s wounds sobered him. Liu Fu was dead, but he wasn’t the only one responsible for Mingyu’s state. Those others—he’d deal with them one by one.



  

    Mingyu was well aware that his body was recovering at an astonishing rate. He had encountered imperial physicians before, yet Yuanjing’s skills surpassed even theirs. The ointment Yuanjing prepared felt cool and soothing on his wounds, and it even helped fade scars.

Where had such a skilled doctor come from? And why was he so kind to him?

Mingyu was torn. On one hand, his psychological defenses against Yuanjing were crumbling; on the other, he kept reminding himself that Yuanjing’s identity was suspicious and that he must have ulterior motives.

If Yuanjing knew Mingyu’s thoughts, he’d tell him, “You’re absolutely right, Mingyu. I do have ulterior motives—I want to nurture you as my beloved.” For now, though, he genuinely treated Mingyu as a child, occasionally teasing him. After all, Mingyu had no memories of past lives and was just an eight-year-old boy.

Take now, for instance—Mingyu was holding a book, but his mind was clearly elsewhere, his small brows furrowed in deep thought. Yuanjing walked over and ruffled his hair. “What’s got you thinking so hard? Be careful—overthinking might stunt your growth.”

Yuanjing was serious about educating him. After assessing Mingyu’s literary and martial skills, he decided both needed attention, though martial training would wait until Mingyu’s health improved. For now, it was books.

Mingyu felt like his head no longer belonged to him. This doctor clearly had a mischievous streak—the more annoyed Mingyu got, the more Yuanjing seemed to enjoy ruffling his hair.

Rolling his eyes, Mingyu set the book down and turned to Yuanjing with a serious expression. “Doctor Yuan, what’s your real goal? Let’s be honest. And your identity—it’s fake, isn’t it? You’re not really a doctor in your thirties, are you?”

Given how Yuanjing had disguised him and Zhang Zhi, Mingyu strongly suspected Yuanjing was like them.

Yuanjing smiled, not intending to keep secrets from Mingyu forever. He pulled up a chair, sat across from him, and said, “You’re right. Want to know why I saved Zhang Zhi on a whim?”

Mingyu looked at Yuanjing’s face, puzzled. If not for the yellowish complexion and added wrinkles, he thought Yuanjing’s face might be even more striking than Zhang Zhi’s. A sudden realization hit him. “Are you a dual? Who are you really?”

Yuanjing gave a thumbs-up. His beloved was destined to be extraordinary, and even at this young age, his perceptiveness was undeniable. “Good guess. Like Zhang Zhi, I’m a dual. I was supposed to be sent to Eunuch Liu’s mansion but escaped midway. The reason I returned to Ning City and chose this house is because my real name is Luo Yuanjing.”

“You’re the dual from the Luo residence next door?” Mingyu’s eyes widened.

Zhang Zhi, besides cleaning and cooking, had to buy groceries. Gaining confidence after no one recognized his disguise, he grew bolder and gathered gossip from servants in nearby households, relaying it to Yuanjing and Mingyu.

Mingyu had initially treated the gossip as entertainment, never expecting such a significant connection. When Zhang Zhi spoke indignantly about the Luo residence, Yuanjing had shown no reaction, or Mingyu might have noticed sooner.

“But how old is that dual supposed to be? How could you have such skills and medical expertise?” Mingyu asked, skeptical.

Yuanjing, still sporting a little beard at home, stroked it while talking. Now that Mingyu knew he was a dual, the gesture seemed jarring, and Mingyu’s eye twitched.

Yuanjing not only stroked but twirled the little beard, pondering how to explain without raising suspicion. “If I said I fell in the mountains, hit my head, and suddenly gained a lot of knowledge, would you think I’m making it up?”

Mingyu gave him a look that screamed, “Do you think I’m an idiot?” Of course, it sounded like nonsense.

Yuanjing nearly covered his face. As expected, Mingyu didn’t believe him. But aside from the fall, it wasn’t far from the truth. So, he continued with a straight face, “Mingyu, just pretend I hit my head and gained enlightenment. After that, I could even see glimpses of the future, like my true identity.”

Mingyu, fuming, wanted to ignore this jerk. This guy completely overturned his understanding of duals—Zhang Zhi was the typical kind.

But when Yuanjing mentioned his identity, Mingyu suppressed the urge to walk away. “What identity?”

“Mingyu, have you heard of two women giving birth in the same mountain temple and, in a panic, swapping their babies? If not, there’s one right here. Sixteen years ago, I was the baby swapped by mistake. The Marchioness of Huaiyuan and Luo Yonghai’s first wife gave birth at the same time, and the babies were mixed up. If I’m right, Zhao Han, currently in the capital, is the dual who should’ve been a Luo. He knows his true identity but doesn’t want to return to a merchant family from a marquis’s household. So, he’s trying to make me disappear, ensuring we don’t need to switch back. The Huaiyuan Marquisate would never let him return to the Luo family.”

“But the Marchioness has always felt distant from Zhao Han. After learning about the swap, especially with news from Ning City that I had an accident, she’ll come to Ning City herself, against the Marquis’s wishes. I’m staying here to wait for her and to protect her from Zhao Han.”

“The only people who truly cared for me, besides Luo Yonghai’s late first wife, are the Marchioness of Huaiyuan.”

Mingyu listened intently, ears perked. Though he thought Yuanjing was spouting nonsense, he couldn’t help but take it seriously.

If Yuanjing was really the Luo family’s dual, how could he know about Zhao Han in the capital’s Huaiyuan Marquisate without ever visiting? Mingyu had heard of this dual. If the swap was true, the Marquisate would be a laughingstock.

“Does Zhao Han have that much influence?” Mingyu knew of him but hadn’t heard he was particularly remarkable.

“You’ve been away from the capital for a while—do you know what Zhao Han is like now? He may not have much influence himself, but he’s good at picking men. Soon, Prince Cheng’s heir will take him as a concubine. Then you’ll see where his influence comes from. Not only will the heir support him, but the Huaiyuan Marquisate will too. I’m just the pitiful innocent caught in the middle.”

A thirty-something man with a little beard, acting like he was about to cry, was too much for Mingyu. He turned away, unable to stomach the sight.

“How do you know so much?” Mingyu’s doubts grew. Could hitting his head really grant him foresight? It sounded like nonsense, yet Mingyu was starting to believe it, cursing himself for being swayed.

Yuanjing tapped his head. “It just came to me. I came back to verify if what I saw was true. If I can meet the Marchioness, will you believe me then?”

Damn, that made too much sense!

Seeing Mingyu’s exasperated look, Yuanjing found it adorable and couldn’t resist ruffling his hair and pinching his cheek, turning Mingyu’s face red with anger. “Alright, don’t be mad. What I said about the Huaiyuan Marquisate and the Luo family is true. Once we meet the Marchioness, we’ll head to the capital together. Be ready.”

Mingyu had been waiting for this moment, but when Yuanjing said it, he grew uneasy, his eyes darting away. “You know who I am?”

“Prince Cheng’s heir is Xiao Mingrui. I’m guessing you’re also a Xiao, but I don’t know which household you’re from.”

This made Mingyu even more inclined to believe Yuanjing. How else could he guess his identity? A dual, especially one from the Luo family, as Zhang Zhi had described, wouldn’t have access to such information.

Mingyu slumped, picking up his book again. “I get it. I’m reading now.”

He was clearly dismissing Yuanjing. Yuanjing patted his head. “Alright, study. I’ll check your work tonight.”

Enough already!

News of Liu Fu’s death finally reached Ning City. Luo Yonghai, hearing it outside, rushed back to the residence, worried sick about being implicated. He never imagined Liu Fu would die—who was bold enough to kill the Noble Consort’s trusted eunuch?

“Quick, call back the people searching for that wretched boy. No need to look anymore. Just declare him dead,” Luo Yonghai ordered. Better to say he died outside than risk anyone learning the dual was meant for Liu Fu.

Lady Luo, hearing this, was relieved, as was her daughter. Declaring him dead meant the Luo family was rid of that eyesore for good.

Capital City, Huaiyuan Marquisate

“Madam, there’s news! The people sent to Ning City are back!” Madam Fan’s trusted confidante, Nanny Qian, rushed in.

Madam Fan stood abruptly. “Where are they? Bring them in!”

“Yes, Madam. I’ll fetch them for you to question.” Nanny Qian turned to get them.

Nanny Qian, Madam Fan’s dowry servant, was fiercely loyal and knew her mistress’s deepest worry. Strangely, Madam Fan had never warmed to the dual Zhao Han. At first, they thought it was because he was raised by his Grandmother. But recently, Madam Fan’s brother and sister-in-law, transferred back to the capital, found Zhao Han odd—he resembled neither the Fan nor Zhao families.

This fueled Madam Fan’s suspicions, recalling the chaotic birth sixteen years ago. She suspected a mix-up and had people investigate the other pregnant woman from that day. It took time, but they traced her to Ning City and found the midwife who delivered both babies.

The midwife’s account confirmed Madam Fan’s fears: the babies were swapped. She vividly remembered Madam Fan’s baby having a distinct butterfly-shaped birthmark, which Zhao Han lacked.

If not for her position as Marchioness, Madam Fan would have gone to Ning City herself. Instead, she sent another trusted servant to investigate the Luo family and check on the child.

By chance, the servant saw Luo Yuanjing before he was sent to Liu Fu. Learning his situation was dire, the servant hurried back to report, hoping Madam Fan could bring the young master back to the Marquisate. The Marquisate’s heir shouldn’t be ruined by a merchant family.

Having seen Luo Yuanjing, the servant was certain he was Madam Fan’s true dual—his features were identical to Madam Fan’s in her youth.

Nanny Ding recounted everything to Madam Fan in detail. Hearing that the dual was in a bad state and looked just like her, Madam Fan couldn’t sit still. She wanted to go to Ning City immediately.

But she needed to inform the Marquis, as it concerned his child too. So, Madam Fan went to him.

She had raised the possibility of a swap before, saying Zhao Han wasn’t theirs, but Zhao Dechang thought she was delusional. How could a child raised for sixteen years not be theirs?

Besides, he was pleased with Zhao Han, who had caught Prince Cheng’s heir, Xiao Mingrui’s eye. With the Emperor favoring the Noble Consort and having no suitable heir, many believed a prince from the imperial clan would be chosen. Xiao Mingrui was a strong candidate.

In Zhao Dechang’s view, even if Zhao Han entered Xiao Mingrui’s household as a low-ranking concubine, it didn’t matter. If Xiao Mingrui became Emperor, Zhao Han would secure a consort’s position, and the Huaiyuan Marquisate would rise further.

At this critical juncture, even if Zhao Han was a mistake, Zhao Dechang would let it slide. He wouldn’t send him back to the Luo family.

Now Madam Fan brought it up again, claiming she’d sent someone to Ning City and that the Luo family’s dual looked just like her and was mistreated. She demanded the Marquis send for the child immediately.

Zhao Dechang was furious. “If you bring him back, what about Han’er? You’d break his heart! Can you trust a servant’s word?”

Madam Fan clutched her chest, unable to believe her husband still doubted her. What mother could mistake her own child? “Fine. If you won’t go, I’ll go to Ning City myself.”

She turned to leave, ordering preparations for the trip. Zhao Dechang, enraged, shouted, “Stop! Block Madam! I’ll see who dares let her leave the capital!”

“Who dares stop me?” Madam Fan snapped, her anger mixed with disappointment in Zhao Dechang. She managed his household, tolerating his concubines and their children as long as they didn’t overstep. Did he think she was a pushover?

The servants were caught in the middle. Soon, the entire Marquisate knew the Marquis and Madam had fallen out. Zhao Han, hearing the news, smirked coldly. Good—they should fight. He’d long given up on them as parents, and they’d never treated him as their child. He wouldn’t show them mercy.

Still, Zhao Dechang was useful to him. He needed the Marquisate’s support. In his past life, he’d learned Zhao Dechang’s character well—always choosing what benefited the Marquisate.

“Young Master, people in the household are saying… saying the Second Young Master isn’t…” a servant stammered, glancing nervously at Zhao Han, fearing his anger would cost them dearly.

Since the Marquis and Madam’s fallout, rumors had spread that Zhao Han wasn’t their true child, swapped at birth. Madam Fan’s fight with the Marquis was to bring her real child back.

Servants’ fates were tied to their masters’. If their master fell, they’d suffer too. The rumors terrified them.

Zhao Han sneered. “So what if they say I’m not their child? As long as Father acknowledges me, I’m the master of this house. Don’t worry—the Marquis and Grandmother call the shots, not Madam.”

The servants, reassured by the Marquis and the old lady’s favor toward Zhao Han, relaxed slightly. One asked, “Will Madam really bring that person back?”

Zhao Han’s smile turned colder. Bring him back? Once news from Ning City arrived, whether that person was alive or not, neither the Marquis nor Grandmother would let him step into the Marquisate. Don’t blame him for being ruthless—in this world, it’s every man for himself. He refused to repeat his tragic past life. He’d climb higher, and Luo Yuanjing, that obstacle, had to be removed.

Thinking of their vastly different fates in his past life, Zhao Han burned with rage. Because Xiao Mingrui favored Luo Yuanjing, the Marquis suppressed him, even marrying him off far away to avoid angering the heir, leading to a miserable life. He watched as Xiao Mingrui ascended the throne, and Luo Yuanjing rose from consort to Empress Dowager, while he wasted away in despair.

In this life, he’d marry into Prince Cheng’s household first. He’d make Luo Yuanjing look up to him. Perhaps before Xiao Mingrui became Emperor, Luo Yuanjing would already be tortured to death by that depraved eunuch. He’d chosen Liu Fu for Luo Yuanjing—how was he enjoying it? That wretch thought his beauty made him superior, didn’t he?

Zhao Han knew Liu Fu’s twisted nature from his past life. Investigating the Luo family, he learned Luo Yonghai had sent a concubine-born dual to Liu Fu, who vanished within a year, while the Luo family profited. 

Proud of his Marquisate status, Zhao Han refused to return to a merchant family like the Luos. What he’d learned in his past life was proving useful now. Madam Fan had been cold to him then, ignoring his pleas. This time, he’d see what choice she’d make.



  

    Despite the Marquis’s obstruction, even after their argument, Madam Fan couldn’t find a chance to leave the capital for Ning City. So, she decided to entrust her family to fetch the child, believing they would recognize his true identity upon seeing him.

Sending mere servants wouldn’t do—she didn’t want the child to feel unimportant. Her child was supposed to be the legitimate dual of the Huaiyuan Marquisate, second only in status to the eldest son, Zhao Qi.

But this delay led to another urgent report from Ning City. A servant, Nanny Ding, had returned to the capital at breakneck speed. While she was there, others stayed behind to monitor the young master’s situation. Unbelievably, Luo Yonghai, that heartless man, had bound their young master and sent him to Liu Fu.

Liu Fu, an eunuch! By the time they learned of this, Luo Yuanjing had vanished. The servants only realized something was wrong when they saw the Luo household searching outside and inquired further.

One servant rushed back to the capital to report, while the others secretly left the city to search for the young master, frantic with worry.

The messenger arrived in the capital, barely pausing for a sip of water, and rushed to inform Madam Fan. She fainted on the spot. Nanny Qian quickly pinched her philtrum to revive her. Madam Fan could wait no longer. “Gather everyone! Forget the Marquis—we’re all going to Ning City. I’ll make the entire Luo family pay for what they’ve done to my child!”

Initially, Madam Fan had preserved some dignity for the Marquis by not forcing her way out of the household. But now, with her child missing and the Luo family planning to send him to an eunuch as a concubine, it was like poking a hornet’s nest. How could she endure this?

She even began to hate the Marquis. If he hadn’t delayed, sending word to Ning City to bring the child back personally, the Luo family would never have dared treat a Marquisate child this way.

Nanny Qian and other loyal confidantes followed Madam Fan’s orders. They were furious—a mere merchant daring to mistreat their young master? Even razing the Luo household wouldn’t be enough. As they reached the Marquisate’s gates, they faced resistance, but Nanny Qian ordered the guards to protect Madam Fan and fought their way out. By the time the Marquis got word and arrived, it was too late—Madam Fan had joined her family and was already heading to the city gates.

Zhao Dechang hurriedly mounted his horse to intercept her, demanding to know what she was doing. By the time he caught up with her party, they were outside the city.

“Fan, what are you doing? Do you no longer want to live with me?” Zhao Dechang blocked her carriage, shouting angrily.

Madam Fan yanked open the curtain, her fury unquelled. Hearing his accusation, she was even angrier, standing on the carriage and shouting back, “Our own child was sent by the Luo family to be an eunuch’s concubine! You, his father, can sit idly by, but I, his mother, can’t! A merchant dares to trample on the Marquisate while we raise their child. Zhao Dechang, get out of my way! It’s because of your delays that this happened. If I don’t bring my child back, I’ll divorce you before you can divorce me!”

“Move!” Madam Fan grabbed the coachman’s whip and lashed toward Zhao Dechang.

Her nephew, catching up, blocked Zhao Dechang too, confused. “Uncle, what’s the harm in letting Aunt go herself? If that child is really hers, can you truly stand by while he’s mistreated? Isn’t he your blood, the Marquisate’s blood?”

The whip nearly struck Zhao Dechang’s head, shocking and enraging him. He was the head of the household, and Madam Fan had always been virtuous. Now, acting like a madwoman, she dared raise a hand against him? He couldn’t think of his bloodline—only of his authority being challenged.

“Fine, Fan! If you insist on defying me, I’ll divorce you!” he roared.

“Ha! Do it, Zhao Dechang! If you don’t divorce me today, you’re a bastard! Let’s go!” Madam Fan ordered.

“Drive!” Her entourage obeyed, moving out. Fan Lin saluted Zhao Dechang briefly before galloping after them.

Zhao Dechang was livid. His slower servants caught up, and he shouted, “Back to the Marquisate! I’m divorcing Fan!”

“Marquis, please calm down!” the servants exclaimed, stunned. How could the Marquisate divorce its Madam so rashly? What would other noble families in the capital think?

The Marquis chasing his Madam on horseback in broad daylight didn’t escape the capital’s elites’ notice. Everyone was curious—what had happened in the Huaiyuan Marquisate? It seemed the Marquis hadn’t caught his Madam. Where was she headed?

Busybodies dug for details, and the Marquisate wasn’t airtight. Rumors already circulating within the household spread outside, shocking those who heard. Some recalled the chaos sixteen years ago when barbarian armies from the south attacked, nearly seizing the capital. Madam Fan had given birth then, and a baby swap in that turmoil seemed plausible.

If a swap happened, just bring the child back—why were the couple fighting?

Some thought of the other party involved, Zhao Han, the dual soon to marry into Prince Cheng’s household. Was the Marquis refusing to swap the children because of this?

To them, the Marquis was foolish. One child was his, the other raised by him—why not keep both in the Marquisate? Was the household so poor it couldn’t afford another dual?

The capital buzzed with gossip, but Yuanjing, in Ning City, was unaware that Madam Fan and the Marquis had escalated to talk of divorce. Even if he knew, he wouldn’t intervene—he’d cheer. To him, the Huaiyuan Marquisate was a den of wolves, no better than the Luo family. A divorce was for the best.

With his treatment, Mingyu and Zhang Zhi’s injuries were nearly healed, though full recovery would take time. While keeping an eye on the Luo household, Yuanjing took Zhang Zhi and Mingyu to villages outside the city to practice as a wandering doctor, charging little—almost like charity.

With his wealth, he didn’t need the poor villagers’ fees. He saw it as earning merit through good deeds.

But he didn’t go alone—he brought Mingyu, who was puzzled. Hadn’t Yuanjing urged him to study more? Now, with martial training added, he barely had time.

After seeing off an elderly woman, Yuanjing said earnestly, “I brought you to see how the people of Great Zhou live. Jiangnan is wealthy, and the people here fare better. Elsewhere, many go hungry, unsure of their next meal.”

“As a leader, isn’t it your duty to ensure the people live well?”

Yuanjing had good intentions. Over time, he’d learned Mingyu came from privilege. Though this past year’s suffering had hardened him, making him ruthless and paranoid, Yuanjing wondered if, given the chance to rise, Mingyu could be a competent leader. Great Zhou faced internal strife and external threats—one misstep could lead to ruin.

Mingyu frowned, disliking the environment and not understanding Yuanjing’s actions. What did these ignorant villagers’ lives have to do with him? Meanwhile, Zhang Zhi quietly helped Yuanjing, diligently learning to identify herbs.

Yuanjing knew some mindsets couldn’t change quickly. But with him around, he wasn’t worried Mingyu would veer into extremism. Given that Mingyu had endured over a year in Eunuch Liu’s dark cellar and was still in decent shape, his resilience was remarkable.

“If you’re getting impatient, sit there and study that martial technique.”

Yuanjing had already taught Mingyu the technique Mu Cheng’an practiced in his past life, believing that since their souls were connected, it should suit him well.

Initially, the boy resisted, which wasn’t surprising. Yuanjing had noticed that the Great Zhou Dynasty valued literature over martial arts. Some scholars even wore makeup, and even when barbarians attacked the capital sixteen years ago, the court didn’t prioritize military strength. Instead, they sought peace with the barbarian court. After the barbarian army retreated, Zhou’s officials and nobles resumed their decadent lives.

Though the dynasty’s name differed, Yuanjing felt this Zhou was much like the Song Dynasty from his first transmigrated life—both prioritizing literature over martial prowess, both plagued by internal and external troubles, and ultimately swallowed by a rising foreign force.

Recalling that history, Yuanjing placed great importance on Mingyu, hoping he’d strive to prevent such a fate for this Zhou.

“Why are you looking at me like that? Fine, I’ll practice the technique,” Mingyu muttered, unnerved by Yuanjing’s gaze. He’d never encountered such a technique and was naturally skeptical. Besides, once back in the capital, he’d have plenty of protectors—did he really need to train in martial arts?

But he had to admit Yuanjing had a point. Protectors couldn’t be by his side every moment. Hadn’t he already suffered once? If he had Yuanjing’s skills, he’d have slaughtered Eunuch Liu long ago.

Yuanjing chuckled as more villagers approached, and he turned to attend to them, leaving Mingyu alone.

Thus, Yuanjing continued his routine of leaving early and returning late, always bringing Mingyu along. Besides his impatience, Mingyu was forced to observe the lives of villagers, including their petty disputes. Some were honest, others tried to take advantage, but even when dealing with local ruffians, Yuanjing could silence them with a single needle, making Mingyu laugh and eager to learn the trick for punishing others.

Yuanjing saw through his intentions and refused to teach him until his worldview was better aligned.

While treating villagers, Yuanjing also discussed their harvests, taxes, and corvée labor. Villagers toiled all year, yet what was left for them? These were things Mingyu had never considered. Hearing that most of their hard-earned money went to officials, with little reaching the treasury, he wondered where it all went.

Realizing that corrupt officials and scum like Liu Fu pocketed most of it, Mingyu fumed, “These greedy officials should all be executed! If I were in charge, I’d kill a batch to see if they’d dare continue!”

As expected, a budding tyrant’s solution. “From ancient times to now, corrupt officials keep emerging. Will killing one batch solve it? Kill one, another rises. You can’t keep slaughtering—who’d be left to govern?”

Mingyu glared at Yuanjing. Wasn’t he the one urging him to think? Now that he had, Yuanjing wasn’t satisfied. This guy was impossible to please—a dual, yet meddling so much!

“It looks like it will rain. Let’s head back early today,” Yuanjing said casually, ruffling Mingyu’s hair and telling Zhang Zhi to pack up for the city.

“Aye,” Zhang Zhi replied. He was the most obedient and diligent, finding these days with Doctor Yuan far happier than his time in the Zhang household.

Yuanjing had hired an elderly couple—the husband drove their carriage, and the wife kept house, also keeping an eye on the Luo residence and the street.

That day, as they returned to their street, Yuanjing noticed several carriages outside the Luo residence, its gates wide open. Glancing over, he said, “Go back and ask the old lady who these people at the Luo residence are.”

Mingyu recalled Yuanjing’s words. “You don’t really think they’re from the capital, do you?”

Yuanjing pointed at one carriage. “Can you recognize that crest?”

A crest? Mingyu looked closely, his eyes widening. It was indeed a mark used by the capital’s nobility. Had Yuanjing been right?

As they reached their gate, the old lady opened it for the carriage. Yuanjing stepped down and asked, “Do you know what’s happening at the Luo residence?”

The old lady slapped her thigh. “Young Master, you’re asking the right person! I saw it all. Those carriages are from the capital, from a great household. They say a dual from the Luo family belongs to them. They came to find him, but the Luo’s dual just died of illness. I heard they even summoned the city officials!”

It had to be Madam Fan, the Marchioness of Huaiyuan. Yuanjing had waited for her. Would the Luo family stick to their story of a death? Where was the burial? The body? They couldn’t conjure a corpse.

Madam Fan had come, proving Yuanjing’s original self wasn’t unloved, not a pitiful nobody. No matter what, he wouldn’t let her fall into a tragic fate.

“I’ll go inside to unpack. Old lady, you and Old Ma keep watch at the gate. If anyone leaves the Luo residence, call me immediately.”

“Aye, I understand,” the old lady replied.

Yuanjing carried his medical box to the main courtyard, Mingyu and Zhang Zhi trailing behind. Mingyu, curious, asked, “Yuanjing, are you going to reunite with them? How will you do it? Is it really the Huaiyuan Marquisate? Did the Marquis come?”

Yuanjing only responded to the last question. “Tch, the Marquis wouldn’t come. He values the dual in the capital, not me, who’d tarnish the Marquisate’s reputation.”

“So what’s your plan? Not recognizing that Marquis father?”

“Of course not. I’ll acknowledge whoever comes. Why grovel to someone who doesn’t care?”

Mingyu marveled. He thought himself unconventional, but compared to this dual, he was far behind. Where did Yuanjing even resemble a dual? What dual roamed outside, sticking needles in men? How would he ever marry?

Mingyu was worrying about this dual’s marriage prospects.

Zhang Zhi was confused. A Marquis father? What was Yuanjing’s identity? Yuanjing hadn’t told him, so he still didn’t know Yuanjing was the “deceased” dual from the Luo residence.

Yuanjing remembered this. To meet Madam Fan, he couldn’t keep it from Zhang Zhi. He stopped, patted Mingyu’s head, and said, “Mingyu, explain my identity to Zhang Zhi.”

“Why me?” Mingyu halted, annoyed.

“Because you’re eating and drinking on my dime,” Yuanjing said, walking on.

Mingyu’s indignation deflated. That one line pinned him down. Hmph, once back in the capital, he’d bury this dual in silver!

“Young Master Ming?” Zhang Zhi called nervously.

“Fine, I’ll graciously explain,” Mingyu said, rolling his eyes. “Don’t be fooled by this doctor and count his money for him. He’s the ‘dead’ dual from the Luo residence, meant to be sent to Eunuch Liu but escaped. He says he’s the Huaiyuan Marquisate’s dual. The Marquisate’s here to claim him—says two women swapped babies at birth.”

Zhang Zhi was stunned. Yuanjing, a dual? Impossible! He seemed entirely like a man.

“Doctor Yuan’s really a dual?”

“The real deal!” Mingyu rolled his eyes again. See? He’d said Yuanjing didn’t act like a dual, and Zhang Zhi couldn’t believe it.

Zhang Zhi shook his head. Yuanjing was a dual, the “deceased” one from the Luo residence. That a dual could be so capable filled him with awe and admiration. He’d thought duals struggled to survive in this world, but Yuanjing shattered that belief.

He wished he could live as freely as Yuanjing.

But thinking of the Luo situation, he grew anxious. “What will Doctor Yuan do now? Is he really the Marquisate’s dual? Will he go to the capital with them?”

Mingyu saw the reverence in Zhang Zhi’s eyes and rolled his eyes again. “Yes, he and I are both going to the capital. Think about what you’ll do.”

By his nature, he wouldn’t care about Zhang Zhi’s future. But seeing Yuanjing treat him like an apprentice, he figured Yuanjing wouldn’t abandon him, so he “kindly” reminded him before sauntering off to watch the Luo residence’s drama.

Mingyu climbed the Luo residence’s wall, peering inside, growing more curious about Yuanjing. The Luo situation had unfolded exactly as he predicted. Was he truly the Marquisate’s dual, with Madam Fan coming from the capital to retrieve him?

How did a dual who’d never been to the capital know all this?

And according to Yuanjing, Luo Yonghai sent him to Liu Fu because of Zhao Han’s instigation. How did Zhao Han, who’d never left the capital, know his identity?

Clearly, the Luo family only learned of the baby swap today.



  

    The Luo family was utterly stunned. Luo Yuanjing, their dual, wasn’t theirs but belonged to the Huaiyuan Marquisate in the capital—a child swapped sixteen years ago. Realizing they’d sent Luo Yuanjing to serve as a concubine to Liu Fu, a eunuch, only for him to escape and now be missing, Luo Yonghai, kneeling on the floor, wet himself, the stench spreading.

The other Luo family members trembled in fear. Luo Ying, the legitimate daughter, hid behind her mother, both terrified and jealous. How could that wretch have the fortune to be a Marquisate’s dual?

But then she gloated—even if he was a Marquisate’s dual, he didn’t have the fate to enjoy it. She doubted Luo Yuanjing, whom the Luo family’s extensive search failed to find, could still be alive. She imagined he’d fled into the mountains and become food for wild beasts, his body gone.

Why him? If only it were her, she’d go to the capital as a Marquisate’s daughter, living in luxury.

Madam Fan’s eyes burned with rage. If her nephew hadn’t investigated the Luo family beforehand, she’d have been deceived by Luo Yonghai’s claim that her child died of illness. In truth, he’d had him bound and sent to Liu Fu’s mansion in Jiang City, only for him to escape, his fate now unknown.

She wanted to slaughter the entire Luo family, but with her child’s life or death uncertain, her anger surged further. Luo Yonghai’s biological dual, living as her child, had enjoyed the Marquisate’s wealth and was now set to marry into Prince Cheng’s household. Why should he?

“Madam, I was wrong! I truly didn’t know he was the Marquisate’s dual. If I’d known, I’d have sent him to you long ago. Please spare my life…” Luo Yonghai pleaded, tears and snot streaming.

Madam Fan sneered, “You’re worse than a beast. Even if you didn’t know his identity, sending your own child to be tortured by an eunuch makes you deserving of hell. Killing you would dirty my hands! Lord Sun, how should this Luo family be dealt with?”

Using her brother’s name card, a fourth-rank official in the capital, Madam Fan had pressured the local magistrate, Lord Sun. Without relying on her title as Marchioness, she could crush a mere merchant family. Finding a charge wouldn’t be hard.

But she had no respect for Lord Sun either. Not just Ning City—the entire Jiangnan officialdom was corrupt. Hearing that Liu Fu, that eunuch, was dead was truly satisfying.

Lord Sun wiped sweat from his brow. Luo Yonghai had bribed him regularly, but he couldn’t risk offending Madam Fan and the Huaiyuan Marquisate for him. Hesitantly, he suggested, “Why not detain the Luo family in jail until we find the Marquisate’s dual?”

Madam Fan seethed. Lord Sun was a fence-sitter, wary of Zhao Han in the capital, Luo Yonghai’s biological father, fearing Zhao Han’s grudge if he acted. 

She sneered, “Lord Sun, truly Ning City’s model official. Fine, follow your suggestion—detain them. And please send men to help us find my poor child.”

“Of course. The Marquisate’s dual went missing in my city—I should deploy more men to search. Madam, please wait. Guards, bind the Luo family and send them to jail!”

“No, please, Madam, spare us!”

“Lord, this has nothing to do with us! Please spare us!”

“What does that wretch’s fate have to do with us? Why arrest us? You’re bullying us!” Luo Ying screamed in panic, her words reckless.

Nanny Qian whispered something to Madam Fan, who glared at Luo Ying, grabbed a whip, and advanced. Lady Luo shielded her daughter, pleading, “She’s just a girl, ignorant. Blame me alone, Madam.”

“Get out of the way! You two are no good either. I only meant to settle with Luo Yonghai, but she jumped out. You mother and daughter bullied my child plenty!” Madam Fan ordered, “Pull her aside!”

“Ah—”

‘Crack!’

Madam Fan whipped Luo Ying mercilessly. Luo Ying screamed and dodged, but the whip struck her body and face. No one dared intervene. Even the concubine-born children, once bullied by her, secretly cheered. If everyone was to suffer, Luo Ying’s worse fate was satisfying.

“Aunt, finding Cousin is the priority,” Fan Lin said, stepping forward after Madam Fan vented some anger. He felt no sympathy for the Luo girl. They’d learned how Cousin was treated here, fueling their rage. No wonder Madam Fan was so aggrieved, comparing Zhao Han’s life in the capital.

Madam Fan tossed the whip aside. “Take them all away.”

“Yes, hurry, take them!” Lord Sun urged his men.

Turning, Madam Fan showed vulnerability. Nanny Qian supported her as she covered her face. “Nanny, where is my child now?”

Nanny Qian, unable to voice harsh possibilities, soothed, “Madam, don’t worry. The young master is blessed and will be fine.”

Fan Lin added, “Cousin will be alright. Once we settle Aunt, I’ll personally lead a search outside the city. We’ll find him.”

No one noticed the head peeking over the wall. Mingyu watched with relish, then glanced back. Yuanjing, that dual, still hadn’t shown himself—how ruthless. When would he reveal himself to Madam Fan?

Seeing her, Mingyu believed Yuanjing. Though Yuanjing had altered his complexion, his features resembled hers by sixty or seventy percent. They were surely mother and son.

As officers arrested the Luo family, neighbors watched from afar, too scared to approach. Mingyu slid down the wall and ran back. Thanks to Yuanjing’s guidance, he’d developed some inner strength, finding it useful. Now, he practiced willingly.

“Yuanjing, Yuanjing!” he shouted, running into the house. “The Luo family’s been forced into jail by that Madam!”

“Do you know where they’re staying?” Yuanjing, still dressed as a doctor, said 

“I don’t know. I only saw the arrests.”

“Ask the old lady to find out later.”

Mingyu was curious. “What’s your plan? Don’t you want to reunite with Madam Fan?”

Yuanjing smiled. “I’ll reunite, but not as a dual. The Luo family says their dual died, so let him stay dead.”

“Huh?” Mingyu was baffled.

Yuanjing patted his head and went to find the old lady, who left to investigate unnoticed.

The Luo family was arrested, their residence sealed. The old lady followed Madam Fan’s group, learning they’d booked an entire inn courtyard, and reported back.

Yuanjing brushed off his sleeves. “Got it. Thanks for the trip, Old Lady.”

“No trouble. I’ll go back to the gate, Young Master. Call if you need me.” The Old Lady returned to her post.

That day, Mingyu tailed Yuanjing everywhere. It rained that afternoon, stopping by nightfall, leaving the streets wet. After a quick meal, Yuanjing prepared to leave. Mingyu jumped up. “I’m coming too!”

Yuanjing had expected this. “Fine, but no talking out of turn.”

“Got it. I’ll just watch,” Mingyu said, unusually compliant.

Leaving Zhang Zhi to mind the house, Yuanjing took Mingyu to the inn the old lady mentioned, buying snacks along the way. Mingyu ate happily, unused to such treats.

At the inn, they saw Nanny Qian rush out, looking frantic. Mingyu whispered her identity. Yuanjing stepped forward. “Nanny, what’s the trouble?”

Flustered, she replied, “My Madam is ill. Brother, know the nearest clinic?”

Yuanjing sighed inwardly. Madam Fan had held up to deal with the Luo family, but likely collapsed once settled. “I’m a doctor. May I see your Madam?”

“You’re really a doctor?”

“Absolutely. Some call him Doctor Yuan the Miracle Worker,” Mingyu interjected, defending Yuanjing’s skill.

“Doctor Yuan, please come see my Madam.” Noticing his medical box, Nanny Qian led him inside.

Mingyu realized why Yuanjing brought the box—he’d anticipated Madam Fan’s illness? Did he really have foresight?

Yuanjing followed Nanny Qian to Madam Fan, pale-lipped and feverish. After checking her pulse, he said, “It’s an acute condition. Medicine and rest will cure her. I’ll write a prescription for the pharmacy. If you trust me, dissolve these pills in water for her now.”

Nanny Qian called a maid, who sniffed and tasted the pill’s powder, nodding to confirm it was safe. Yuanjing approved of their caution—careless servants raised doubts about loyalty.

They dissolved the pills and helped Madam Fan drink. When the medicine arrived, she awoke. Yuanjing stayed, and the anxious servants hadn’t noticed anything odd.

Madam Fan opened her eyes, seeing Yuanjing’s face. It felt familiar, like her child was before her. She grabbed him. “My child, Mama’s found you.”

“Madam!” Nanny Qian and others gasped. “That’s the doctor who treated you. Look closely.”

Mingyu, hiding, snickered. None had Madam Fan’s keen eyes—mother and son connected.

Madam Fan’s clarity returned. She released Yuanjing but still felt familiarity. “Who are you?”

“Madam, wait. Someone bring a basin of clean water,” Yuanjing said.

“I’ll get it,” Nanny Qian replied, unsure but compliant.

When the water came, Yuanjing used a cloth and powder from his box to wash off his disguise. Nanny Qian couldn’t see his face, but the water turned murky, and her eyes widened. Could this doctor be…

Her heart raced. Yuanjing turned, revealing his face. Nanny Qian gasped, “Young Master? It’s really you? Madam, look!”

Yuanjing stood in the room’s center, letting everyone look. Mingyu, eager to see his true face, ran forward, staring up in awe.

So beautiful…

Madam Fan’s tears fell as she struggled to get up. Yuanjing steadied her. She grabbed his hand. “You’re Luo Yuanjing, right? I’m your mother, your real mother. I lost you, leaving you with the Luo family for sixteen years. I’m here now, my child.”

Nanny Qian’s lips trembled with excitement. No wonder Nanny Ding said he was Madam Fan’s spitting image. This was the young master, but she still asked, “Who are you, really?”

Yuanjing sat by the bed, comforting the tearful Madam Fan. “My name was Luo Yuanjing. After escaping that carriage and hiding in the mountains, I changed my appearance and returned to Ning City. I haven’t suffered, as I learned martial arts and medicine from a master since childhood. I’ve been living as a doctor. I settled across from the Luo residence to find a chance to punish them, but then you came.”

“I’m… not really the Luo family’s dual?”

Seeing Yuanjing’s feigned confusion, Mingyu nearly applauded. What an act, fooling Madam Fan and her people, just like he’d fooled him. No word was true!

Hmph, he’d claimed a fall enlightened him, but now it was a childhood master. Mingyu doubted both, wondering what the truth was.

He’d keep a close eye on this cunning fox to uncover it—no escape!

Pretending he didn’t know his identity!

“Of course not!” Madam Fan wiped her tears, pointing to her face. “Look at my face. And you have a butterfly birthmark on your lower back—only my child has it.”

Yuanjing clutched the spot, feigning shock. Mingyu couldn’t watch, looking away.

Yuanjing bit his lip. “There’s a birthmark there. Did the Luo family know I wasn’t theirs, so they treated me that way?”

“My poor child!” Madam Fan hugged him, sobbing. She couldn’t answer—during the day, she’d seen the Luo family didn’t know, but they were still despicable beasts.

Yuanjing seemed overwhelmed but let her hold him, his eyes reddening. Mingyu glanced, skeptical—more acting?—but couldn’t help looking again.

Those with Madam Fan—her family or loyal servants—rejoiced. The young master was safe, hadn’t returned to the Luo family, and had waited for Madam Fan.

Nanny Qian believed heaven couldn’t bear their separation, urging Madam Fan to dry her tears to not scare the young master.

After the overwhelming mix of grief and joy, Madam Fan’s emotions finally settled considerably. Her child was by her side, having escaped from danger—what more could she want?

“My child, you’ve suffered so much. Mama’s here to take you back to the capital. Will you come with me?” Madam Fan asked cautiously, holding Yuanjing’s hand tightly. She noticed the calluses on his fingers, evidence of the hardships he’d endured.

“Back to the Marquisate in the capital?” Yuanjing asked hesitantly.

Madam Fan thought of Zhao Dechang’s attitude and Zhao Han, still living in the Marquisate. Taking her child back would likely bring no good. The thought of Zhao Dechang’s unwelcoming stance pained her for Yuanjing. With a cruel foster father like Luo Yonghai and a biological father who didn’t care, why was her child’s fate so bitter?

Afraid of hurting Yuanjing, she said carefully, “We don’t have to return to the Marquisate. How about living with Mother in my separate residence outside?”

Yuanjing showed a knowing look. “Is the dual who swapped identities with me favored by the Marquis? Does he not want to acknowledge me as his child?” Seeing the pained expressions on Madam Fan and Nanny Qian’s faces, he added, “I’ve already dealt with a father like Luo Yonghai—there’s nothing I can’t accept. Instead of hiding the truth with lies, let me see the reality clearly.”

Madam Fan felt this child was truly like her—neither willing to bend or compromise. “Nanny, let me explain clearly to him. I don’t want Yuanjing to hold hope for the Marquis only to be disappointed. My child, the Marquis is no different from Luo Yonghai. He values Zhao Han because Zhao Han brings him greater benefits. Zhao Han is soon to marry into Prince Cheng’s household. The Marquis, with little real power as a noble, hopes Zhao Han will elevate the Marquisate further.”

Thus, for such a Marquis, her child’s return wouldn’t win his favor. Yuanjing was right—better to face the truth early and hold no expectations for the Marquis.

“Actually, I have an idea,” Yuanjing said.



  

    Though Yuanjing had put on an act earlier, he was willing to live as his true self in this life. He didn’t fear his identity being exposed. How well could the Luo family know the original Yuanjing? Their understanding was superficial, and the Huaiyuan Marquisate in the capital had never met him.

Thus, he wanted Madam Fan and her people to see him as a unique dual, not judged by typical dual standards.

Yuanjing calmly shared his idea: “You saw my disguise earlier, right? No one could tell I was a dual pretending to be a man. So, why not let me continue as a man when we go to the capital? As for Luo Yuanjing, the dual, the Luo family claims he’s dead, so let everyone believe that. This way, I won’t need to return to the Huaiyuan Marquisate or clash with Zhao Han.”

“But…” Nanny Qian instinctively wanted to object. A Marquisate dual—what a noble status! Why choose hardship by living as a man? And how would he marry later? If people knew their young master lived as a male doctor, what family would dare propose?

“This…” Madam Fan didn’t object immediately, hesitating. “Jing’er, do you plan to always dress as a man, never marrying or raising children?”

Marry and bear children? Even with Mingyu nearby, Yuanjing’s mouth twitched. He couldn’t imagine himself, a grown man, pregnant for ten months—it felt absurd just thinking about it.

“Let those things happen naturally. If someone accepts me for who I am, that’s the person I’d want to spend my life with. If not, I’d rather stay free like this.”

“Besides, Mama, may I call you that?” Madam Fan nodded tearfully, overjoyed to hear her child call her Mama. Yuanjing held her hand and continued, “Didn’t you plan to live with me outside the Marquisate? If I reclaim Luo Yuanjing’s dual identity, it won’t be so easy. The Marquisate, to avoid gossip, would insist on taking me back. Once there, they’d control everything. I don’t want to enter that Marquisate. I just want to live with those who truly care for me.”

What could Madam Fan say? Tearfully, she agreed, “Jing’er, live with Mama. If the Marquis divorces me, I can openly move out, and we’ll live our own lives behind closed doors.”

“Thank you, Mama. You’re the second person to truly care for me.”

The first was the original Yuanjing’s foster mother. During the chaos of war when she gave birth, she was weakened and died soon after. The original Yuanjing had little memory of her, only hearing from servants how things were when she was alive.

Later, the stepmother drove out all the foster mother’s servants, leaving Yuanjing without anyone to confide in at the Luo residence.

Madam Fan teared up again, vowing to make up for her poor child’s suffering.

Then, she and Nanny Qian noticed the other person Yuanjing brought—a seven- or eight-year-old dual. Madam Fan asked, “Jing’er, who is this?”

Yuanjing beckoned Mingyu, who was annoyed at being summoned like a pet but walked over honestly. Yuanjing waited until he was close and said to Madam Fan, “Mama, I have something to tell you privately.”

Realizing this dual’s identity might be significant, Madam Fan said, “Nanny, take everyone outside to stand guard.”

Nanny Qian, ever loyal, led the others out without a word, guarding the door to keep others away.

Yuanjing noted this, thinking that without his arrival, these loyal servants would likely have met bad ends.

He looked at Mingyu. “Mingyu, can I tell her?”

Mingyu rolled his eyes. “Say what you want.”

Yuanjing smiled, ruffling his hair. Mingyu wanted to shake it off but held back. Madam Fan smiled—this child was quite cute.

But her smile faded at Yuanjing’s next words: “Mama, you know about Liu Fu’s death in Jiang City, right? He didn’t die by someone else’s hand—it was mine. Besides medicine, I know some martial arts. Before returning to Ning City, I went to Jiang City. Mingyu and another dual, who stayed home, were rescued from Liu Fu’s place.”

Madam Fan shuddered. “You weren’t caught, were you?”

“Don’t worry, Mama. A dozen grown men couldn’t take me.”

Madam Fan thanked the heavens. “Thank the Buddha you’re safe, Jing’er. Don’t be so reckless again—tell Mama if anything happens. So, this child was also…”

She assumed Mingyu was sent to Liu Fu to be mistreated, thinking his death was well-deserved. Mingyu’s face darkened, and Yuanjing chuckled.

“It’s not what you think, Mama. Mingyu is the opposite of me. I’m a dual dressed as a man; he’s a real boy, held in Liu Fu’s underground chamber for over a year. And Mingyu’s surname isn’t Ming—it’s Xiao. He’s Xiao Mingyu.”

“What!” Madam Fan gasped.

Yuanjing could only guess Mingyu’s identity from his name, but Madam Fan, coming from the capital, knew the noble and imperial families well—it was required knowledge for a lady like her. Hearing Xiao Mingyu’s name, she knew instantly who he was, pulling him close to examine him.

“You’re the missing child from Prince Duan’s household? You look just like your mother. I saw you as a baby—how did you end up with that eunuch Liu Fu?” Shocked, her mind raced with conspiracies, and she felt pity. “Poor child, you’ve suffered too.”

Mingyu pouted, not wanting to engage with this woman, but for Yuanjing’s sake, he said stiffly, “Those who wronged me won’t get off easy. Eunuch Liu was killed by Yuanjing and me together. Too bad we couldn’t flay him alive—he got off lightly.”

Madam Fan looked at Yuanjing in shock. He shook his head slightly. Mingyu’s temperament was understandable. He flicked Mingyu’s forehead, saying to Madam Fan, “Mingyu’s been good lately. He helps when I treat patients outside the city and studies and trains afterward.”

Seeing Mingyu only clutch his forehead and glare without retaliating, Madam Fan smiled. Perhaps he was just talk—still a child. Surviving a year of torment under a eunuch and still speaking coherently was a blessing.

Her gaze softened. “Good, Mingyu, come back to the capital with us. Prince Duan’s household is in turmoil over the heir’s position. Your return is timely—you’re your mother’s only legitimate son. The heir’s title is rightfully yours.”

“Of course. With me here, no one will take it,” Mingyu declared.

Yuanjing knew little about Prince Duan but had time to learn later.

Madam Fan decided to keep Mingyu’s identity secret from her people until they reached the capital, to avoid leaks.

She called Nanny Qian and others back to discuss plans for the capital. Nanny Qian suggested recognizing Yuanjing as Madam Fan’s adopted son, allowing her to keep him close without raising suspicion.

Though it pained Madam Fan to call her biological son an adopted one, it was the best way to avoid the Marquisate’s interference, so she agreed.

Yuanjing stayed to talk with Madam Fan until she grew tired. Though reluctant, she let him leave, urged by him and Nanny Qian that there was time ahead, following their plan.

For the next few days, Yuanjing, still dressed as a doctor, visited the inn as Nanny Qian’s hired physician to treat Madam Fan. Others, including Fan Lin, continued searching, unaware of the truth.

After half a month, with the Luo family’s prior searches yielding nothing, everyone believed the dual was gone. Madam Fan, “devastated,” was bedridden at the inn, with Yuanjing visiting daily.

Half a month later, another noble arrived at the inn, accompanied by Lord Sun. It was Yuanjing’s elder brother, Zhao Qi, the heir of the Huaiyuan Marquisate.

Madam Fan had two children: Zhao Qi, the legitimate eldest son, and the original Yuanjing. Due to harsh conditions during Yuanjing’s birth, she suffered health issues and could no longer bear children. She hadn’t minded, as two legitimate children were enough. But like Zhao Han, Zhao Qi was raised by the Old Lady from birth, leaving him respectful but not close to Madam Fan.

He’d been away when the household chaos erupted and learned upon returning that his father threatened to divorce his mother. Despite their distant bond, Zhao Qi couldn’t agree to a divorce—it would undermine his position as heir, especially with concubine-born brothers below him.

So, following Madam Fan, he rushed to Ning City to bring her back.

Lord Sun, not daring to conceal anything, told Zhao Qi everything that happened since Madam Fan’s arrival. As the future Marquis, angering him could end his career.

Zhao Qi was furious—how dare the Luo family mistreat the Marquisate’s blood? But thinking of Zhao Han, soon to be Prince Cheng’s concubine, his feelings were complex.

Raised by his grandmother and father to prioritize the Marquisate’s interests, he knew they couldn’t afford to antagonize Zhao Han. With growing calls for the Emperor to adopt an heir from the imperial clan, Prince Cheng’s heir had a strong chance. Offending him or Zhao Han was unthinkable, so the Marquisate had to swallow the truth about the swapped identities.

When Zhao Qi arrived at the inn, Yuanjing was there, finally meeting the elder brother Madam Fan had mentioned. Her expression was indifferent when speaking of him. In the story, this brother sided with the Marquis and Zhao Han, molded in the same way as his father, so his choices were predictable. Naturally, Yuanjing had no fondness for him.

As Madam Fan’s son, Zhao Qi couldn’t be as confrontational as Zhao Dechang. Instead, he persuaded gently, “Mother, why not return to the capital first? Your health… it pains me to see you like this. I’m sure the Younger Brother would feel the same if he knew. Rest assured, I’ll leave people here with Lord Sun to keep searching for him.”

“Mother, I’m as worried about the Younger Brother as you are, but we can’t rush this. Staying in Ning City won’t help now. Returning to the capital and sending more men to search would be better.”

Yuanjing nearly mimicked Mingyu’s eye-roll. Fine words, but Madam Fan, tears streaming, finally appeared “convinced.” She grasped Yuanjing’s hand. “I owe my recovery in Ning City to Doctor Yuan. We’ve grown close, and before you arrived, Qi’er, I recognized him as my adopted son. Come meet your adopted brother.”

Over time, Yuanjing had slightly adjusted his appearance, unable to pose as a thirty-something adopted son. He didn’t change abruptly but gradually, shaving off the goatee. Now, he looked just over twenty.

When questioned, he explained, “As a doctor, looking older inspires trust, so I kept the beard to seem reliable. Now it’s unnecessary, so I got rid of it.”

Those who heard this found it reasonable and didn’t question why Doctor Yuan suddenly looked younger—he was that young all along.

Zhao Qi then turned to the young man beside him, his first impression sour. To him, this so-called Doctor Yuan was a flatterer who’d charmed his mother into adopting him. What did that make him, her biological son? That she informed him rather than consulting him irked him. He glanced at Yuanjing once before looking away to Madam Fan. “Mother, shouldn’t we discuss this with Father?”

“Hmph!” Madam Fan’s face darkened at the mention of Zhao Dechang. “Discuss what? He declared he’d divorce me that day! I tell you, Zhao Qi, I’m not done with him. I said when I left the capital—if he doesn’t divorce me, he’s a bastard. As long as my child isn’t found, I won’t bow to him. When we return to the capital, I’ll split the estate and live separately.”

“Mother!” Zhao Qi’s voice rose. He hadn’t expected her to cling to those angry words. “Father was just upset at your impulsive actions. He doesn’t oppose bringing Younger Brother back.”

“Then what did he do? Don’t defend him. You’re on his side. Because of his delays, I couldn’t come to Ning City in time, and now I haven’t found your brother. Whose fault is that? If he’d listened, you’d have met him by now. Where is he, Zhao Qi? Tell me! Is your heart as cold as your father’s, dismissing your brother because he’s of no use to the Marquisate?”

Madam Fan’s outburst softened Zhao Qi’s stance. He couldn’t openly defy her, but he hadn’t anticipated this outcome—his own brother sent by the Luo family to be a eunuch’s concubine. Luckily, he hadn’t entered Liu Fu’s mansion, or the scandal would shame the entire Marquisate in the capital. This thought made him want to wipe out the Luo family.

But his desire to destroy them stemmed from the damage their actions caused to the Marquisate’s reputation.

His tone softened. “Mother, neither Father nor I wanted this outcome. It’s just a twist of fate. Father feels terrible too. Please calm down. If you need to vent, take it out on me when we’re back in the capital, alright?”

“Go out. I need to think. Yuanjing is here to care for me,” Madam Fan said coldly.

Helpless, Zhao Qi instructed Yuanjing to look after his mother and left.

Yuanjing quietly comforted Madam Fan. He felt nothing for Zhao Qi, but for her, it was different—he was her son, however distant their bond. She ached for Yuanjing, seeing no brotherly care in Zhao Qi. It was better he didn’t acknowledge him to avoid heartbreak.

“Wait. Since he’s here, let him personally ensure Lord Sun deals with the Luo family. Then I’ll take you all back to the capital,” she said.

Understanding her intent, Yuanjing smiled. “Alright, I’ll follow Mama’s lead.”

In truth, Madam Fan wanted to bribe jail guards to poison the Luo family, but that felt too lenient to quell her hatred. And the Marquis valued Zhao Han, didn’t he? If Zhao Han’s parents were criminals, what would he and the Marquisate choose? Would Prince Cheng’s household and heir still favor him?

Before leaving the capital, Zhao Han never visited her, consumed as she was with her child in Ning City. Reflecting later, his absence chilled her. Was he displeased with her actions? What right did he have to be?

Zhao Qi, irritated by his mother’s stance and the Luo mess, stayed in a nearby courtyard at the inn. He couldn’t let his mother stay there while he took the special courtyard Lord Sun arranged.

His confidant asked, “Young Master, how will you handle the Luo family?”

Zhao Qi, frustrated by both his mother and the situation, said, “What do you think? I’d love to slaughter them all. Luo Yonghai’s worse than a beast. But he’s Zhao Han’s biological father. Won’t Zhao Han hold a grudge later?”

“But Madam…”

“Exactly. Mother won’t agree. She’d kill them all herself since we haven’t found him. What a mess…” To appease her, he might have to deal with the Luo family first.

“Let them live. If Zhao Han seeks retribution later, he can’t say we were wrong.” Zhao Qi, torn, chose this compromise. His mother wouldn’t spare them, but keeping them alive left a fallback for the Marquisate.

Unbeknownst to him, some things in this world couldn’t satisfy both sides.



  

    Zhao Qi took charge in Ning City, overseeing the yamen as they swiftly dealt with the Luo family. Meanwhile, Fan Lin, his maternal nephew, was tirelessly searching for his missing cousin, rarely crossing paths with Zhao Qi. Yuanjing, who had been observing from the sidelines, knew that Fan Lin, despite being a nephew, was far more devoted to the Fan family than Zhao Qi, the biological son.

Soon, the verdict on the Luo family was announced. Lord Sun had gathered a list of charges—not fabricated ones, as no merchant’s hands were entirely clean. It was only due to their tributes that the yamen had previously turned a blind eye. Consequently, the entire Luo family was sentenced to exile. Despite their cries and protests, they were escorted by yamen officers to their place of banishment. Luo Yonghai and his wife bickered incessantly, with Luo Yonghai blaming his wife for not taking proper care of Luo Yuanjing. If not for her nagging, would he have thought to send Luo Yuanjing to Liu Fu, a eunuch? 

Madame Luo was furious. The boy’s own father didn’t care, so why should she, a stepmother, be blamed? She had suggested it, but wasn’t it Luo Yonghai who personally sent him away? Their arguments changed nothing, however. At this point, Luo Yonghai recalled another child, a twin born in the Marquis’s household, who was said to be his biological child. Could he really let his father suffer in exile? A glimmer of hope sparked in Luo Yonghai’s heart, wishing that this twin might one day rescue him from his plight.

With the Luo family dealt with, Zhao Qi made a show of loyalty to Lady Fan, finally persuading her to agree to return to the capital together. Lady Fan held her nephew’s hand, distressed to see how much weight he had lost and how tanned he had become. “It’s your aunt who made you suffer, Lin’er. Your cousin said he left people here to continue the search, and Lord Sun at the yamen will assist. Come back to the capital with me first.”

Fan Lin had scoured the villages around Ning City but found no trace of his cousin. Deep down, he held little hope but couldn’t bear to disappoint his aunt, so he persisted in searching. He knew staying wasn’t practical and that returning to the capital was the right move. Comforting her, he said, “I’ll listen to you, Aunt. I believe my cousin is blessed and will safely return to you.”

Lady Fan smiled through her tears, touched by her nephew’s words. In truth, she knew he was right—her child was indeed blessed and had already safely returned to her side.

Thus, the group packed their belongings and left Ning City by carriage. Lord Sun in Ning City breathed a sigh of relief, having fulfilled his duty to the Marquis’s heir.

Fan Lin had no objections to his aunt’s adopted son. As long as she was happy, he was fine with it. Besides, Lady Fan’s health had improved significantly thanks to Doctor Yuan’s care. Without it, she might have fallen gravely ill while searching for her child.

On the journey back to the capital, Zhao Qi largely ignored Yuanjing, whom he refused to acknowledge as his adopted brother. Only Fan Lin frequently spoke with Yuanjing. As a scholar who had passed the county-level exam and planned to take the provincial exam the following year, Fan Lin found Yuanjing’s knowledge as a doctor to be on par with his own. If Yuanjing took the imperial exams, he might even outperform him. This made Fan Lin increasingly fond of discussing matters with Yuanjing, especially after seeing him tutor Mingyu in academics and Zhang Zhi in herbal knowledge. He shared his high opinion of Yuanjing with his aunt, praising her for choosing such a fine adopted son.

Lady Fan was immensely proud, though she regretted that Yuanjing’s master had passed away. Without that master’s teachings, Yuanjing might not have escaped the “wolf’s den” of the Luo family. She wished she could have thanked the old man personally.

The journey back was peaceful, with no conflicts between Lady Fan and Zhao Qi. However, upon arriving in the capital, differences arose. Lady Fan refused to return to the Marquis’s residence, insisting on staying at her dowry estate, which was maintained by servants and ready for occupancy. She asked Fan Lin to escort her and her adopted son there. Fan Lin, following his father’s instructions to prioritize his aunt’s well-being, complied without question.

Zhao Qi was furious. After all his efforts to bring his mother back to the capital, she stubbornly refused to return to the Marquis’s residence. Could he force her back and risk impeachment by the censors for unfilial behavior? His career would be ruined. Reluctantly, he followed her to the dowry estate while sending a messenger to the Marquis’s residence to urge his father to persuade her to return.

Lady Fan and her group settled into the estate, but no one from the Marquis’s residence arrived. Zhao Qi had to bid his mother farewell and return to the residence to assess the situation. No sooner had he left than Lady Fan, accompanied by Mingyu dressed as a dual, headed to Prince Duan’s residence. She personally escorted Xiao Mingyu back, while urging Fan Lin to return home, as she had delayed his studies long enough.

“Don’t worry, Lin’er. Tell your father that your aunt has found a backer. No matter how powerful Zhao Dechang, the Marquis of Huaiyuan, is, he won’t dare act against me.”

A backer? Fan Lin was puzzled, unaware of whom his aunt had aligned with. But he decided to hurry back and inform his parents. His aunt and uncle were at odds, and his father needed to support her against the Marquis’s bullying.

Thus, Fan Lin departed. Lady Fan, accompanied by Yuanjing and the others, arrived at Prince Duan’s residence. Announcing her identity to the gatekeeper, she requested an audience with the prince. Mingyu remained in the carriage, out of sight. The gatekeeper, confused, wondered why the Marquis of Huaiyuan’s wife sought an audience with his master.

Yuanjing stayed with Mingyu. Having been recognized by Lady Fan, he learned from her about the situation at Prince Duan’s residence. His impression? It was complicated, to say the least—both the prince himself and the state of his household.

Once, Prince Duan had been good to his princess, but no amount of affection could stop him from bringing in one beauty after another. Had the princess not been capable, the residence would have been overrun with concubines’ children long before Mingyu’s birth. It was only after Mingyu, the legitimate heir, was born that the princess relaxed her vigilance.

The princess had struggled to bear this legitimate son eight years after her marriage, perhaps exhausting her vitality in the process. After Mingyu’s birth, she was bedridden, passing away when he was four. With the princess gone, the concubines in the residence ran rampant, turning the household chaotic. Prince Duan, negligent in his duties, allowed those with illegitimate sons to grow bold, even targeting Mingyu, the sole legitimate heir. As long as Mingyu was alive, the title of heir would never fall to an illegitimate son. But if he were gone, they had a chance to compete.

When Mingyu went missing, Prince Duan finally realized the severity of the situation. He harshly disciplined the concubines, banishing the main culprits to distant estates, never to return to the capital. Yet, his legitimate son remained missing.

Hearing this, Yuanjing felt it was safe to return Mingyu to Prince Duan’s residence. Despite his shortcomings, the prince still cared for his legitimate son. Otherwise, Mingyu might face further schemes if the prince were indifferent.

In the carriage, Mingyu was sullen. He wasn’t keen on returning to Prince Duan’s residence, though he knew it would give him the power to confront his enemies. The thought of not seeing Yuanjing often dampened his mood, and he sat silently, radiating gloom. Even Zhang Zhi couldn’t stand the atmosphere and quickly stepped out.

Yuanjing patted the boy’s head. “You’re not locked away once you return. You can visit us anytime. Besides, my mother and I are counting on you to back us against the Marquis of Huaiyuan.”

Mingyu glared at Yuanjing, realizing they were sending him back to use him as a backer? Yuanjing chuckled at the boy’s stubbornness. “Keep up with your training every day. Don’t slack off. Remember, relying on yourself is better than relying on others. When you’re strong enough, no scheme or trick can touch you.”

Mingyu deeply agreed. When he was powerful enough, neither scheming villains nor that eunuch Liu Fu would dare harm him. He etched these words into his heart, still sulking as he said, “You saved me, so I’ll be your and Lady Fan’s backer.”

Yuanjing, suppressing a laugh, ruffled Mingyu’s nose, prompting a scowl. Mingyu insisted he wasn’t a child and would soon catch up to Yuanjing.

Outside, the gatekeeper finally relayed the message. Prince Duan, drowning his sorrows in drink over his missing son, initially didn’t want to meet Lady Fan. But recalling that she had been close to his late princess, he decided, “This prince will personally greet her.”

He had heard of Lady Fan’s falling out with the Marquis and her departure from the capital. Now that she was back, he’d support her for the sake of his late princess.

Thus, the portly Prince Duan, much fatter without his princess to keep him in check, greeted Lady Fan at the gate.

“Fan greets Prince Duan,” she said respectfully.

“How has Lady Fan been? What brings you to this prince? Come inside and let’s talk,” Prince Duan replied warmly.

“Please wait, Your Highness. I’ve come to introduce someone to you.” Lady Fan called to the carriage, “Jing’er, come down.”

“Coming!” Yuanjing took Mingyu’s hand and stepped out, lifting the carriage curtain.

Prince Duan, curious about whom Lady Fan would introduce, knew she wouldn’t bring him a concubine. When the two emerged, his breath caught. Staring at the smaller figure held by the taller one, he lunged forward with surprising agility for his size. “Mingyu? Is it Mingyu? Have you come back to see your father?”

Mingyu felt a mix of frustration and exasperation toward his father. The prince loved him, no doubt, but his negligence had caused Mingyu’s suffering. He didn’t know whether to hate or love him.

The servants following the prince were stunned, especially when they heard the name. Was the young master really back? But wasn’t that a dual in the carriage? Looking closer, the dual’s face was unmistakably Mingyu’s.

Mingyu stood still, watching his father cry with snot and tears, finding it distasteful. Yuanjing, amused, gave him a nudge, knowing Mingyu wasn’t indifferent to his father. “As long as the prince learns his lesson and manages the household better, this reunion is a joyous occasion.”

Seeing his father’s teary, snotty face, Mingyu finally spoke, “Wipe your face. It’s disgusting.”

“Haha, it’s really Mingyu! My son’s back! Father missed you so much!” Prince Duan laughed, then cried harder.

The servants, hearing this, confirmed it was the young master. He used to tease the prince this way, and the prince, far from being offended, thought his son surpassed him.

A servant quickly handed over a handkerchief. Prince Duan wiped his face, still gazing at his son, wanting to hug him. But as he inhaled, a snot bubble formed, forcing Yuanjing to turn away to avoid laughing. No wonder his mother found Prince Duan “complicated.” Mingyu, equally disgusted, stepped aside, declaring, “Don’t hug me.”

A servant promptly helped the young master down from the carriage. Yuanjing followed, and Mingyu quickly grabbed Yuanjing’s hand, leading him into the residence.

Lady Fan smiled at Yuanjing. “See? I told you Prince Duan is quite kind.”

Yuanjing could only give her a “complicated” look. Compared to the Marquis of Huaiyuan, Prince Duan had some merits, though Yuanjing wasn’t sure how to list them.

Prince Duan wasn’t annoyed and followed Mingyu, ordering, “Inform the entire residence! The young master is back! Prepare a carriage; I’ll enter the palace later to request Mingyu’s appointment as heir. From now on, he’s the young prince of this residence!”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the servants replied.

Indeed, Prince Duan cherished his son. With the heir’s title, Mingyu would have some security in the residence. With the past as a lesson, the prince wouldn’t let the household fall into disarray again, would he?

The loyal servants were thrilled, hopeful with the young master’s return. But those who had aligned with the concubines bearing illegitimate sons, banking on Mingyu’s absence, were horrified. They rushed to inform the concubines and their sons—what now?

On the way into the residence, Yuanjing used a medicated cloth to wipe the red mark from Mingyu’s forehead. Doubting servants now saw clearly: this was no lookalike dual but the young master himself, a boy.

“Forgive us, Your Highness,” Lady Fan explained to Prince Duan. “We disguised him as a dual for safety on the journey back.”

Prince Duan, seeing Mingyu’s true appearance, was even more delighted. “Even with the mark, I’d know my son anywhere. One look, and I knew he was back. My son, you’ve suffered!” He began to cry again.

Yuanjing noted the prince’s tearful tendencies rivaled a woman’s. A servant handed him another handkerchief, and Mingyu rolled his eyes. “I’m back, so why are you still crying? Mother hated seeing you cry!”

“Really?” Prince Duan paused, then, seeing Mingyu nod, shouted, “Handkerchief! Get me a handkerchief! Father won’t cry!”

He tried hard not to cry, but his eyes were so swollen they nearly disappeared in his plump face.

As they reached the main courtyard, a whiff of perfume announced the arrival of several women. Their eyes locked onto Xiao Mingyu beside Yuanjing, and they froze. No one could deny this was Xiao Mingyu—no proof needed beyond his face, so like his late mother’s.

Shock turned to wariness. He’d been missing for over a year—why return now? His presence dashed their sons’ hopes for the heir’s title.

Gritting their teeth, they cursed inwardly. Why hadn’t he died out there? Why did the prince still care for this boy?

Lady Fan and Yuanjing noted their expressions, sighing inwardly. Mingyu, as before, dismissed these women, but now he wouldn’t underestimate them. He’d learned they could cause him great harm. Without Yuanjing, he might not have returned, and the residence falling to these women’s illegitimate sons would have left him restless in death.

“What? Disappointed I’m back alive?” Mingyu sneered maliciously at them.

The women, alarmed, looked to Prince Duan, who was furious. “Get out! Who let you come here? Back to your courtyards, and don’t leave without my permission!”

“Your Highness…” they pleaded tearfully, but with his precious son present, their charm was no match for Mingyu’s importance.

“Take them away!” he roared.

“Yes, sir.” The servants promptly escorted them out, noting the young master’s return had indeed changed things.

With the women gone, the air cleared. Lady Fan said, “Your Highness, may we speak privately?”

“Of course, everyone out!” Prince Duan dismissed the servants, leaving his trusted aide at the door, eager to hear how Lady Fan had found his son and brought him back.

“Your Highness likely knows why I left the capital. I found Young Master Mingyu in Ning City. My adopted son rescued him from Liu Fu’s residence in Jiang City.”



  

    “Liu Fu? Eunuch Liu Fu?” Prince Duan’s voice cracked with disbelief, rising sharply. “Mingyu, tell Father quickly—what happened?”

How could his son have ended up in the hands of a eunuch like Liu Fu? He had turned the capital upside down searching for him, nearly wasting away from anxiety.

Mingyu snorted, his gaze dripping with disdain for his father. “I was drugged and taken away by one of your women working with outsiders. Father, while I was gone, you didn’t promote that Concubine Yu to principal wife, did you?”

“It was Concubine Yu who did this?”

“You still haven’t figured it out?” Mingyu shot his father a look that screamed, ‘How can you be this dense?’ “Think about it—Concubine Yu’s background. With me, the legitimate heir, gone, who’s the most likely woman you’d elevate? Hasn’t the Noble Consort in the palace been pressuring His Majesty to influence you? And who does Liu Fu serve? Don’t you see why I ended up in Liu Fu’s hands?”

Why was his father so foolish? His stupidity had caused Mingyu over a year of suffering, nearly costing him his life. The more he thought about it, the more Mingyu despised his father. How could someone as clever as himself have such a dim-witted parent?

No, he must take after his mother, not his father. He refused to admit inheriting even a shred of his father’s foolishness.

“Damn it!” Prince Duan roared, then looked at his son with shame. It was because of his own muddle headedness that his son had suffered so much. Worse, he had kept the culprit by his side. The household was now largely managed by Concubine Yu.

“No wonder the other women showed up, but Concubine Yu didn’t—she’s guilty!” Prince Duan grew sharper. “She’s backed by the Noble Consort in the palace, so we can’t let her slip away to plead her case. Knowing His Majesty, he’d likely let this slide, and my son’s year of suffering would be for nothing!”

Mingyu’s mood lifted slightly, but he didn’t hold back his sarcasm. “Besides Consort Yu, the other women had their hands in this too. As long as I’m alive, their sons can never become the heir. I’m their biggest obstacle. So, Father, why did you bring those women into the household and let them bear children?”

It was all his father’s fault for giving them the chance to nurture their ambitions.

Prince Duan hung his head, guilt-ridden. When Mingyu went missing, he had suspected the women in the household and purged some after an investigation. But with his son still unfound, he had fallen into despair and neglected the rest. Still, he had resisted elevating Concubine Yu to principal wife despite pressure.

“Mingyu, Father will change. Once I secure your title as heir, I’ll send all those women away,” Prince Duan said earnestly, looking at his son. His wife had given him a brilliant son, but he was still too young to inherit the title and relieve him of his burdens.

To be such a father was truly rare.

Yuanjing watched, dumbfounded.

Mingyu stood, hands behind his back, and said to Prince Duan, “Fine. But until you clean up this household, I’ll stay with Lady Fan. I don’t dare live in this manor yet.”

Prince Duan’s face fell. His son had finally returned, yet refused to stay in his own home. But Mingyu’s accusations were painfully accurate. He summoned his trusted aides and ordered, “Mingyu will stay with Lady Fan for now. Take people to serve him well—food, clothing, housing, everything must be perfect. If there’s the slightest mistake, I’ll hold you accountable.”

“Yes, my lord. I’ll personally ensure the young master’s comfort,” the aide replied, hurrying to prepare everything Mingyu would need.

Mingyu smirked, glancing proudly at Yuanjing and Lady Fan. Yuanjing couldn’t help but laugh—this kid had come full circle, insisting on returning with them. So willful.

Lady Fan hadn’t expected this, but she knew the state of Prince Duan’s household was far from ideal. Mingyu’s return required a thorough cleanup, especially with Concubine Yu’s involvement with Liu Fu. Only someone with her influence could have enlisted Liu Fu.

“Don’t worry, Mingyu. Father will go to the palace immediately. The heir to the Prince Duan title can only be you. Once the household is in order, I’ll personally bring you back,” Prince Duan said, rubbing his hands, hoping for a kind look from his son.

“Fine, I’m leaving then,” Mingyu said, waving to Yuanjing and deciding to walk. Let his father deal with the mess he’d caused—after all, with how fat he’d gotten, he could use the exercise.

Yuanjing had no choice but to take Mingyu’s hand, bidding farewell to Prince Duan alongside Lady Fan.

Servants immediately followed to attend to the young master, but Mingyu refused to ride in their carriage, sticking with Yuanjing and Lady Fan. Yuanjing pinched his nose, amused by his smug expression. “Even if you stay a few extra days, you’ll have to come back eventually. You’re just making your father worry on purpose.”

Mingyu huffed proudly. He’d deal with that later—he’d find a way to see Yuanjing often.

Besides, while Prince Duan’s household could back Lady Fan and Yuanjing, it was far better for him, the future heir, to stay in their residence himself.

In Ning City, he had relied on Yuanjing, a dual, for everything, even food. Now back in the capital, he wanted Yuanjing to see that this was his domain.

Yuanjing, unaware of his thoughts, assumed Mingyu was just stubborn but soft-hearted, reluctant to part with him and Zhang Zhi.

With his son gone, Prince Duan’s expression darkened as he recalled Mingyu’s words. That Noble Consort and Concubine Yu had dared to touch his precious son. Even with the Noble Consort and His Majesty’s backing, did they think he wouldn’t act?

“Prepare for me to enter the palace to see His Majesty. And throw that Concubine Yu into the dungeon. Pry her mouth open. If she refuses to talk, tell her she can join Liu Fu!” Prince Duan hadn’t been blind to Concubine Yu’s ambitions. Unlike the other women who had borne children, she remained childless, yet he hadn’t guarded against her scheming.

News of Liu Fu’s death had reached the capital. Though Prince Duan rarely attended court, he knew His Majesty was furious. Liu Fu, an inner attendant sent to Jiangnan, represented the Emperor’s authority. His murder was an outrage, and the Emperor demanded the culprit be found.

Prince Duan had gloated at the time, disliking Liu Fu’s arrogance. But he never imagined his son had been locked in Liu Fu’s secret dungeon for over a year. Had he known, Liu Fu wouldn’t have died so easily—he’d have flayed him alive.

Concubine Yu had been sent to his household by the Noble Consort through the Emperor’s influence. Out of respect for His Majesty, he had given her the position of consort, but no more. He had suspected her involvement but lacked evidence. Now, it was clear someone had been aiding her. Yet, she hadn’t anticipated his son’s blessed fortune—alive and well, he had returned.

Even if the Emperor intervened, Prince Duan wouldn’t let Concubine Yu live. In his own manor, her fate was his to decide.

“Yes, my lord.”

“To the palace!”

Concubine Yu never imagined Xiao Mingyu would return alive. That damned Liu Fu hadn’t killed him and let him come back! Gripped by guilt and fear, she didn’t rush to see Mingyu right away. This delay proved costly—before she could send word to the Noble Consort in the palace for advice, her courtyard was surrounded. No matter how her people tried, they couldn’t break through.

Soon, several inner attendants stormed in, bound her, and gagged her, leaving her no chance to cry for help. Concubine Yu was both shocked and terrified. After serving the Prince for so long, did he truly have no affection for her? Just because of a few words from that boy, Mingyu, was her fate sealed without even a chance to defend herself?

Prince Duan entered the palace to request the title of heir for his long-lost legitimate son, stunning many. Xiao Mingyu, the heir of Prince Duan’s manor, had actually been found?

Word spread that after His Majesty granted Mingyu the title of heir, Prince Duan clung to the Emperor’s leg, wailing loudly. He cried about his incompetence, allowing the women in his household to collude with outsiders to harm his only legitimate son. With tears and snot, he begged the Emperor to deliver justice.

The Emperor, curious how Mingyu was found after over a year, asked how he had gone missing and who had taken him.

Gritting his teeth, Prince Duan accused Concubine Yu of conspiring with Liu Fu to harm his heir. Mingyu, he claimed, had escaped alone after Liu Fu’s death and was fortunately found by Lady Fan, who was searching for her own child in Ning City and brought him back to the capital.

He deliberately omitted Yuanjing’s role in Mingyu’s rescue. Since Liu Fu was dead, he could claim Mingyu escaped on his own, and no one could refute it. As for Mingyu and Lady Fan knowing each other, that was only natural—Lady Fan had held Mingyu when he was born.

The Emperor was stunned. “Could there be a mistake?”

Prince Duan sobbed, “Is Your Majesty saying my Mingyu is lying? If Liu Fu weren’t already dead, I’d ask him why he dared imprison my son for over a year, subjecting him to torment. Mingyu carries the blood of the Xiao imperial clan! Where did a eunuch like Liu Fu get the audacity to disregard Your Majesty and harm a member of the imperial family? Because Concubine Yu is still in my manor, Mingyu refuses to live there and stays with Lady Fan instead. Your Majesty, your brother is suffering!”

Prince Duan’s wails were so raw, like he’d lost his parents, and he made no effort to restrain them. The news quickly spread from the palace to the city, shocking the capital’s elite.

Though the Emperor cherished his Noble Consort, Prince Duan’s words struck a chord. How dare a eunuch like Liu Fu target the heir of Prince Duan’s manor? Who gave him such boldness? Could it be that one day, even the Emperor himself wouldn’t be taken seriously?

He had favored eunuchs because they were rootless and relied solely on him, ensuring loyalty. But was Liu Fu loyal? Now, the Emperor wasn’t so sure.

Prince Duan’s crying was so pitiful that, though the Emperor wanted to kick him away, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. “Enough, stop crying. I won’t meddle in your household affairs. If Concubine Yu is truly responsible, handle it as you see fit.”

She was just a concubine, not his Noble Consort. It wasn’t worth aggrieving Prince Duan and his heir over her.

With the Emperor’s approval, Prince Duan reaffirmed his loyalty and hurried back to deal with Concubine Yu, itching to tear her apart. Whatever the Noble Consort might plead to the Emperor, he didn’t care. He had the Emperor’s word—surely His Majesty wouldn’t go back on it.

The capital buzzed with the news of Xiao Mingyu’s return, rescued by Lady Fan, who had gone to Ning City in Jiangnan. His disappearance, it was said, was orchestrated by Concubine Yu in collusion with Liu Fu, a fact Prince Duan had loudly proclaimed in the palace.

The elite recalled the recent scandal at the Marquis of Huaiyuan’s residence. Lady Fan had left the capital to find her biological child, swapped at birth sixteen years ago, and had fallen out with the Marquis. By chance, she saved the young heir in Ning City. Yet, her own child was said to be lost forever—was her luck good or bad? Still, by connecting with Prince Duan, could the Marquis still dare to oppose her?

And there was the matter of Prince Cheng’s manor. If Lady Fan’s child was swapped, didn’t that mean Zhao Han, the dual set to marry into Prince Cheng’s manor as a consort, wasn’t of the Marquis’s bloodline but a merchant’s child? Would Prince Cheng’s manor proceed with the marriage?

One scandal after another left the capital’s elite and commoners alike in awe.

While the elite gossiped, the Xiao imperial clan took it more seriously. Clan members flocked to Prince Duan’s manor to inquire. Was it truly Concubine Yu and that eunuch Liu Fu who abducted him?

Prince Duan was in no mood for their questions. Would he lie and frame a dead man and his concubine? His son had been tortured in Liu Fu’s secret dungeon for over a year, and even now, Mingyu barely forgave him. If Liu Fu hadn’t been killed, he’d have dragged him back to the capital and made him beg for death.

The clan didn’t doubt Prince Duan’s account, especially after Concubine Yu, under torture in the manor’s dungeon, confessed. With evidence presented, the clan’s doubts vanished. They stormed the palace with two goals: first, to warn the Emperor that while eunuchs could be used, they shouldn’t be given too much power—look how they disregarded the imperial clan. Second, to point out that Concubine Yu’s boldness came from a certain woman in the palace and the Emperor’s indulgence, urging him not to let one woman endanger the entire Xiao clan.

The Emperor grew annoyed at the clan’s veiled accusations against his Noble Consort. She had already claimed innocence, insisting Concubine Yu and Liu Fu acted alone, tainting her reputation. The clan’s visit only proved her point.

His response was simple: “My Noble Consort is innocent.” This nearly made the elder princes spit blood in frustration.

Fine, they couldn’t persuade him. They urged the Emperor to adopt a prince from the clan instead. Once a new emperor ascended, without her backer, that woman would be powerless to cause trouble.

---

Marquis of Huaiyuan’s Residence

The Marquis was still fuming over Lady Fan’s defiance. When Zhao Qi reported that his mother refused to return and was staying elsewhere, his anger flared. Go fetch her himself? No way—not even a window of possibility. She could return or not as she pleased.

“Father, my brother is likely gone for good. Mother’s grief is understandable. Give her time, and she’ll come around,” Zhao Qi said wearily. He had to persuade his father—his mother living outside harmed his reputation too.

Hearing the child was truly lost, the Marquis felt not grief but relief. If the child was gone, the status quo remained. Zhao Han would remain their dual, soon to marry into Prince Cheng’s manor.

“Let your mother cool off,” he said. “If she returns and takes it out on Han’er, it’ll only cause trouble. If you’re worried, visit her often. Persuade her to return when she’s ready.”

His threat to divorce Lady Fan had been in anger. Zhao Qi was a satisfactory heir, and he had no intention of replacing him. Lady Fan had to stay, as Zhao Han was registered under her name. Divorcing her would complicate Han’er’s status and create issues with Prince Cheng’s manor.

Zhao Qi saw no room for negotiation and gave up.

Back in his courtyard, he washed up, ate, and prepared to rest after the exhausting journey. But before he could sleep, his father’s men summoned him for urgent matters.

Zhao Qi hurried over, only to be bombarded by the Marquis. “Your mother saved the heir of Prince Duan’s manor in Ning City?”

“What?” Zhao Qi was baffled.

The Marquis continued, “Isn’t there an eight-year-old boy with your mother? That’s Xiao Mingyu, the heir of Prince Duan!”

“That dual?” Zhao Qi was shocked. “Mother did bring a boy around seven or eight, disguised as a dual. So he’s Prince Duan’s heir? Father, what’s going on?”

The Marquis grew resentful toward Lady Fan. She hadn’t even told her own son about something this significant. He relayed the palace rumors to Zhao Qi, who was filled with regret and frustration with his mother. Why hadn’t she considered him? Was he not her biological son?

They valued Zhao Han because of her connection to Prince Cheng’s manor, a potential stepping stone. But a tie to Prince Duan’s manor was just as valuable, and they’d let such an opportunity slip away.

“Come, I’ve prepared a carriage. We’re going to bring your mother back. The young heir is staying with her now.”



  
    

    Meanwhile, Zhao Han also heard the rumors spreading like wildfire.

He exclaimed, “Xiao Mingyu is alive and back? He didn’t die out there? Mother saved him and brought him back? You’re sure you didn’t mishear?”

“Young Master, that’s what everyone’s saying. Also, is it true that Madam isn’t returning?” The servant hadn’t expected Lady Fan to take such a drastic step. But hearing that the young master she sought had died in Ning City, the servant secretly rejoiced. This meant their master wouldn’t have to trade places with him.

Zhao Han didn’t care whether Lady Fan returned to the Marquis’s residence. His concern was her saving Xiao Mingyu, which diverged sharply from his memories. He waved dismissively. “Leave. Report any new developments immediately.”

“Yes, Young Master.” The servant retreated cautiously.

Zhao Han’s brows furrowed as he paced the room. Lady Fan had gotten entangled with Prince Duan’s manor—a bad sign. In his previous life, there was no such connection. Prince Duan died a few years later, and the title passed to a concubine’s son, a cousin of the Noble Consort, raised by her. The new Prince Duan and the Noble Consort were thick as thieves, but when the new emperor ascended, they were purged, and Prince Duan’s manor faded into history.

But in this life, Prince Duan’s legitimate son had returned, brought back by Lady Fan from Ning City. Could it be that because of him, Lady Fan went to Jiangnan early and saved Xiao Mingyu? If events followed the previous life’s trajectory, wouldn’t Mingyu still die?

Zhao Han quickly attributed Mingyu’s survival to his own influence, easing his worries. These changes stemmed from him. Xiao Mingrui would still be adopted by the Emperor, just as before, and become emperor. Zhao Han would rise to Noble Consort, perhaps even Empress Dowager.

With this thought, Zhao Han relaxed. Luo Yuanjing was dead—why worry about him resurfacing to claim his identity? Even if he did, it wouldn’t matter. The heir of the Marquis’s residence favored Zhao Han, not Luo Yuanjing. Even with Lady Fan’s life-saving favor to Xiao Mingyu, the Marquis and Zhao Qi sided with him. What could Lady Fan do?

As for Lady Fan refusing to return and staying outside, Zhao Han saw it as her posturing, leveraging her favor to Mingyu to force the Marquis and the household to yield. He scoffed—yielding wouldn’t change his marriage to Prince Cheng’s heir.

Elsewhere, Lady Fan’s residence now bore a “Fan Residence” plaque. The servants sent to attend Mingyu outnumbered the residents, so Lady Fan gave them a separate courtyard to manage themselves while she prepared a new room for Yuanjing.

Thinking of her dowry still at the Marquis’s residence, Lady Fan decided to borrow a few of Mingyu’s men to retrieve it. The items here weren’t good enough—she wanted the best for Yuanjing.

While directing the servants, Lady Fan’s brother and sister-in-law arrived. After an emotional reunion, they were stunned to learn she truly intended to divorce the Marquis.

“Sister, what about my nephew, Zhao Qi?” her brother asked.

Lady Fan felt a pang thinking of her son’s attitude. “He’s aligned with his father and is the heir. What difference does my presence in the Marquis’s residence make? Brother, Sister-in-law, I’ve caused you trouble.”

Her sister-in-law, close to Lady Fan, found the situation tricky. Zhao Dechang’s actions were heartless. Even if he hadn’t raised the child, it was his own flesh and blood. His negligence led to the child’s loss, likely gone forever. How could Lady Fan not grieve? Yet Zhao Dechang saw no wrong in himself.

If her own husband were like that, she couldn’t face him daily either.

“What a sin. How could a good child… How could there be such a heartless father?” Even if Luo Yonghai was only a foster father later, to send his biological son to a eunuch as a concubine was monstrous.

Her nephew’s fate was tragic—born as a dual of the Marquis’s residence, swapped at birth to a merchant’s family, and then, just as his true identity was discovered, lost before returning. Lady Fan’s sister-in-law wept for him and grew angry at Zhao Han’s indifference in the Marquis’s residence.

Lady Fan, not wanting her brother and sister-in-law to share her grief, glanced at Yuanjing. Should she reveal his identity? Yuanjing was indifferent—as long as he didn’t have to return to the Marquis’s residence. Seeing his consent, Lady Fan sighed in relief.

Her sister-in-law noticed the silent exchange between Lady Fan and her adopted son. Looking closely, she saw a resemblance to Lady Fan and gasped, “Sister, this boy…”

“Everyone, leave us,” Lady Fan ordered the servants. Once alone, she brought Yuanjing to her side and said, “Brother, Sister-in-law, don’t be upset. I deceived the Marquis and the household. Even Lin’er doesn’t know. I found my child. This so-called adopted son is to fool the Marquis. He’s my biological child, named Yuanjing. He doesn’t want to acknowledge his father or return to the Marquis’s residence, so he’s dressed this way and came back with me.”

Her brother and sister-in-law were dumbfounded. The adopted son was her real son?

Yuanjing bowed, using male courtesies. “Yuanjing greets Uncle and Aunt. I’ve caused you worry.”

Her brother scrutinized him. There was no trace of dual demeanor—just a young man. Could his sister, in her grief, have projected her feelings? “Sister, is this true?”

Her sister-in-law accepted it quickly. “Of course it’s true! Can’t you see how much he resembles Sister? They’re clearly mother and son. Tsk, this is a true Fan family member, not that imposter. Child, you’ve suffered.”

Her brother gave a wry smile. “Sister, you’re indulging him? What about the future? Can he live as a man forever and never marry?”

Lady Fan worried about this too but prioritized her child’s wishes. “As long as I’m here, I’ll protect him. Brother, you know what kind of man Zhao Dechang is. If Jing’er returned to the Marquis’s residence looking like this, what do you think Zhao Dechang would do?”

Her brother fell silent. He hadn’t thought much of it before, but this incident revealed Zhao Dechang’s true nature. For the sake of the Marquis’s power, what wouldn’t he do? He’d exploit a dual’s value to the fullest. As a mere uncle, how could he override a father’s authority?

Her brother struggled. “Let me think. I need to think.”

This refusal to acknowledge his father and live as a man didn’t sit right. Was there no other way?

Just then, Mingyu bounded in. No one could stop the young prince. Before the servants could announce him, he shouted, “More people outside! This time it’s the Marquis of Huaiyuan and Zhao Qi!”

Prince Duan had sent guards to protect Mingyu, prioritizing his safety above all to prevent another disappearance. Thus, Mingyu knew of visitors before Lady Fan’s people did.

Right after his shout, the gatekeeper reported that the Marquis and his heir had arrived. Without Lady Fan’s permission, they dared not let them in, especially both together. The heir alone might have been fine.

Her brother blinked. “Are they here to fetch you, Sister?”

Mingyu wrinkled his nose. Yuanjing’s uncle was so slow. He raised his chin proudly. “Of course, they’re here because I’m here. If the Marquis really cared, he’d have come before you did.”

That made sense. Her brother and sister-in-law exchanged glances. If true, Zhao Dechang was even more deplorable. Could Sister live happily if she returned to him?

Mingyu turned to Yuanjing and Lady Fan. “Madam, want to see them? If not, I’ll have them driven off.”

Back in the capital, he was no longer the pitiful boy from Jiangnan but a domineering young prince.

Lady Fan smiled, relieved to have Prince Duan’s backing. “Good. I don’t want to see him. Thank you, Young Master Mingyu. Tell the Marquis and his heir to leave. Oh, and pass a message: I’ll send people to the Marquis’s residence to collect my dowry soon.”

“Yes, Madam.”

“Mother, I’ll go with Mingyu to check,” Yuanjing said.

“Alright, be careful.”

Yuanjing took Mingyu’s hand and left. Her brother and sister-in-law chuckled—they realized their sister didn’t need their help. She could handle Zhao Dechang alone. “Looks like you don’t need me, Brother,” her brother said.

Lady Fan laughed. “Brother, Sister-in-law, Prince Duan’s support is different. Without him, Zhao Dechang wouldn’t have come himself. Even if I can’t divorce him, I won’t return. Zhao Dechang values Zhao Han now. If my son returned, he’d force him to bow to Zhao Han. And Zhao Han’s heart is more vicious than I thought.”

“What did he do?” her sister-in-law asked, shocked.

Lady Fan’s voice turned cold. “He sent people to the Luo residence in Ning City, planting the idea of Liu Fu in Luo Yonghai’s ear, leading him to target my son. Zhao Han knew his true identity long ago. He didn’t want to return to the Luo family, nor did he want my son to return to the Marquis’s residence and block his path.”

Lady Fan sneered, “Isn’t he just an ungrateful wolf? In his eyes, I’m probably nothing but an obstacle.”

Yuanjing tried to track down the people Zhao Han had sent to Ning City, but they had already returned to the capital. He informed Lady Fan to ensure she wouldn’t underestimate Zhao Han’s scheming and fall into his trap. He told her the identities of those sent to Ning City, urging her to take action.

Thanks to his knowledge of the plot, he could foresee their involvement.

Lady Fan’s brother paced a few steps. “No wonder you refuse to return to the Marquis’s residence, Sister. With an ungrateful wolf like Zhao Han and Zhao Dechang, who only cares about the Marquis’s interests, that place is no different from a den of wolves.”

This time, he sided with his sister, supporting her and her son’s decision. If Yuanjing revealed his true identity, not returning to the Marquis’s residence would be seen as a grave error in the eyes of the world. How could one disown their father? Especially since Zhao Dechang hadn’t yet done anything overtly wrong—such an act would be deemed unfilial.

Lady Fan continued, “Don’t worry about Yuanjing. Though he’s suffered greatly, he was fortunate to meet good people. In Ning City, he apprenticed under a master who taught him martial arts and medicine. You see how close Young Master Mingyu is to him—that’s because Yuanjing personally saved him. I dare say, if Jing’er were a man, few young men in the capital could match him.”

Her brother beamed. “A blessing in disguise! Even as a dual, my nephew can stand on his own merits.”

“Please, Brother, Sister-in-law, keep this secret,” Lady Fan urged.

“Rest assured, Sister, we won’t breathe a word to anyone,” they promised. As for their son, Fan Lin, they decided to keep him in the dark. Despite traveling from Ning City to the capital with Yuanjing, he hadn’t noticed anything, either because he was oblivious or because Yuanjing’s disguise as a man was flawless.

At the residence’s gate, the servants reported that Lady Fan refused entry. Zhao Dechang was furious. He had come in person—how dare she? What more did she want? Did she expect him, a dignified Marquis, to kneel and apologize to a woman?

“Break in! I’ll ask her myself what she’s playing at!” he roared.

The Marquis’s servants moved to force their way in.

“Who dares intrude?” A guard leader, hand on his sword, emerged from inside, followed by two rows of similarly armed guards. “The young master of Prince Duan’s manor has ordered that no one may enter without permission. Is the Marquis of Huaiyuan challenging Prince Duan’s manor?”

Zhao Dechang’s expression changed drastically. Prince Duan had sent his guards here? What was his intent? Had Lady Fan requested them?

Regardless, he couldn’t maintain his arrogance. Softening his tone, he said, “This is my wife’s residence. Am I not allowed to enter?”

The guard leader dismissed him. “I only follow my master’s orders.” Hearing a noise, he turned and saluted respectfully. “Young Master, why have you come out?”

Mingyu, holding Yuanjing’s hand, strode out amidst the guards. Seeing the scene, he sneered, “What a grand display, Marquis of Huaiyuan. Go on, try breaking in. Let’s see how you do it.”

Treated so rudely by a child, Zhao Dechang’s face turned green with anger, but he was powerless. This was Prince Duan’s legitimate son, soon to be the manor’s heir. With him here, Zhao Dechang truly couldn’t enter.

Stiffly, he said, “I didn’t know the young prince was staying at my wife’s residence. Had I known, I wouldn’t have disturbed you.”

Mingyu snorted again. What a spineless coward. He’d have respected him more if he kept pushing, but he backed down immediately.

If Zhao Dechang knew Mingyu’s thoughts, he’d be mortified. What else could he do? Challenge Prince Duan head-on? His men were no match for the manor’s guards. Forcing his way in would only bring humiliation and make him a laughingstock.

Still cowed, he said, “I won’t disturb you further. I’ll take my leave. Please tell my wife I’m heartbroken over the Ning City matter. The Marquis’s residence needs her, and I hope she returns soon. Qi’er, let’s go.”

Unlike his father’s restraint, Zhao Qi nearly lost his temper but knew Prince Duan was not to be trifled with. Crossing him would bring no good to the Marquis’s residence. He had to endure, humiliated by bowing to an eight-year-old. If their household were stronger, even Prince Duan’s heir wouldn’t matter.

He also resented his mother. If she hadn’t barred them, how could they have been shamed by a child?

Yuanjing remained silent, watching coldly. His aunt had instantly noticed his resemblance to Lady Fan, but Zhao Dechang and his son ignored him entirely. Zhao Qi, who had traveled with him from Ning City, hadn’t suspected a thing about his “adopted brother.”

They didn’t notice because they didn’t care.

Mingyu glanced at Yuanjing’s expression, noting his complete lack of hurt. What a cold-hearted dual—but exactly the kind of person Mingyu admired.

Yuanjing looked down, smiled, and ruffled Mingyu’s hair. “You were impressive today, Mingyu. Mother and I will rely on you for protection.”

Mingyu blushed but puffed out his chest like a little tyrant. “With me here, no one will bully you.”

The Prince Duan guards stifled their laughter. Their young master was too adorable.

Knowing Lady Fan and her son were reunited and backed by Prince Duan’s manor, her brother and sister-in-law could finally return home reassured. They agreed to join her when she sent people to retrieve her dowry from the Marquis’s residence, ready to support her as her family.

The capital buzzed with gossip about the Marquis of Huaiyuan’s residence and Prince Duan’s manor. The imperial edict naming Mingyu as the young prince had been issued, and Concubine Yu had vanished. It was clear to all that she was the mastermind behind the young prince’s disappearance.

Prince Duan acted so swiftly that the Noble Consort in the palace had no time to intervene before he decisively dealt with the matter.

The Marquis and Lady Fan were truly at odds. The Marquis went to fetch her but was barred from entering. Two days later, Lady Fan’s trusted maid, Mama Qian, led Prince Duan’s guards and Lady Fan’s family to the Marquis’s residence to collect her dowry. The commotion finally roused the reclusive old matriarch, but even she couldn’t stop the guards. They watched as the dowry was carried out and delivered to Lady Fan’s residence.

Some in the capital heard Lady Fan’s biological dual had died, others heard that he was lost in the mountains. Yet Lady Fan hadn’t held a funeral, declaring she’d only believe he was gone when she saw a body. As long as there was no proof, she believed he was alive—no funeral for the living.



  
    

    The relationship between the Fan Residence and the Marquis of Huaiyuan’s residence had reached a stalemate. Neither the Marquis nor the old matriarch could see Lady Fan, as her residence was guarded by Prince Duan’s men, with the young prince himself residing there. Without the master’s orders, who would dare step inside? Did they think Prince Duan’s manor was a mere decoration?

The capital’s elite and noble ladies marveled at Lady Fan’s luck. Not only had she saved the young Prince Duan, but he also obeyed her every word. He refused to stay in his own manor, choosing instead to live with Lady Fan. Could the Marquis of Huaiyuan dare take this to the imperial court and accuse the young prince? It would only make people mock his incompetence, unable to even manage his own household.

The commotion was impossible for Prince Cheng’s manor to ignore. Prince Cheng was already furious with the Marquis’s residence, deeming the Marquis utterly incapable for letting a woman humiliate his household and drag Prince Cheng’s manor into the mess. He even grew displeased with Zhao Han, who hadn’t yet entered the family.

“What’s your plan? Still want to marry that dual, Zhao Han? You know he’s not of the Marquis’s bloodline—just a merchant’s son,” Prince Cheng said. In his view, Zhao Han wasn’t even worthy of being a concubine, let alone a consort. With his temperament, he’d rather cancel the engagement.

As the story’s protagonist, Xiao Mingrui was naturally striking, but the Marquis’s scandal made him a laughingstock. His marriage to the designated consort was arranged by the Emperor, likely influenced by the Noble Consort, so he was reluctant to marry her and felt little affection. Meeting Zhao Han by chance had captured his heart. Though frustrated with the Marquis’s residence, he couldn’t let go of Zhao Han.

“Father, Zhao Han is innocent in this. The fault lies with the Marquis and his wife’s handling of the matter, especially Lady Fan, who’s acting impulsively. Has she considered the Marquis’s reputation or Zhao Han’s feelings?” Xiao Mingrui argued.

Prince Cheng, not swayed by Zhao Han’s charm, glared at his son. “Mingrui, put yourself in Lady Fan’s shoes. If your biological child was killed by the foster child’s father, could you face the foster child calmly? Without Lady Fan, Zhao Han would just be a merchant’s son. Would he have enjoyed sixteen years as the Marquis’s dual? Don’t you know what merchants are like? Have any of your merchant allies ever caught your eye?”

Merchants who aligned with Prince Cheng’s manor were mere tools for wealth. Without the manor, they were nothing. With Zhao Han’s background exposed, Prince Cheng didn’t want him as a consort. If his son liked him, he could take him as a concubine.

Xiao Mingrui frowned. “Can sixteen years of mother-son affection be discarded so easily?”

“But her real son is dead. How can Lady Fan face the foster son? Unless her child returns alive, they could coexist. Take yourself, Mingrui. You’re not my biological son, yet I plan for you because you carry our manor’s blood. If you had a foster son and a biological one, would you give everything to the foster son?”

Xiao Mingrui considered it and admitted he couldn’t. But thinking of Zhao Han crying before him, his heart ached. “Zhao Han didn’t want this.”

Prince Cheng grew more displeased with Zhao Han. This dual had ensnared his son’s heart, standing firmly by him. Prince Cheng doubted Zhao Han’s innocence in the child-swapping affair, as he was its greatest beneficiary.

“I don’t care about his intentions. I won’t agree to him as your consort,” Prince Cheng said. “You don’t know, Mingrui, his birth father’s family has been exiled. Though raised in the Marquis’s residence, he’s the son of a criminal. If you truly like him, take him into your household. Pamper him as you wish, but consider what the Emperor and officials think. Until your position is secure, I don’t want you distracted by romance. Once you’re in power, you can compensate him.”

Prince Cheng laid out the stakes clearly, not wanting to strain his relationship with his son, who might become emperor and question his loyalty as a father. So, he persuaded gently, confident that Zhao Han couldn’t hold his son’s heart forever. With power, countless beauties would be available, and Zhao Han would be ordinary.

Xiao Mingrui felt pity for Zhao Han, and his father’s opposition only made him lean toward him more. But when Prince Cheng mentioned the throne, he wavered. Was a dual with a criminal father worthy of being his consort? If he married him, what would the officials think? Others around him had already hinted at their concerns.

Knowing his son well, Prince Cheng saw his hesitation and didn’t press further. Patting his shoulder, he said, “Think it over, Mingrui. I only want what’s best for you.”

Prince Cheng left, leaving Xiao Mingrui in the study. He stayed there for over two hours, motionless, until a servant reported that Zhao Han had sent a letter requesting a meeting.

Before his resolve wavered, Xiao Mingrui would have eagerly met Zhao Han. But now, unsure of how to handle him, he was bound to disappoint him.

“Reply that I’m busy with matters and will meet him when I’m free,” he said.

The servant was surprised, seeing no sign of busyness, but realized it was an excuse. Not daring to question, he bowed and left to deliver the message.

At the Marquis’s residence, Zhao Han felt panic for the first time upon receiving the reply. How could Xiao Mingrui refuse to see him? What was so urgent that he couldn’t spare a moment?

He had been certain that Xiao Mingrui loved him, not Luo Yuanjing. As a consort in Prince Cheng’s manor, with the principal consort out of favor, he’d be no different from her. In his previous life, when Xiao Mingrui became emperor, he made Luo Yuanjing a Noble Consort and entrusted her with the harem.

Thus, Zhao Han didn’t care much about the Marquis or Lady Fan. As long as he held Xiao Mingrui’s heart, he had everything. He saw no need to curry favor with Lady Fan, especially with the Marquis and the old matriarch on his side.

His greatest reliance was Xiao Mingrui, the future emperor, so he invested all his efforts in him. But if Xiao Mingrui distanced himself, what would he have left?

“What’s going on? Didn’t you ask the messenger for details? What’s the heir so busy with?” Zhao Han asked, unwilling to accept it.

“Young Master, I didn’t dare pry,” the servant replied. It was Prince Cheng’s heir—how could he question him?

“Useless!” Zhao Han snapped, venting his frustration. “Go find out what’s happening!”

The servant hurried to gather information to redeem himself. Returning with a troubled expression, he hesitated before Zhao Han.

“Speak! What’s going on?” Zhao Han demanded.

“Young Master,” the servant said cautiously, “I heard something. The Luo family in Ning City… they’ve been exiled.”

Zhao Han, fixated on Xiao Mingrui, finally realized the problem. He collapsed into a chair, muttering, “How could this happen? What does it have to do with me? I’m Zhao Han!”

Without Xiao Mingrui’s sudden coldness, he might not have seen the significance of the Luo family’s fate. He thought eliminating Luo Yuanjing would end his worries, but Xiao Mingrui’s absence and the Luo family’s exile made him connect the dots.

“No, I must see Mingrui. Prepare ink—I’ll write to him myself. I need him to meet me,” Zhao Han said, clenching his teeth. He couldn’t sit idly by after coming this far.

“Also, find out who handled the Luo family’s case. Is that woman deliberately targeting me?” he demanded sharply.

The servant’s heart raced. The young master no longer called Lady Fan “Mother” but “that woman.” Tied to Zhao Han, he could only follow orders diligently.

Zhao Han sent a personal letter, and the servant learned that the Luo family’s downfall wasn’t Lady Fan’s doing but Zhao Qi’s, who had instructed local officials while escorting Lady Fan back from Ning City.

Hearing it was Zhao Qi’s idea, Zhao Han’s expression turned ferocious. Zhao Qi had betrayed him! He’d thought his brother was on his side.

In his previous life, after Luo Yuanjing entered Marquis’s residence, the Marquis’s residence had fawned over him, sidelining Zhao Han. They even married him off far away to protect Luo Yuanjing’s reputation.

Zhao Han’s hatred for Lady Fan now extended to Zhao Qi.

Receiving Zhao Han’s letter, Xiao Mingrui finally agreed to meet—not because he was moved by the letter but because he’d made a decision. Zhao Han was always considerate and would likely understand his predicament. When he held power, he’d compensate him generously.
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